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    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. 
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    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 TWO: The Barghest 
 
   



 

 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. 
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 2: Vampire, Meet Barghest 
 
    “Oh shit.”  Bonnie almost ditched, right then—just switched the car off, jumped out, and ran for all she was worth for the main road.  Instead, she swallowed, hard, and looked over her shoulder.   
 
    The barghest’s bleached, near-white eyes were open and blinking at the leather where his head was jammed against the back of the passenger seat.  He groaned and started trying to twist in the seat. 
 
    “Shit!” Bonnie cried, sitting forward again.  She had been counting on Masaaki and Theo to help keep the brute under control until she could talk some sense into him.  The struggles in the backseat became more violent, and she heard metal creak as he moved.  Then he started to shake, and the Mercedes rocked back and forth precariously. 
 
    “Um, okay,” Bonnie babbled, swiveling to look at him, “so before you freak out and break my car, I’m taking you home with me, okay?  Can’t take you home with me if you break an axle en route, okay?  Please calm down?” 
 
    The barghest’s ghostly-pale eyes fixed on her, and for a long moment, she wasn’t sure whether he recognized her or even understood her.  Then, slowly, he lowered his body back to the seat and went utterly still, never taking his eyes from her face. 
 
    Oh yeah, Bonnie thought, he totally wants to eat me.  Shit, shit, shit!  What Theo had said about rabid tigers suddenly was leaving her hyperventilating again.  He looked like a tiger, with those creepy-ass creamy white tattoos all over his body.  She bit her lip and turned back to face the road, stepping on the gas, knowing her only hope was to get the barghest to Masaaki and Theo before he woke up enough to chew on her head.  So screwed.  She was so so screwed… 
 
    “Am I dead?” the barghest asked, in a barely comprehensible slur. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, scrambling for something to say that would keep him from ripping up her car before she could get to Masaaki and his swords.  “Yes.  Yes, you are dead.  Now be really really still and maybe the grim reaper won’t notice.”  Hands shaking, she put the car into drive. 
 
    Behind her, the barghest remained in silence for some time.  Then, just as she was pulling out onto Eagle River Road, he said, “You’re pretty.” 
 
    Bonnie almost overshot the far lane and had to swerve to keep from going into the ditch.  Her tires squealed as she struggled to recover and keep the car in the lane headed home.  Gasping, her heart hammering like a sledge against her ribs, she cried, “I said shut up, the reapers will get you!” 
 
    The barghest narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    Panting, Bonnie hit the accelerator, already planning out what she was going to say to Masaaki. 
 
    Masaaki, I’m really sorry.  I had a moment of girly benevolence and I just had to drag home the seven hundred pound vampire-eating beast.  Can we keep him?  Masaaki seemed to understand the girly benevolence thing.  Him and his damn seven virtues of a samurai.  He was always trying to get her to be more like ‘a proper daimyō.’  She was pretty sure that courage was on that list, and it took courage to get into a car with something that could eat her, right?! 
 
    Courage…or stupidity.  She had a pretty good idea which one Masaaki would claim this was. 
 
    “Where are we going?” the barghest asked, still slurring. 
 
    “We’re going to meet my big scary friends, okay?” Bonnie said, her fingers gripping the wheel until the leather creaked. 
 
    The barghest snorted, but said nothing. 
 
    The ride went just fine until they hit a stoplight, then the barghest started sitting up behind her, showing God and everybody his current state of undress—and restraint.  Beside her, Bonnie saw a woman in the passenger seat of a truck look down at him and her eyes widen. 
 
    “Shit!” Bonnie cried, realizing the karate manual had slid loose in his contortions.  She twisted, bent to grab the manual that had slid to the floor, was reaching to replace it against his crotch again before she realized the barghest was watching her way too closely.  Bonnie froze under his pale-eyed stare, suddenly aware of that weird instinctive urge to run thrumming through her veins—and the fact that her entire arm, face, and upper body was within reach of the monster’s teeth. 
 
    Behind her, a car honked.  Bonnie dropped the manual, twisted, and stepped on the gas without looking to see what was in front of her.  Barely missing a collision, she quickly pulled the car off the road, swerved over the curb, thunked up across a concrete divide, and parked them in the empty lot of a church, panting, gripping the wheel with both hands. 
 
    The barghest turned over his shoulder to look at the church, then back at her.  Bonnie lifted her eyes to the mirror, and for a long moment, they looked at each other through the rearview. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed.  “Uh, you got a name, there, dude?” she asked, fidgeting with the mastiff-chewed leather on the steering wheel.  She was fighting the urge to throw open the door of her car and bolt across the parking lot. 
 
    He didn’t answer her, just watched her through the rear-view. 
 
    “I’m Bonnie,” Bonnie offered.   
 
    “That’s not your name.”  The way he said it, he had just stated the most obvious thing in the world. 
 
    Bonnie blinked at him in confusion a moment before she got it.  The slavers.  Right.  Probably prepped them before each visit, told them to call her Mistress Vampire Queen or something stupid like that. 
 
    “So, uh, I want you to know I’m not going to enthrall you.” 
 
    He snorted.  “You could try.”  He leaned forward until he was breathing in her ear.  “I’d rip off your arm and feed it to you.” 
 
    He didn’t sound the least bit like he was joking.  As he leaned back, Bonnie chuckled nervously at the ghostly-pale beast in her backseat.  He was big.  Like grizzly bear big.  And, after watching him break steel chains and pull huge metal bolts out of concrete, she believed he could do just that.  He barely even fit in the back of her car.  The greasy, Cave-Man mat of his shoulder-length platinum-bond hair was brushing the upholstered gray ceiling, and even with his arms pulled out of the way, exposing the pale ivory stripes tattooed across his chest, he had man-titties.  In a good way.  And, now that she was trapped in a car with him, she realized he smelled overwhelmingly like dirty, unwashed male. 
 
    Masaaki was so going to kill her. 
 
    Then she realized that maybe Masaaki didn’t have to know.  Yeah.  That’s what she needed to do.  Set this dude free out at Knik River or something, then hightail it for home.  Give him a couple bucks, maybe grab a few changes of clothes from Wally’s, which was only a quick dash across the street… 
 
    While Bonnie was distracted with that, the barghest leaned forward again, put his nose to her shoulder, and inhaled, deeply.  As she screamed and twisted and tried to work her spine into the steering wheel, he showed long, predatory canines.  Longer and more predatory than hers.  “You smell good, vampire.”   
 
    “Ooookay.”  Bonnie swallowed and cleared her throat, realizing that, as big as he was, the barghest could lean forward and bite out her throat as she drove.  “Okay.  Um.  I gotta get out and make a phone call.  You just stay put, okay?”  She yanked the keys from the ignition.  Then, even as his face was darkening, she opened the door, hopped out, and slammed it behind her.  Scrabbling for her cell phone, she dialed Theo’s number. 
 
    “You get the note?” Theo demanded, as soon as he picked up.  Bonnie thought she heard the sound of a car running in the background. 
 
    “Uh, no,” Bonnie said, watching the barghest through the glass.  She scrambled to come up with some reason to get the two of them to show up at a parking-lot in the middle of Eagle River without telling them about the barghest.  “Um.  I’m having a bit of a problem with my car—” 
 
    “Look, Bonnie, you’re gonna have to deal with it yourself, okay?  Masaaki and I are gonna go rescue my dumbass friend from a nest of vampires in Kenai.  I don’t have time to fix your flat.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “Just because I didn’t know how to fix a flat tire, you don’t have to be a dick about it.  Masaaki didn’t know.” 
 
    “Masaaki effectively just stepped out of the thirteenth century,” Theo retorted.  “You were born here.” 
 
    “I need you guys to stop by and help me,” Bonnie grated.  “The car is creaking funny.”  Which was true.  Because the barghest was leaning over the front seat, licking her headrest. 
 
    Oh fuck.  “Please come help me?” Bonnie whimpered.  “I don’t think I can take care of this one on my own.” 
 
    “You’ve got cash.  Call a tow truck or something.” 
 
    Bonnie bit her lip as the barghest leaned back, putting his feet to her door, fiddling with the latch with his toes.  Reflexively, she hit the auto-lock on the keychain.  You just stay tight, buddy…   
 
    Behind the glass, the barghest’s face darkened into a scowl.  “Open the door,” she heard him shout, barely audible through the sound-dampening walls.  Bonnie shook her head and made the universal Stay Put gesture.   
 
    The barghest’s eyes narrowed.  An instant later, her door came off the car, flying past her to skitter out onto the concrete of the parking lot, coming to a metallic, screeching halt about fifty feet away. 
 
    Then, door open, the beast shoved his shoulder into her seat, prying it out of the floor and to the side with the sound of ripping metal. 
 
    “Bonnie?” Theo demanded, over the phone.  “What was that sound?” 
 
    Bonnie hadn’t realized the phone had slid from her ear.  “Uh, yeah.  Theo, I really need your guys’ help.” 
 
    Path clear, the barghest shoved his legs through the opening he had created and scooted and squirmed forward until he was sitting halfway out the now-missing door.  “Why do you need their help?” the barghest demanded.   
 
    “Who was that?” Theo demanded. 
 
    “A…guy…” Bonnie managed. 
 
    But Theo didn’t press.  “Okay.  Well, tell him the jack’s in the back, right under the carpet.  Masaaki and I’ll be back by tomorrow evening, okay?” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Tomorrow evening,” Theo said.  “We called and postponed the twins showing up until we get back so you don’t gotta take care of anything on your own.  Just sit tight and watch movies or something.  Oh, and will you feed Angus for me?  We left him at your new place.”  
 
    Bonnie swallowed, eyes locked with the barghest’s.  “Uh, sure.  But Theo—” 
 
    “‘Kay.  Thanks.  Hey, gotta go.  Phone’s dying.  Needs a charge.”  The line went dead. 
 
    Very slowly, Bonnie dropped the phone away from her ear.  The barghest was grinning up at her, looking very not drugged.  “So,” the barghest said.  “Just the two of us for a couple days, eh?”   
 
    Predators had good hearing, too. 
 
    Bonnie took a step backwards, letting the phone slide down beside her leg.  She was pretty sure she could outrun him, what with his ankles shackled together.  But that wasn’t exactly the socially responsible thing to do, considering. 
 
    “So,” the barghest said again, leaning forward and sniffing at her leg, much too close to her crotch for comfort.  “Why’d you call for help?” 
 
    Bonnie batted his face aside and stepped back.  “Why the hell did you lick my headrest?” she retorted. 
 
    The barghest didn’t show an ounce of remorse, and instead glared at her like she’d just pissed in his pudding.  “Wanted to get a taste of you.” 
 
    About ninety-five percent of Bonnie wanted to bolt, right then.  Just drop everything and skedaddle.  The other five percent wanted to kick him in the balls, then bolt.  It was the angry five percent that made her stamp her foot and blurt, “Get your ass back in the car or I’m leaving it here.” 
 
    The barghest cocked his head up at her and Bonnie watched him deliberate before he slid back into the Mercedes and pulled his big feet inside with him.   
 
    …And now what, sweetcheeks? Bonnie thought, watching the barghest watch her through the glass.  She knew, beyond a doubt, that she was in over her head.  The barghest could kill her.  Easy.  He’d shoved the seat aside like it was made of popsicle sticks.  A seat that was supposed to be screwed into the frame and crash-proof, and he’d just leaned on it and it crumpled. 
 
    Bonnie considered calling Theo again and blurting out what she’d done.  She didn’t really have a lot of options.  She sure as hell didn’t want to get back into the car with that thing. 
 
    But she had to.  Because she couldn’t really leave a chained-up naked dude in the back of a car that was now thoroughly registered in her name, parked in the middle of Eagle River. 
 
    Bonnie reluctantly reached inside and shoved the front seat awkwardly back into place, though it was uneven and bent and to the right.  Giving the barghest a wary glance, she climbed in after him, settling into the seat that was now higher and more wobbly than before.  She peered into the rearview mirror.   
 
    “Tell me seriously,” Bonnie said.  “Are you going to eat me?” 
 
    “Are you going to thrall me?” 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, “No.” 
 
    “Then probably,” the barghest said, shrugging. 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes widened.  “Listen, you creep,” Bonnie snapped.  “I went back there to save your damn life, and you’re threatening to eat me?  I was planning on letting you loose, okay?  See this?”  She held up the keys that she’d been holding onto with a death-grip ever since the slaver’s house.  “It’s to your padlocks.”  Somehow, speaking through the mirror seemed safer, and it was easy to pretend that there wasn’t a man-eating beast in her backseat when she could look at him through glass. 
 
    The barghest’s ghostly-pale eyes stilled on the keys, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said.  “So I’m just going to take you to a park somewhere and unlock your arms, okay?  All I want is for you to promise you’re not going to eat me.” 
 
    The barghest smiled slowly, then leaned forward, ducking out of the mirror, making the Mercedes creak.  For a long moment, he just sat there like that, out of range of her rearview, until Bonnie worked up the courage to turn around and look at him.   
 
    Sure enough, with his face right there, the wraithlike skin and eyes and hair just inches away, she felt like peeing herself.  This close, it was impossible to ignore the light-eating blackness coursing through his veins, spotted with pinpricks of light.  Like a pulsing web of the Milky Way, it laced through him with such strength that it reminded her of Masaaki’s gold, surrounding him with a glittering blackness that reminded her of a starry sky.   
 
    His near-white gaze fixed on her, the barghest said, “Take me home.”  It was not a request. 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “Um.  My friends are…” 
 
    “Not so big and scary,” the barghest said flatly.  “And if you set me free on some lonely dirt road and somehow manage to leave me there, I can find you again anyway.  Save me the trouble.  Just take me home now.” 
 
    Save him the trouble?  Bonnie fought another insane urge to duck out of her car and bolt.  It took every ounce of self-control she had to turn her back on those long ivory fangs and put her hands back on the steering wheel.  Holding her breath, she put the vehicle into drive and started them moving again.   
 
    She was pretty sure that driving without a door was all kinds of illegal, so Bonnie took the quickest way home—a little over a mile to her parents’ place, instead of the seven or eight to her new home in South Birchwood.  Sans door, the sound of her tires on the pavement was loud, the wind unnerving in her face.  She endured the funny looks she got driving down Eagle River Road, but thankfully no police officers stopped her in the short time it took for her to get back up the mountain to her childhood home.  That much, at least, went well for her.  Bonnie didn’t know how, exactly, she would have explained to the nice police officer why her very good friend was shackled, stinking, and dressed in 101 Ways To Kick Ass, Illustrated. 
 
    “All right,” Bonnie said, snagging the keys and jumping out of the car as soon as they had come to a stop, “now before you break anything—” 
 
    The barghest kicked the driver’s-side seat out into the gravel driveway and started to climb out.  Bonnie swallowed and backed up. 
 
    “Undo my ankles,” the barghest growled, sitting there where the driver’s seat should have been, glaring up at her. 
 
    “Uuhmm,” Bonnie chuckled nervously.  “No.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her.  “No?” 
 
    “Yeah, screw that,” Bonnie said.  “You want iced tea or something?  Theo left some hotdogs here the last time he fired up the grill.”   
 
    “I want you to release my arms and legs.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed again.  “Sorry buddy.  You’re, uh, gonna have to just sit tight until Masaaki gets back.  He’s got swords.” 
 
    The barghest started to growl, a weird rattling sound in his chest that almost sounded like a cat purring—or like one of those alien sci-fi movies where the creepy predator was stalking you in the dark.  When the barghest stood, he didn’t bother stepping out of her car before he straightened.  He just bent the doorframe up and around himself as he got to his feet.  “I’ve been looking for you,” he growled.  “Since childhood, I’ve been searching for you.  Like hell I’m letting you keep me chained up like an animal now that I’ve found you, Mardöll.  Release me.” 
 
    The name triggered something deep in Bonnie’s chest and she felt her whole body go into a panic, even as her mind went utterly still.  A name swirled to the surface, surrounded by an ancient fear.  “Nökkvi.”  The word came off the tip of her tongue before she could stop it. 
 
    “Release me!” the barghest roared, his face going red. 
 
    Nökkvi?  What the hell?  Bonnie gave a nervous laugh, backing up further.  “Uh, sorry, no.  You threatened to eat me.  I don’t free guys who threaten to eat me.” 
 
    “Eat you out, little queen,” he growled.  “I’m going to enjoy taking your body with mine, in every way a man claims a woman, from now until we both die in a pile of our own entrails.  I’ll take the soft filth that this weak and gentle realm has spread across your mind and claw it away.  I’ll teach you to kill without mercy, revel in the blood of your vanquished foes.  We’ll hunt Christians under the moon together, Mardöll, and when we can’t kill any longer, I’ll plant my seed in your womb and you’ll bear me children of our blood, a union blessed by Odin himself, champions to fight the coming war.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open, locked in a silent O.  Her legs started moving of their own accord and she scrabbled back up the driveway, leaving him standing beside the car, his ankles locked together.  If he wanted to catch up with her, he was going to have to hop. 
 
    The barghest started snarling and tensed one thigh until she heard the unmistakable sound of shattering metal. 
 
    …or snap a padlock. 
 
    Bonnie turned and bolted for the house, where there would be a phone.  Like an imbecile, she’d left her phone in the passenger seat, which was now guarded by an angry barghest. 
 
    Behind her, she heard him roar and charge her.  Bonnie hit the front porch, threw open the door, and slammed it behind her.  Then she grabbed the phone off the kitchen counter, ran up the stairs, skidded around the hall, ducked up the second set of stairs to the third floor, then hurled herself towards the little dangly cord separating the attic from the rest of the house.  She tugged down and, even as the front door detonated inward, threw the phone through the dark opening, then snapped the cord off the pull-down ladder and crawled up into the darkness.  She yanked the stairs up with her, sealing her into the blackness except for a golden rectangle of light peeking between the attic entrance. 
 
    Heavy footsteps thundered up the stairs and into the hall beneath her.  “I know you’re up there, Mardöll!” the barghest snarled, light dancing through the cracks as he moved directly under her body.  “You can’t hide from a barghest.  Your blood lights up like quicksilver.”  The star-speckled blackness of his blood, on the other hand, was almost impossible to see through the floor.  Like trying to follow a shadow through the darkness.  “Come down!”  He stomped a foot into the floor, making the whole house shudder. 
 
    Bonnie scrambled for the phone and started dialing Theo’s number. 
 
    Below her, the growling hesitated.  “Who are you calling?” the barghest demanded. 
 
    “Pest exterminators!” Bonnie shouted back. 
 
    The barghest roared and she heard something that sounded like the shattering of wood and sheetrock. 
 
    Bonnie hit CALL and planned out exactly how to tell Theo that she had a rampaging barghest in her living room as she waited for the call to go through. 
 
    After the first ring, she got Theo’s answering service.  Hey, yeah, this is Theo.  My phone’s probably dead or on vibrate, so leave a message or call back in a few.  Thanks! 
 
    “Your hero’s phone is dead, remember?!” the barghest laughed at her.  “I’ve got you all to myself for a couple days, vampire.  Plenty of time to remind you of Odin’s gift, as I sink my teeth into your flesh and—” 
 
    Bonnie got up, tiptoed over to the closest dormer, and peeked out the window. 
 
    In the hall below her, the barghest had gone utterly still. 
 
    Damn, he’s got good hearing, Bonnie thought, wincing. 
 
    “You climb onto the roof,” the barghest snarled, “and I’m going to start bringing this house down.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed and opened a window.  “Yeah righ—” 
 
    The house shook dangerously as something heavy slammed into a support wall. 
 
    “Okay!” Bonnie cried, tugging the window shut again and backing away.  “Okay, okay!  You just stay down there and I’ll stay up here and we’ll wait it out, okay?” 
 
    “Come free my arms,” the barghest growled. 
 
    “Um, let me think on that one,” Bonnie said, sitting down cross-legged beside the opening in the floor.  “No.”   
 
    “Free my arms, woman,” the barghest growled through the crack. 
 
    “Not bloody likely!” she shouted back. 
 
    There was a roar of rage that actually made a puff of dust rise from the crack in the floor that the barghest was yelling into.  “I don’t have time to coddle you, you flighty, addle-headed fruitcake!” 
 
    “Fruitcake.  Yeah.”  Bonnie laughed.  “That’s a good one, there, bud.  Epic.”   
 
    “Odin gifted you to me.  Reward for killing a jötunn my last life.  I will claim my prize.  There’s no use running from me, you sun-loving coward.” 
 
    “Riiiight,” Bonnie said.  “Let me just open the door to the crazy man now because the lame insults are chipping away at my tender self-esteem.” 
 
    “Come down here and let’s talk.” 
 
    “After the whole planting your seed bit, I think I’m fine up here, thanks.” 
 
    Instantly, the beast’s rage was back.  “You’re going to deny me?!” 
 
    “Why does my house not have an eject button?” Bonnie asked.  “I think Masaaki’s right.  It needs an eject button.” 
 
    The beast raged and slammed into another wall.  “Come down!” 
 
    “In your dreams, creep!” Bonnie shouted back.  “You bring down the house, I’ll just hop out the window and leave you to crawl out of the rubble while I go get the police.” 
 
    The animal roar that followed made the air in Bonnie’s lungs vibrate, but he stopped destroying her house.  “Feeling better?” she called, when he stopped panting. 
 
    Beneath her, Bonnie saw a shape move through the crack in the floor, and when she concentrated, she saw his sparkly blackness, just out of reach.  “At least open it so I can see you,” the barghest growled. 
 
    “Oh, and give you the ladder?” Bonnie laughed.  “Sure, let me just go do that right now.”  She waited.  And waited.  And picked her nose and waited. 
 
    Eventually, he got the point.  “Let me see you!” he snapped, and Bonnie heard yet another part of her house shatter.  “I spent too long waiting not to see you!” 
 
    “In your dreams, buddy-boy.”  She was about to call Theo again when the phone rang.  She picked it up and answered it with, “Oh thank God.  I need you guys right away.  I know you told me not to, but I went and bought that barghest dude anyway and they didn’t drug him up good enough and now I’ve got a raging barghest loose in the living room and I think he’s going to tear down my house with his bare hands.”  Then she cocked her head at the thumping, shuddering sounds below.  “Well, shoulder.  His hands are still locked in those bowling-balls, though I think he can get them off if he keeps pounding them into my floor like that.  I need Masaaki and his swords like ASAP, before he gets into the attic.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end before the unmistakably no-nonsense voice of a female police officer said, “Ma’am, are you missing the driver’s-side door to a Mercedes-Benz?” 
 
    “Uhhhhh,” Bonnie said.  “…no?” 
 
    The police officer went on to explain that there was the abandoned door to a Mercedes CL65 laying in the parking lot of the Eagle River Church of Christ registered to a Bonnie Stanford, and that the church staff would highly appreciate it if she came and removed it before service tomorrow.   
 
    “Absolutely, officer,” Bonnie said, as another part of her house shuddered under the barghest’s attack.  “I’ll tell Bonnie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.  And please remind her that littering is a crime.” 
 
    Bonnie readily agreed.  Then, once the police officer hung up, she tried dialing Theo again.  One ring and she was at voicemail again, with Theo’s cheerful voice telling her to call back.  She tossed the phone aside in disgust. 
 
    “Come down,” the barghest growled, “and you have my word I won’t hurt you.”  The words had come only a few short inches under the attic floor. 
 
    “I’m fine up here, thanks,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “I just want to see you.  It’s the first time I’ve ever had a soul gifted to me.  Just let me see you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    The barghest started growling again.  That odd clicking sound that, even more than the ivory markings, left her with the deep instinctive urge to run…  Bonnie realized that she was bending her wrists back unconsciously, her fangs slipping through the skin.  She quickly made fists and swallowed.  Yeah.  If she thought Masaaki was mad now, just wait when he came back and she’d enthralled the guy…  He was going to go nuclear. 
 
    “Stop growling,” Bonnie snapped.  “You’re making my wrists twitchy.” 
 
    “Was that a threat?” he snapped. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, “yes, actually.” 
 
    “It would be the last mistake you ever made, vampire.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Bonnie said, “I’m kinda feeling like my time’s running out anyway, so I don’t really have anything to lose.” 
 
    There was a long silence.  Then, “You didn’t dream about me at all?” 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said.  “Maybe a little one after the first time you asked me to take you home.  I think I was at war with giant monkeys with ray-guns.  You totally had my back.” 
 
    “I was a monkey.” 
 
    “Yeah.  A big one.  With stripes.” 
 
    She heard a huge sigh and what sounded like a body contacting the floor.  “Odin told me you would fight it.  I get a lifetime worth of dreams—I know the taste of your blood, your thoughts, your juices.  I spend a lifetime of nights easing my sorrow with the sweetness of your body.  And then you show up as oblivious as a stuffed toad.  Loki still taunts me for stealing his sister.” 
 
    “I think you lost me at juices,” Bonnie said. 
 
    The barghest grunted and she heard the metal balls thump against hardwood.  “Here.  I’m sitting.  Open the damn thing up so I can talk to you.” 
 
    “You are talking to me just fine,” Bonnie said.  “You mean you dreamed about me?” 
 
    The barghest muttered and she heard a thump the approximate sound of a ripe melon. 
 
    “That sounded suspiciously hollow.  You hit your head?” 
 
    From much further away—floor-height??—the barghest said, “I’m lying down.  Open the hatch and I’ll tell you what you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    Remembering his comment about planting his seed, Bonnie laughed.  “No, I think I can do without.”   
 
    “You are pissing me off!” the barghest screamed, breaking more of her stuff. 
 
    “You ever try out for the Hulk?” Bonnie asked.  “You’d make an awesome green dude.  Totally got the anger thing down pat.” 
 
    Below her, the barghest bellowed and she heard more wood splinter. 
 
    “Hulk smash?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    The hallway went eerily quiet.  She knew he was still there, because she could hear his breathing, but he made no motions to move, so it was difficult to see his blood-web. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said.  “You knock yourself out or something?” 
 
    “When I get my hands on you,” the barghest said in a low, dangerous voice, “you’re gonna wish you hadn’t made me wait.” 
 
    …Hadn’t made him wait?  “Wait for what?” Bonnie asked, despite herself. 
 
    “To make you mine.”  The passion—and rage—in his voice was unmistakable.  “I’ve been alone for a thousand lifetimes, and when the gods finally take it upon themselves to give me a mate, she runs from me like a terrified rabbit.  I will ease my pain with your body, as was foretold to me in my dreams.  I’ve been alone too long to put up with your bullshit.”  Bonnie was pretty sure that meant he wanted to crawl up there, right then, and make sweet, passionate love to her, barghest-style.  Which probably included bloodspray and the flinging of severed limbs. 
 
    Bonnie slid away from the attic door, despite herself, her heart beginning to hammer.  “Uh, dude.  I think you’ve got the wrong gal.” 
 
    “You are mine.  I am Odin’s Chosen, Nökkvi, reborn.  You are Mardöll, sorceress of the First Lands.  Odin gave you to me, as payment for killing a rogue jötunn, at the end of my last life, to keep you from soul-death as you grieved the loss of your last soulmate, but you ran from me—” 
 
    “Gee,” Bonnie interrupted, “wonder why.” 
 
    The barghest made an irritated rumble, but remained on the floor.  “This life is our first together.  Odin commanded we learn each other.  I’ve had many years to plan this.  You are to learn how to please the great champion of Odin and I will learn to take your comfort to ease the pain of my duties to the gods.” 
 
    Batshit.  The barghest was absolutely batshit. 
 
    “So get down here, woman, so I can stake my claim before someone else does.” 
 
    Oh, yeah, like that was incentive.  “Tempting,” Bonnie said.  “But you know, I’m still having a problem with, oh, I dunno, the whole sex thing.  It sounds like you want sex.  Am I right?  You want sex?” 
 
    “I want your complete submission to me, body and soul, as I take what is rightfully mine, whenever I want it, however I want it, as hard as I want it, as many times as I want it.” 
 
    Bonnie’s brow went up.  “Yeah, that’s some soul-mate incentive right there, buddy.  Here, just let me come on down and start that with you.” 
 
    The barghest waited, clearly expecting her to do just that.  When she didn’t, he snarled and started to get up.  “You have no right to deny me!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure I do,” Sunny said.  “This is America, not the twelfth century.  What is it with you dickcheeses and thinking you’re back in the twelfth century?  I mean, that vampire lord that tried to kill me is more with it than you and Masaaki.  At least he isn’t a douche.” 
 
    The barghest made an animal rumble in his throat.  “I will drag you down here and fuck you until you bleed and beg for mercy, slave.” 
 
    Wow.  Masaaki was right.  Barghest were the bad guys.  Check.  “So yeah,” Bonnie said, “Here’s the deal.  You keep your dick to yourself and I won’t have to kick it off before Masaaki gets here to take you to the looney bin, okay?” 
 
    Dead silence hovered in the hallway between them before the barghest said, “You have to eat sometime, vampire.  When you come crawling out of your hole, I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Bonnie felt a pang of fear, remembering that both of her food sources had skipped town on her.  Already, the pressure was building in her chest, under her heart.  The barghest was right.  If recent history was any judge, she was going to come crawling out of her hole in about twelve hours. 
 
    Bonnie picked up the phone again to call Theo. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Okay, look,” Theo said, opening the driver’s door of the truck.  Outside, the smell of ocean air swept into the cab on the breeze.  “You aren’t a part of this, so I’m leaving you with the truck.  Can you drive?  You could go get some sushi or something.”  He offered the keys to the yatagarasu. 
 
    Masaaki, predictably, was covered in sweat, looking like he wanted nothing more than to crawl out Theo’s open door and follow him along the shoreline to the vampire nest, several miles down the beach.  He didn’t answer his question.  Theo frowned.  “Did you hear me?” 
 
    “Please don’t go,” the samurai said in a strangled voice.  His hands were bony white fists on his swords, and his face was contorted with that unmistakable look like he wanted to sink his katana through Theo’s brainpan. 
 
    “I have to,” Theo said.  “I know the sick little douchebag who’s running the show.  He’s gonna kill Mandi if I don’t show up on time.” 
 
    “Can I go with you?” Masaaki whimpered.  “Please?” 
 
    Theo gave Masaaki an irritated look.  “We talked about this.  We talked about this the whole way here.  You can’t go with me.  It’s filled with vampires.  You’re scared of vampires, remember?  With good reason.  If they somehow got the upper hand and took you…” 
 
    “I can blast them.  My hikari.” 
 
    While that was a highly tempting offer, Theo didn’t feel comfortable having someone he had enthralled fighting his battles for him.  That was bordering on abuse of power, in his book.  Besides.  The upstarts were just children, most barely older than Bonnie.  None of them had the strength or the control or the experience in blood-magic to stop him.  Theo would just do what he always did—knock a few heads together, rip off a few more, and rescue the damsel.  In and out.  Nothing to it. 
 
    “You need to stay here, bud,” Theo said.  “I’m gonna be fighting vampires.  My own kind.  We’re strong enough to rip you apart, and you know it.” 
 
    “I’ve got swords and my hikari,” he said stubbornly.  “And I’m fast.” 
 
    Theo groaned and dropped his face into his hand.  “Listen.  We already had this discussion.  Like twelve times.  I’m a vampire.  An old vampire.  I’m going to go kill a few young vampires.  Hell.  I might even wipe out the nest.  Depends on how generous I’m feeling.  Anyway, I don’t want you to see it.  I’m trying to help you, not scare the crap out of you.  Get me?” 
 
    The samurai swallowed, and it was obvious to Theo that Masaaki, given the choice, would have been back in Eagle River with his self-avowed warlord, not scampering out to Kenai with Theo, but that Theo’s venom was warring with his mind.  “What if you don’t come back?” Masaaki whimpered. 
 
    Theo glanced at the beach, even then being lapped by waves, then back at Masaaki.  “You’re not going to stay here if I leave, are you?” 
 
    The grimace on Masaaki’s face was all Theo needed to know.  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Masaaki.  You said you could handle this!” 
 
    The samurai’s face purpled.  Spittle flew as he shouted, “It was you who knowingly poisoned me with your venom, vampire!” 
 
    Theo rolled his eyes.  Not once had Masaaki so much as thanked him for saving his life, after the fool had let the queen sap his life-force until it was flickering out.  “Tell ya what.  When we’re done with this, I’ll just tie you to a tree out in the woods somewhere and leave you there to get over it for a couple weeks.  Until then, I need you to promise you’re not going to try to come after me, or I’m going to have to hold you down and drain you until you cannot move.”   
 
    Masaaki’s face went sheet-ass white. 
 
    “Okay,” Theo said.  “Good.  We’re getting somewhere.  Read those books you brought along.  I’ll leave you with my cell-phone.  There’s some fun games on there.  Don’t follow me.  If you do, I’m serious.  I’m gonna hold you down, drain you until you pass out, then leave you on the beach until I come back.  Not a good place for you to be, considering someone might wander off with one of those pretty swords of yours.  Or your virginity.” 
 
    The samurai’s face darkened as Theo dropped the cell phone on the seat.  “By my ancestors’ kami, I will make you pay for this, vampire.” 
 
    Theo sighed.  As if he hadn’t heard that one a thousand times already.  “Okay.  Whatever.  But later.  I’m running out of time.  Stay here.  I’ll be back soon.”  He slammed the door of his pickup truck and started out onto the sand, towards the soft brownish beach.  He paused once, just out of sight of the truck, and watched the yatagarasu’s blood-web for a moment through the sand dunes to make sure that Masaaki didn’t intend to follow.  Then, satisfied that Masaaki had picked up a book and was going to stay in the truck, Theo turned and jogged down the beach until he was far enough from the parking-lot that he could slip into the forest and run. 
 
    The last few miles to the vampire pups’ lair took only a few minutes, running.  Theo used the last couple minutes to wrap himself in spellwork, something that the yatagarasu’s blood had proven less than ideal for.  While the yatagarasu’s blood allowed him the previously-unimaginable feat of stepping out into the sunlight unharmed, vampire blood magics were more or less a product of the Third Realm, and while the yatagarasu’s energy was divine, sun-magics of the First Realm tended to fizzle on, say, spells of concealment and shadow. 
 
    Still, Theo managed to get enough of a spell together to hide his blood-signature, at least, then made the final approach to the vampire nest, pausing in the alder thicket to survey the situation.  Inside the three-story mansion, sprawled in various positions of relaxation—or, in the case of the dozen or so unwilling captives in the basement, fear—human chattel lay poised over what had to be couches, pillows, and beds.  Enthralled vampires lay in various states of unconsciousness in the main room, the normal lifelessness of their blood pumping with a dull silvery-pink.  The vampire lord—the only vampire whose blood glowed vibrantly to Theo’s second sight—lay near the center of the living-room, an arm around two different relaxed human blood-webs, his blood a shimmery pink-silver.  Theo could see Mandi’s soft lavender web at the man’s feet, still alive and well, but weak.  She’d obviously been drained already.  And, judging by the silver flowing in her veins, probably enthralled. 
 
    Theo sighed.  Just like last time.  He would have to kill the lord, of course.  The kid was just too careless, and that stupidity was going to get a lot of people killed, if Theo didn’t stop it.  Hell, the kid had kidnapped a girl from Theo’s own stable, then called to brag about it, and the over-confident dumbass hadn’t even posted a guard—   
 
    “Hello, Baron Hjörr.” 
 
    Theo froze at the voice, so close it caught him off-guard.  Indeed, a moment later, the air shimmered as a magus’s blood-magic illusion slipped away, and a vampire in stiff black Third-Lander robes appeared a couple yards off, his blood a vivid silver-green, buoyed by a soft yellow glow.  Theo felt his heart begin to pound, recognizing the last place he had seen that blood-web. 
 
    “So,” the Duke of the Nightlands said, with a sigh, “I was tasked with subduing you.  Apparently, you made an enemy out of the little shit, and he would like to add you to his collection.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Theo said. 
 
    “Yes,” Svartr Buðlungr said, giving Theo a flat look.  “Fuck.”   
 
    “He summoned you?” Theo asked, taking an unconscious step backwards.  “How?” 
 
    “If you ever figure it out,” Svartr Buðlungr, the Duke of the Nightlands, said, “I would very much like to know.  Until then…”  He gestured lazily, and Theo watched the magic bleed down his arm, pooling in his fangs in preparation for spellwork.  “Shall we?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: Just a Reflex 
 
    It had been hours.  The nutty barghest hadn’t moved, and was still spewing ridiculousness about dreams.  Bonnie had only half been paying attention, mostly listening to be sure that he wasn’t sneaking off to do something nasty, like find the hand-grinder down on the floor of her living-room. 
 
    She stretched out and got comfortable.  “How old are you, Nökkvi?” she asked, during a lull in the craziness.   
 
    “Nökkvi is my soul name.  I am Björn today.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bonnie chuckled.  “Right okay.  My apologies.  Today you’re called Björn.”  Add Multiple Personality Disorder to megalomania and delusions of grandeur.  “So, what, like yesterday you were Nökkvi and on Sunday you were Napoleon?” 
 
    He was silent for some time.  “I think it’s because you’re afraid of me.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed.  “Oh really?  What gave you that idea?!” 
 
    “Your first mate was like you.  You would twine souls together to create magic, every life.  You were great sorcerers, in whatever field you chose.  He was a great musician, the lifetime the rogue devourer ate him.  It was attracted by his music.  There is magic in music.” 
 
    Something about what he was saying left Bonnie suddenly surging with deep and inexplicable sorrow.  Stunned at the reaction, she wiped away tears and glared down through the crack and the starry speckles beneath.  The con-artist was good.  “Just shut up, okay?  I don’t care.” 
 
    “Your soul makes great sorcerers,” Björn said.  “Sages, scholars.  Yet you’re always sheltered, always in your towers, always tucked away from the violence of the world.  You are gentle at the core.  Peaceful.” 
 
    “I said shut up,” Bonnie gritted. 
 
    “So when Odin saw you falter, saw your soul start to wither and die from the loneliness and despair, he gave you to me.  Bound your soul to mine, gave you that connection you had lost with your twin.  A greater power than yourself—of which there are few—awarding you like a prize to something younger, something a thousand times more violent, something that could destroy you, and telling you to serve it.  It must be terrifying you.” 
 
    Bonnie snorted and wiped more tears off her face.  “Can it, okay?”  The hours had really started to take their toll on her, and the pressure in her chest was making it hard to concentrate. 
 
    “You’re afraid,” the barghest growled, “Because Odin chained a scholar to a beast, and no matter how you tried, you couldn’t break that bond.  You, great sorceress that you are, couldn’t break it.  Odin wouldn’t let you.  So you chose to forget who you are to avoid facing that connection.  You ran.  To the Daylands.”  He said the word like a curse.  “You’re sticking your damn fingers in your ears and screaming lalalalalala at the top of your lungs, hoping I’ll go away.” 
 
    Bonnie picked up the phone and dialed again.  It switched to voicemail and the low battery indicator started flashing.  “Damn!” she snapped, dropping it back to the floor. 
 
    “So,” the barghest growled.  “Now that I’ve made it clear you aren’t going to escape me, come down here and release me so I can wake you up.  I’m thinking pain should do it.  Bloody you up and piss you off enough and I stir the sorceress buried beneath.  That’s how we do it in the Third Realm.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “What, just come down there and let you chew on me a bit?  That what you’re saying?” 
 
    “You want to continue sleeping, you fool?  Just let the sorceress dream?” 
 
    “I’m not a sorceress,” Bonnie growled. 
 
    The barghest growled.  “Tell me this, Mardöll.  Why, of all the excess of souls in the First Realm, were you born a vampire queen?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Bonnie snapped.  “Seriously.  Just shut up, or I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    “Yes, do that,” he growled.  “I’m hungry, you stubborn imp.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him he was bluffing.  Then she realized he really wasn’t bluffing.  He would eat cops.  Especially if they were standard-sized, hundred-pound meat morsels, Captain.  She swallowed and slumped down upon the floor, her nose touching the wood inches from the crack around the exit. 
 
    “How long do you plan to be up there before you face me?” Björn demanded.  “It’s been hours.” 
 
    “As long as it freakin’ takes to get Masaaki to come back and rescue me,” Bonnie retorted. 
 
    “Believe me,” the barghest growled, “Masaaki won’t be able to help you.  He would stab me once and I would rip him in half and feed on his remains.” 
 
    Bonnie felt another tremor of fear, because she instinctively knew it was true.  “Please don’t say that.” 
 
    Björn was silent for several moments before he said, “If you don’t come down here, the next time I see the bird again, I will make his death as terrifying as possible before I eat what is left.” 
 
    And he meant it, too.  “Masaaki is peaceful,” she blurted.  “He’s all about Zen and eating vegetables.  He’s been watching my butt since I stumbled on him a couple months ago.  And he’s my friend.  Please don’t hurt him.”   
 
    “I kill whoever Odin sends me to kill,” Björn said.  “Whoever it is this life, I haven’t met him yet.  Though, considering the way I feel when I turn certain directions in the First Realm, I’m pretty sure he’s here somewhere.” 
 
    “So it isn’t Masaaki?” Bonnie whispered.  She felt some of the tension leave her. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Very carefully, she pushed down the staircase so she could look at the barghest lying on the floor directly beneath her, his body positioned perfectly in alignment with hers.  He can see me through the floor, she thought, unnerved.  “Is it Theo?” she asked softly, only part of her face poking through the hole she’d made. 
 
    Björn watched her alertly from the floor, his bleached-blue eyes locking with hers.  He scanned her face a moment, then offered, “Theo is the vampire lord who was with you last time?” 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. 
 
    “Not him, no.” 
 
    Bonnie hesitated, leaving just a crack open between them.  “I don’t believe a word you said, you know,” she muttered into the wood, still showing him nothing below her nose. 
 
    Björn gave her a long look.  “Yes you do.  Odin bound you to me, Bonnie.” 
 
    “Riiiiight,” Bonnie laughed, rolling her eyes.  “So just come down there and let you chew on me and take my virginity, right?  That’s not so bad.  Kind of like one of those hands-on masseuses who, oh, by the way, can do a past life regression by peeing into your ear.  Only twenty bucks!” 
 
    “Odin gave you to me.”  Like of course he was going to chew on her and take her virginity.  Duh! 
 
    “Oh, fucking stuff it, already,” Bonnie snapped.  “I’ll just stay up here until you starve to death.”  She yanked the hatch shut. 
 
    Below her, the barghest let out another scream of rage, his calm apparently shattered.  “Get,” Björn screamed, slamming into something else, “down—” he hit another wall, “—here!” 
 
    Bonnie yawned.  “You kinda strike me as early teens,” she said, picking at a paint-chip on the fold-up stairs.  “You still got the tantrum thing going on, are totally wacked out on hormones, you got some really in-depth fantasies of women you’ve never met, you like to break shit, you’re a crotch-sniffing nympho…” she paused as he shattered something else that sounded important, thinking, “…you talk about blood and gore and juices—all speckled with brief moments of sanity where you spout some really creepy love-poems.  And if it weren’t really obvious you’re male, I’d say you were totally PMSing.” 
 
    He screamed and slammed into something else, making the house shudder again. 
 
    Bonnie chuckled.  “Look, dude, break all the sheetrock you want.  I’m not coming dow—” 
 
    The barghest howled again, more wood splintered, and suddenly the floor underneath her was giving way, opening up like a fissure into the center of the earth, dumping her like a fish off a cutting board, straight into the barghest’s waiting arms. 
 
    Bonnie shrieked as Björn fell upon her, pressing her into the floor with his chest, seven hundred pounds of barghest driving all the air from her lungs.  Instantly, Bonnie froze, terror raking deep talons through her soul as she looked up into his face and saw the blackness buried beneath the pale tattoos. 
 
    “The thing you forget,” Björn growled, his hot breath upon her cheek, those long ivory fangs only inches above her face, “is that you are bound to me.  Forever.  The gods gave you to me.  If you don’t face it this life, you will have to face it the next.”  He hesitated, sniffing at her throat.  “Oh gods you smell so good…”  He sank his teeth into her neck, where it met the shoulder, sending shockwaves of pain down along her spine. 
 
    Bonnie screamed and slammed her palms into him on sheer, utter terror.  She felt her fangs lunge out, felt something squeeze out of pure instinct. 
 
    Above her, the barghest yanked his head up, his bloody face showing surprise.  His bleached blue eyes locked on her in startlement.  “Oh fuuu—”  Then his wide eyes rolled into the back of his head and he slumped over her, utterly limp… 
 
    …and cracking ribs. 
 
    “Off…” Bonnie gagged, shoving with all her might.  She pushed his much-too-heavy body a few inches to the left, sliding partially out from under him.  “Can’t…breathe…”  She shoved again, and gained another inch.  “Help.”  Her ribs were in agony, snapping under his weight.  “Please…”  She was passing out, her world going black. 
 
    The barghest rolled off of her, staring at the ceiling, a huge, stupid grin on his face. 
 
    Bonnie continued to lie on her back, moaning as she felt her ribs pop and knit back together.  “Owwww,” she whimpered, once her heart had stopped hammering from the pressure of her ribcage squishing it.  She glanced over at the barghest, who was still grinning at the ceiling, making no attempt to grab her again.  “Truce?” 
 
    Björn remained unresponsive, four dots of silver dribbling down his chest. 
 
    It was then that Bonnie saw the shimmering silver liquid dribbling down her wrists, spattering the floor into steaming little ice-crystals, like freakin’ liquid nitrogen.  Seeing it, her spine went cold.  “Oh crap.” 
 
    She got up quickly and backed away from the barghest, who remained on his back, grinning stupidly at the ceiling.  Immediately, Bonnie wondered if she’d somehow fried something.  She’d given him both wrists…  Judging by how empty they felt, she was pretty sure she’d given him everything she had. 
 
    “Uh, dude?”  She poked him daintily with a foot. 
 
    Very slowly, his head lolled to the side and he grinned up at her.  “Heehhhhhhhheeehhhhh,” he giggled, like he was stoned out of his mind and drunk. 
 
    Yep.  That was it.  She was dead.  Death by Masaaki.  Totally the tantō.  Katana would be too clean a cut.  Needed something to saw that head off. 
 
    “You bit me,” Bonnie blurted, putting her hand to her neck.  The blood was still there and her T-shirt had been ripped to hell, but the wound had healed.  “I was defending myself.” 
 
    He nodded happily. 
 
    “Oh fuck me.” 
 
    Björn’s face brightened and he immediately started to get off the floor. 
 
    “No!” Bonnie cried, holding out a hand to stop him.  “Stay right the hell there!”  She started dancing backwards over the smashed and splintered hardwood floor, towards the stairs. 
 
    The barghest froze, half-seated, watching her with that stupid grin.  She was soooo dead.  Maybe Masaaki wouldn’t notice.  She could lock the dude in a closet or something and feed him fifty pounds of steak twice a day.  She could say the house fell apart while he was gone.  Those damned old houses.  So unstable.  Never know when they’re gonna just implode. 
 
    Bonnie reached the stairs and the barghest still hadn’t moved.  She was about to bolt down toward the landing, then hesitated.  He hadn’t moved.  Turning back with a frown, she watched him for a moment.  He watched her back, still stuck in that uncomfortable-looking half-seated position.  Warily, Bonnie said, “Get up.” 
 
    Immediately, the barghest got to his feet, all six-feet-eight and proudly-swinging cod. 
 
    Bonnie raised an eyebrow.  “Dance?” 
 
    He immediately started to jiggle, making the already-abused house shudder. 
 
    “Stop!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    He stopped, and the floor groaned underneath him. 
 
    “Wow,” Bonnie said.  “This could be fun.” 
 
    The barghest nodded gleefully, still looking totally stoned. 
 
    “How long does a dose last?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “Oohhhh,” he said dreamily, “forever.” 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    “Ummm.”  Bonnie swallowed, hard.  “Okay, so I’m totally going to be executed for this as soon as Masaaki gets back—” 
 
    Instantly, the dreaminess went away, replaced with utter, vein-popping fury.  “Where is Masaaki?!  I will kill him!” 
 
    “No you won’t,” Bonnie blurted. 
 
    He immediately went placid again. 
 
    Bonnie peered at him suspiciously.  “Are you faking it?” 
 
    He shook his head, and his whole body swung back and forth in happy drunken glee. 
 
    Against her better judgment, Bonnie took a step towards him.  The barghest grinned down at her, watching her approach.  She stopped a good four feet out of reach and eyed him warily.  “So, uh, do you have to, like, do what I say now or something?” 
 
    He nodded, again with his whole body. 
 
    “For how long?” she insisted again. 
 
    “Alllllllll the time,” he giggled.  He started to lean forward, puckering his lips in an obvious attempt to kiss her. 
 
    “Back off,” Bonnie growled. 
 
    He immediately backed off and started swinging back and forth happily, slapping his penis against his legs, making it impossible for her to ignore his nakedness. 
 
    “Stop that.” 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    Wow.  This was like way too good to be true.  Bonnie peered up at him.  “You’re serious?  Forever?” 
 
    He broke out in another big, stupid grin.  “Forrrevveerrrr.”  And giggled.  Like a girl. 
 
    “You know,” Bonnie said, raising an eyebrow at him, “After the juices thing, I’d have to say this is an improvement.” 
 
    He nodded with his whole body again. 
 
    “Soooo,” Bonnie said, “If I take those padlocks off your arms, you’d go and, say, put some clothes on, share one of those hotdogs, and watch Chuck Norris movies with me until my friends got back and you’ll tell them it was all your fault because you attacked me?” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “Yes or no?” 
 
    “No?”  His grin faded and he blinked.  Frowning, he offered, “Yes?” 
 
    “Was it your fault you’re drugged out of your mind right now?” 
 
    “Ooooh yesssss.”  He said it with an unmistakably—and ear-reddening—carnal moan.  “Oh yesss, yesss, yesss.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, we’ll need to work on your delivery,” Bonnie said.  “Masaaki’s kind of a hardass.  I need him to like you, not want to stick a sword in you.” 
 
    “Can we have sex?” the barghest asked, biting his lip like a nervous teenager. 
 
    Bonnie’s eyebrows hit her hairline.  “Uh.  No.” 
 
    “Oh.”  He lowered his head in total dejection.  And started to cry. 
 
    “Not now, I mean,” Bonnie blurted, immediately feeling bad.  Masaaki and Theo’s little tirades about enthralling people was beginning to make sense. 
 
    The barghest started bawling, his big shoulders quaking as he hunched in on himself. 
 
    Yeah, she really needed to fix this.  Now, Captain.  “Not now…because I’m, uh, on my period.” 
 
    The barghest’s head came up and he sniffed—sniffed—the air.  A tiny, confused frown caught on his face.  “No you’re not.”  Like he felt betrayed. 
 
    “In my head,” Bonnie countered quickly.  “See, I’ve got a mental cycle, kind of like my menstrual cycle.  Now’s a really bad time, okay?” 
 
    The barghest’s eyes narrowed and he suddenly snapped, “Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open, all the tingles of alarm slamming through her body like needles through her veins.  She stumbled several steps backwards in her shock.  “Uh…well, the way you were acting…?” 
 
    His face smoothed and he went back to grinning like a fool.  “How about now?” 
 
    It took Bonnie a moment to realize he was talking about sex again.  “No, not now.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “How about you ask me again in an hour.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’m going to kill you for this.” 
 
    Bonnie froze and saw the brief flash of sharp lucidity in the barghest’s eyes before it melted away again.  She cocked her head at the barghest, who stood there swinging his penis back and forth, grinning at her.  Taking a step forward, she gingerly reached up and tapped a finger against his skull, peering up at him.  “You’re still in there, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded happily, moving his whole chest with the motion. 
 
    Oooohhhh shit.  Not good.  Not good at all. 
 
    “And you don’t want to do what I tell you, do you?” 
 
    The barghest, grinning like a fool, shook his head back and forth. 
 
    That’s it.  She was screwed.  “Oookay,” Bonnie said, “Uh.  Would you take it as a peace offering if I release your arms?” 
 
    Björn hesitated, and she saw the alertness come back for a brief moment.  He nodded slowly, then once again seemed to dissolve into rocking, sighing bliss. 
 
    “You promise not to wring my neck or something?” 
 
    “I could never hurt you,” he gasped.  Then, more darkly, “Now.” 
 
    The lucidity, it seemed, didn’t last for more than a brief second or three at a time, then it seemed to be washed away again with that happy, blissful grin.  Bonnie cocked her head up at Björn.  “All that talk about biting me and taking my body.  Why didn’t you think I was going to stab you?” 
 
    “Forgot you were a fucking queen,” Björn growled.  “I got…distracted.” 
 
    “You mean you were having a temper tantrum.” 
 
    He giggled, sounding utterly wasted. 
 
    “You already seem to be coming off it,” Bonnie said, remembering how fast he’d worked through the drug the slavers had given him.  “You’re sure it’s forever?” 
 
    Björn’s eyes narrowed and he said nothing. 
 
    “Answer me.”  Then, as an afterthought, she added, “Truthfully.  And as clear-headedly as you can.  Are you going to break free?” 
 
    “I’m the Dröttning Banamaðr.”  He grinned at her pleasantly.  “I’m made to kill queens and things like you.” 
 
    Bonnie took another step back.  “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “It means I’m fighting a little mental war with your magic, one I’m gonna win, and when I do, you’re going to regret stabbing me.”  He said it all with a shit-eating grin on his face.  “How about now?” 
 
    “Has it been an hour yet?” Bonnie demanded, thoroughly unnerved. 
 
    “Nope.”  He giggled and started swinging back and forth again. 
 
    “Don’t ask me again for an hour.  How long is it going to take for you to break free?” 
 
    “Nooooooooo idea,” he giggled.  “Can I at least lie down beside you?  Snuggle?” 
 
    Bonnie lifted a brow.  “You like Chuck Norris?” 
 
    Grinning happily, he swung his head back and forth. 
 
    “Too bad.  I do.  I’m thinking a Chuck Norris marathon.  I totally need something to distract me, ‘cause you are looking really damn tasty right now.  I’ll go get the hotdogs and popcorn.” 
 
    As she turned, Björn’s face fell.  “Drink of me!”  His voice was pleading as he rushed up, chest thrust out.  “Oh please.  Please drink of me.”  He rubbed his nipple right up into her cheek, and she felt the cool shadow of his blood pulsing beneath the skin. 
 
    Bonnie put her hand against his chest—and the barghest shuddered and his head lolled back, eyes rolled into his head—and she pushed his man-titty off of her. 
 
    “I do that,” Bonnie muttered, “and Masaaki really would kill me.  No way, Jose.  I think, ‘Acquiring barghest’ and ‘wrecking house’ and ‘enthralling a dude’ are bad enough.  He’s probably gonna have me running laps for the next century as it is.”  She took a deep, shaking breath, because most of her wanted nothing more than to ram her fangs into his chest and drink until he lost consciousness. 
 
    The image of her losing control, grinding her hips against the barghest’s naked leg, however, made her all-too-acutely aware that she needed to keep that from happening.  Ever. 
 
    “How about now?” the barghest asked, dropping his head back to smile down at her. 
 
    “Has it been an hour yet!” Bonnie shouted back. 
 
    Immediately, he flinched, hunkered in on himself, and began to cry again.  “Sorry,” he whimpered.  “Sorry.  I’ll do better next time.” 
 
    Even though he was a dick, even though he had bitten her and pinned her to the floor and talked about taking her virginity, Bonnie felt like a heel.  “Don’t cry,” she muttered.  “I’m not mad.” 
 
    He let out a huge sigh of relief and crumped to the floor in front of her, sobbing his happiness into her hiking boots.  “Thank you,” he babbled, leaving tear-marks on the dirty leather.  “Thank you, thank you…” 
 
    This, Bonnie thought, watching the awkward display at her feet, has got to stop.  Seeing the blubbering nitwit at her feet, she almost preferred the man-eating beast. 
 
    “Okay, lover-boy,” she muttered, grabbing him by a shoulder to heave him off her boots.  “How about some Chuck Norris?”  Then, when her hand came back feeling as if she’d touched a roast turkey, she grimaced and wiped her hand on her leg.  “Or maybe you’d like a shower, first.” 
 
    For once, the acuteness came back to his eyes and he nodded in agreement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4:  Abandoned 
 
    Masaaki dialed his daimyō again, but again, the lady on the other end ignored his questions and told him to leave a message.  Damn her.  He threw the phone aside and once again fisted his hands on the judo manual until he felt the cardboard bending under the pressure. 
 
    Theo had been gone for hours.  Masaaki didn’t know how many hours.  He had been so anxious, so utterly paralyzed that each second had felt like centuries.  Time had ceased to make any sense.  All he could think about was that track of footprints that led off down the beach, and what he could find at the other end. 
 
    He was enthralled.  Enthralled to a vampire.  Yet knowing it, facing it, did absolutely nothing to stop it.  Masaaki was having trouble breathing through his panic.  His heart rate was leaving his veins throbbing from misuse, and his vision had closed to a tunnel, black around the edges. 
 
    “Theo,” Masaaki whimpered.  The word escaped his lips before he could hold it back.  Once again, grinding shame sandpapered his spine.  A samurai…who had allowed himself to become a slave, who had begged for his life, who had made a woman his daimyō in an act of desperation, who had allowed himself to become the buffet table of vampires…had become enthralled—willingly—to a lord.  The shame was unspeakable. 
 
    Yet, where before there had been nothing but darkness and despair, now there was that glorious, shining jewel of hope that Theo had given him.  Free.  Not just in body, but in mind and spirit, as well.  Masaaki knew, deep down, that Theo could help him liberate himself of the vampires’ curse.  Seven hundred years of torment had left him paralyzed in their presence, instinctive fear wrapping his muscles into a tight, protective ball around him, making him so useless as a warrior that Theo didn’t even want him coming along.  He’d left him in the car. 
 
    The humiliation once more rushed over Masaaki in a wave.  A samurai warrior.  Left in the car while someone else fought a battle.  Someone who had offered his friendship.  It was beyond disgraceful.  It was the total degradation of who he was. 
 
    But Theo could help him.  Masaaki could feel it, in those brief moments when the vampire had called him into his embrace.  The vampire had taken his fears and laid them bare, and then, when everything Masaaki had ever known expected Theo to crush him, to take what he wanted and revel in the power of his terror, Theo had simply held him like a friend. 
 
    …or a lover. 
 
    Masaaki was still trying to get over that horrible, mortifying dichotomy.  For the first time, he had hope of being whole again, of regaining his pride, of being able to look in the mirror and not be shamed by what he saw—yet the draw of the vampire’s venom had left him craving the presence of another man like one might crave the presence of a lover.  Yet another reason why he should simply draw his tantō and begin his jūmonji giri as penance, to release himself from this nightmare.   
 
    But after much anxious internal debate while trapped in a truck for four hours with the vampire lord who had enthralled him, Masaaki had been able to convince himself that, at this point, he had nothing to lose.  His honor could be sullied no further.  So he craved the presence of a vampire lord.  So the vampire lord could do unspeakable things to him, and Masaaki would come crawling back to him anyway.  So he had trembled in terror the entire ride to Kenai, as Theo had tried to put him at ease.  All of it would fade away into nothingness, if Theo could truly help him as he claimed.  For that one reason, Masaaki didn’t seek dignity in seppuku.  He had felt that pull, that knowing that Theo could help him.  And was going to help him.  Whether Masaaki wanted it or not. 
 
    Trust me, Masaaki.  Theo’s words came ringing back to him, like a bell in the chaos. 
 
    “I’m trusting you,” Masaaki gritted, between clenched teeth.  He could still see nothing beyond the boot-prints, leading away from the truck.  “Now hurry up and get back here, vampire.  Before I lose my mind to your poison.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “You know, watching movies with you isn’t half bad,” the vampire queen said, reaching for the remote as another set of credits rolled.  Bonnie hit a button and the television thankfully went dark.  “I mean, sure, you sit there all sulking and giving me the silent treatment, but at least you don’t critique the martial arts technique the whole time like Masaaki.  I mean, seriously.  Critiquing Chuck Norris’s technique?  Who died and made him God?” 
 
    “Please let me kill Masaaki for you,” Björn heard himself whine. 
 
    “No.  Stop asking.”  She yawned and checked her watch.  “So, I’m like totally skipping out on bojutsu and Kung Fu lessons, but Masaaki isn’t here to stop me, so no biggie.  More Cheetos?” 
 
    Björn didn’t want Cheetos—he wanted to wrap his hands around her skinny neck and strangle her for making him watch fourteen hours of Chuck Norris straight—but he felt that overwhelming desire to make her happy once again spring forth from his veins and he nodded. 
 
    She squinted at him, a twisted orange crisp in her fingers.  “You don’t really want Cheetos, do you?” 
 
    That stupid, imbecilic grin plastered over his face, it took every ounce of willpower that Björn had to force his head back and forth in a lazy negative.  Even though he knew it was the vampire’s drug, Björn felt such utter contentment in her presence that he would say or do anything for her, if she but gave him the slightest wiggle of her eyebrow. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to him that his new soulmate would not immediately try to please him, and he’d gotten lazy.  Because he had killed plenty of queens, he’d never considered that Mardöll would be a danger to him in the body of a queen.  But she was.  Horribly so.  Because Björn couldn’t get his thoughts under control around her.     
 
    He kept trying to conquer the anger he felt for her—which was always instantaneously squashed the moment it started to take hold—but it kept popping back up.  Betrayed.  He’d been gifted her and she had betrayed him.  She’d fought him.  Refused to submit.  This was not what was supposed to happen. 
 
    Björn yet again had to steady himself before his fury could bring about another heady surge of the Nótt Danzleikr. 
 
    A complete lack of anger was the key, he knew, to breaking a vampire queen’s Nótt Danzleikr.  Anger—that sense of self, that indignity to being conquered by her magic—gave the vampire’s Nótt Danzleikr power.  It fed it.  Every time a victim’s rage evoked the rush of magic to wipe it away, the queen’s Nótt Danzleikr grew stronger in his blood, and he fell deeper into her thrall.  Fed by himself. 
 
    Stay calm, Björn thought, trying to focus.  Just stay calm.  You can beat this.  You have beat this.  Hundreds of times.  You are the Dröttning Banamaðr.  It’s what you do. 
 
    If he could keep himself from being angry long enough for the queen’s magic to starve itself out, he could make the mental jump he needed to swim out of the bliss, rearrange the devotion in his mind, and step beyond it. 
 
    Clarity of mind.  Usually, it was easy.  A simple trance, carried over the course of a few days, and the queen’s magic simply died in his veins.  The Nótt Danzleikr needed that fury, that pang of injustice to feed it.  Usually, Björn stepped into the dance with the mind of a warrior.  He was, after all, Nökkvi.  It’s what the gods made him to do, once the vampires infested his realm.  He was the Dröttning Banamaðr.  The Queen Slayer.  He was created to keep balance. 
 
    And, though he killed whomever Odin sent him to destroy, Björn’s specialty was the queens.  A simple warrior’s trance and, after a few hours, he’d break their Nótt Danzleikr and kill them.  Simple.  Easy.  Quick. 
 
    Yet he had spent an entire lifetime in anticipation of finally meeting her, and in fourteen hours, Björn had no more been able to fall into a trance than he had been able to wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze. 
 
    How dare she?  She had been a gift to him, something to ease the pain of the violence he was forced to commit by edict of the gods.  A balm to his troubled soul.  A salve to his warrior’s spirit.  A little bit of happiness to keep himself from falling into the despair of a destroyer of bodies and lives.  Now she had him wrapped around her little finger, making him catch Cheetos with his mouth like a dog.  The bitch. 
 
    Instantly, the Nótt Danzleikr tightened on his soul. 
 
    “How about now?” Björn blurted, on the sudden rush of desire that followed.  He leaned toward her again, completely forgetting what had bothered him only a moment before, totally awash in bliss. 
 
    “Um.  No.”  Bonnie set the Cheetos bag aside and squirmed around on the couch beside him so that she was facing him.  She had freed his arms, as offered, and commanded him to bathe.  She’d also dressed him in a blanket.  And painted his fingernails. 
 
    Unmanned.  He’d been unmanned by the very creature that belonged to him.  Given to him as a prize by his god, because she was going to die anyway.  This was really starting to piss him off. 
 
    Instantly, Björn felt another flood of adoration, stronger than before, leaving him leaning towards her, trying for another kiss.  Stop it, you fool! he babbled to himself, as he realized he’d been angry with her again.  You’re only making it stronger… 
 
    She shoved her hand between them and said, “Huh-uh.” 
 
    The feel of her hand upon his flesh was like heaven itself.  Björn shuddered as her inhumanly smooth fingers held his chest in place like they were forged of flawless silk.  He reached up, wrapped her hand with his, and bent to kiss it. 
 
    The vampire queen held him there, cocking her delicate head up at him.  “You try to kiss me when you’re really pissed, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    Björn felt a startled part of him give her a new measure of respect before it was once again dulled by the total wash of devotion.  Moaning in bliss, he nodded. 
 
    She was watching him all-too-carefully.  “Like, what, I say something that makes you mad and the venom magic switches that around and makes you wanna get laid or something?” 
 
    She’s sharp, Björn thought, reluctantly.  “Can we get laid?” he blurted, unable to stop the words that spilled forth from his drugged lips. 
 
    She gave him a really long look.  “Okay, time for Twenty Questions.  I need you to think really clearly for me and tell me the truth, okay?” 
 
    Björn instantly felt the fog of bliss clear, for which he was grateful beyond words.  “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “No prob,” she said, though he could smell that she was more anxious than she was letting on.  “Okay, here goes.  Do you really believe everything you said before you bit me?” 
 
    “It’s not something to believe,” Björn said, keeping his rage in check that she would even question it.  “I know it.  I was there when Odin bound you to me.”  All the lifetimes were available to him when he could sink into trance, though they were currently clouded by the haze of bliss.  He knew that much, though.  She had been gifted to him.  To ease the loneliness. 
 
    “You said I didn’t want him to do it?” she offered. 
 
    “You fought and called him names.”  Björn remembered that clearly, too.  Odin had been forced to drag her to the ritual.  He could still see the lines her feet had made in the snow, as she’d struggled to stay put. 
 
    “So, what, you’re my soul mate or something?” 
 
    “You were given to me by Odin,” Björn corrected.  “I needed someone to keep me company.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him for a moment.  “So, you weren’t given to me to replace my last one?” 
 
    Björn snorted at the sheer stupidity of that idea.  “Women are given to men.  It is the way of nature.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.”  She looked dubious.  Almost like she’s trying to decide whether or not I’m insane, Björn thought. 
 
    “If they are not given, then they are taken,” Björn growled. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” the queen demanded. 
 
    “It’s fact,” Björn snapped.  “I have taken enough to know.” 
 
    “Oh, great, a serial rapist.”  She skittered backward on the sofa, looking like a spooked Chihuahua.  “I just spent all day cuddling a serial rapist.” 
 
    “Things are different in the Third Lands,” Björn said, furiously keeping his anger in check so the Nótt Danzleikr didn’t overwhelm him again.  “It is not rape.  It is the male asserting dominance, ensuring the female’s continued submission and devotion.” 
 
    The girl’s mouth fell open in a startled O. 
 
    “…Aaaand if the girl doesn’t like it and tries to leave?”  It was the third time she’d asked, as if the first three times hadn’t clarified for her. 
 
    “Then the male does it again, as is his right for capturing her, until she submits, as is the natural course for everything except you fucking disgusting, unnatural vampires.”  He still couldn’t believe they were still having this discussion, and he was proud of himself for managing to say the last without the Nótt Danzleikr overwhelming him. 
 
    “Yeah, no.  Holy shit.”  Her yellow eyes were wide with shock.  “I think you’re serious.” 
 
    “I am Odin’s Champion.  I’m always serious.”  With the clarity she had given him, he was actually managing to get himself back into the warrior’s trance, and it was helping him clear the queen’s magic from his mind. 
 
    She looked appalled.  “Okay, look, dude, whatever you think is going to happen here, it’s not going to include me being your obedient fuckbuddy, got it?” 
 
    Rage thrust through him at her blatant impudence, tearing through his calm like a man tore a virgin.  “You have no choice!  I own you.  I will free myself of this and pin you down and take your virgin body until I’ve satisfied my every—” 
 
    Immediately, the heady wave of Nótt Danzleikr overtook him, cutting off the rest.  It was stronger than before, powered by his rising fury at her stubborn denials.  You’re feeding it, fool! he thought, horrified at his own lack of discipline.  He had seen enough barghests placidly chained to the thrones of queens to know what became of those who could not control themselves. 
 
    And, like a thrall, Björn moved toward her, trying to kiss her, to hold her. 
 
    “Stay back.  Don’t move.”  She sounded nervous again, and he wanted anything to ignore her command, wrap his arms around her body, and pierce her until she submitted, but instead Björn felt his limbs immediately go still, needing to do anything to please her. 
 
    For a long moment, they stayed like that, her analyzing his last words, and him fighting humiliation and fury, which left him teetering from the constant doses of Nótt Danzleikr. 
 
    “You tried to kiss me again,” she noted. 
 
    “Please let me think,” he crooned. 
 
    He saw her debate.  “You fought it longer that time.” 
 
    “How about now?” he whispered, every ounce of him wanting to caress her silky skin. 
 
    “If I let you think, are you going to try and attack me again?” 
 
    He nodded dreamily.   
 
    “If I don’t let you think, are you going to try and attack me again?” 
 
    He nodded, wanting to put his hands around her neck and squeeze. 
 
    She sighed and flicked a forgotten Cheeto from a fold of her T-shirt.  She let out a deep sigh, blowing it out through her bangs.  When her yellow eyes came back up to face him, there was deliberation there.  “Is there a way to send you back to wherever you came from?” 
 
    Grinning like a fool, he shook his head. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m yourrrss,” he heard himself say.  Like a peasant.  Like an enthralled peasant.  Odin’s hairy leg. 
 
    “Clear your head and think for me, okay?” 
 
    Once again, the fog cleared, and Björn felt grateful to her, despite himself. 
 
    “Look, Björn,” she said. 
 
    “Master to you,” Björn snapped.  An instant later, he doubled over with the pleasure of the Nótt Danzleikr.  He moaned and reached to kiss her. 
 
    “Clear your head again,” she said.  “Clear, okay?” 
 
    The power of the last Nótt Danzleikr was strong enough that Björn’s head remained a little foggy, but it was blessedly better than before. 
 
    “Björn,” she said.  “I want to get something straight with you right now.” 
 
    He twitched at the casual way she addressed him, but didn’t allow him to feel the anger she needed to control him.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not your…whatever it is you think I am.  I just wanted to save you from those guys in that prison, okay?”  When he didn’t respond, she looked uncomfortable and glanced at the TV.  “I have three more Chuck Norris flicks.  Maybe we can pass some more time before—” 
 
    “Fuck Chuck Norris in his smooth peasant asshole!” Björn screamed, ripping a hole in the couch at the indignance of being treated like her pet the last fourteen hours. 
 
    The strength of his rage immediately sent a surge of Nótt Danzleikr through him, so powerful he rolled onto the floor and stayed there, moaning, deliciously spent. 
 
    She appeared in his periphery, still on the couch.  “That was expensive leather.” 
 
    He channeled the magic’s satisfaction into his smile, but kept his mind and tongue neutral.  “Soon I will have freed myself of your curse, and you will know the blood and carnal surrender of a Third Lander finding her mate.” 
 
    She seemed to consider that.  “You ever watch Animal Planet?” 
 
    Björn squinted at her.  “Did you just call me an animal?” 
 
    “You know what a shark is?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s something that has lots of teeth and swims underwater and everyone’s afraid of it.” 
 
    Björn frowned.  “Is this another Chuck Norris joke?” 
 
    “No,” she laughed—it was a nervous sound, he noted, pleased.  “It’s just all this…” she waved her hand in his general direction, then at the sofa, “…stuff…reminds me a lot of sharks and how they mate.  Scary shit, look it up.” 
 
    Björn immediately got up to go research sharks in the local monastery. 
 
    “Not now!” she cried, “later!” 
 
    Simmering with loathing, he stopped, and immediately swiveled to try and kiss her on an overpowering rush of love.  She stopped him with a single, delicate hand again.  That enthralled part of Björn found her wrist and started teasing her fangs back into him… 
 
    She yanked her hand away, letting him fall over her for a moment before crab-crawling away again.  “Okay, dude, stop.” 
 
    Repulsed by his obedience, Björn nonetheless stopped, half-sprawled on the couch, waiting for more commands. 
 
    “I’m not sure which one I’m more afraid of,” Bonnie said.  “When you’re thinking straight or when you’re not.” 
 
    “When I get out of your bonds,” Björn snarled, “I will delight in—” 
 
    The Nótt Danzleikr didn’t allow him to finish.  He was overcome by the sudden wash of love for her, and he scrambled over the sofa to reach for her, to bring her body against his, to enter her… 
 
    “Clear your head again,” she said.  “Clear.”  She continued to watch him warily.  “I’m gonna make that the command word, okay?  ‘Clear.’  I tell you that, you get your mind as clear and sharp as it can, as quickly as you can, okay?”  She smiled gingerly, like she were proud of herself for coming up with it. 
 
    She presumes to train me like a hound, Björn thought, his rage rising anew. 
 
    Then, like a mindless thrall, he found himself panting at her leg again under the spell of her magic.  I can’t control it, he thought, with his first wash of panic.  I can’t control it this time…  And fear, he knew, was the first step towards permanent enthrallment.  Knowing that, and knowing that he was afraid, started a cascade that began to plunge him into the permanent embrace of the Nótt Danzleikr.   
 
    “Clear.” 
 
    The sharp command was ringing crystal in a whirlwind of devotion.  It dragged him back to the surface enough to allow him to breathe…and take stock of what had transpired in his reverie. 
 
    He had crawled to the other side of the living room, backing her across the hardwood floor and into a corner.  She really looked afraid, now. 
 
    “We really need to work something out,” she whispered. 
 
    Björn agreed.  He’d come to the very razor edge of losing himself.  Permanently.  He said nothing, thought nothing, willing to listen to her ideas.  Any ideas, at this point. 
 
    “What were you saying earlier?” she asked, tentatively sliding down the wall away from him.  “About Odin?” 
 
    Keep your calm, Björn warned himself.  “Your soul was rotting with grief,” he said.  “Odin gave you to me because I needed something to ease the burden of being his Chosen, and you needed something to serve or you would lose yourself.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Björn wanted to shout, ‘You dare to disbelieve me, wench?!’, but instead said, “Mmmm hmmm.”  Björn felt himself start to drift again. 
 
    She snapped her fingers in front of his face.  “Clear.  So, what, you remember me from the past or something?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She licked her lips, obviously nervous.  “Okay, so tell me what I was like.” 
 
    “I only saw you in spirit, soon before my death.  Odin told me your story before he dragged you to the ritual.” 
 
    “Dragged me.” 
 
    Remembering her obvious rejection made him angry all over again.  “Mmmhhmmm.”  He moved to kiss her. 
 
    “Clear.  Why did he drag me?” 
 
    “Because you were fighting him.”  He reached out and started tracing her face. 
 
    “I told you to stop doing that!” she cried, slapping his hand away.  “And before you start blubbering, I need.  You.  To.  Concentrate.” 
 
    She needed him.  That was nice.  He grinned and pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “Oh goddamn it,” she said, muffled against his chest.  “Get off me.” 
 
    He pulled back, smoothing down her hair again. 
 
    “Ugh.  Okay.  Fine.  You can touch my face, but that’s it.”   
 
    The anticipation of a lifetime overwhelmed him.  Björn reached up and cupped her face with both hands, then dragged her head up into a kiss, reveling in the feel of her lips against his, melting beneath his tongue like parting velvet.  Even through the haze of the Nótt Danzleikr, Björn knew that he was experiencing the ambrosia of having a mate.  Odin, in all his wisdom, had given him a prize, indeed. 
 
    “Mmmfh!” she cried, slapping at his arm. 
 
    If it weren’t for the Nótt Danzleikr, Björn wouldn’t have released her.  But the magic took hold of his fingers and infuriatingly allowed her to escape, breaking the spell.  He felt the bitterness rise again and felt the Nótt Danzleikr’s hold on him tighten, as the poison in his blood once more ate his anger and replaced it with devotion. 
 
    Bonnie lunged backwards, wide-eyed, staring up at him and gasping.  “You’re…strong…” she managed. 
 
    Of course he was strong.  Barghest were the apex predators of the Third Realm.  What, did the deluded little imp think they were pets? 
 
    “I’ll be gentle if you let me take you to bed,” Björn blurted, on another sudden wave of adoration. 
 
    “Uh, no, not necessary.”  Then, as Björn started to lean forward to make violent love to her right there on the floor, her eyes widened and she babbled, “The taking to bed.  No taking me to bed.” 
 
    Björn moaned in desire.  “Please…” 
 
    “Clear.”  Swallowing, the vampire queen used his sudden clarity to scoot to the far side of the sofa.  “So basically what you’re telling me is that you’ve never had a soulmate before, and you think mine was destroyed.” 
 
    “He was summoned to the First Lands by a magus and then killed here once he’d served their purposes,” Björn said.  He held out his hands in supplication.  “I could just make love to you a little bit, then stop.  You’d like it, I swear.” 
 
    “Not now.”  She frowned at him.  “Okay, I still need you to focus and tell me the truth.  Ready?  If you get out of this, what are you gonna do, like, drag me around by my hair and push up my skirt wherever you feel like it, Cave-Man style or something?” 
 
    Björn felt his face redden with the difficulty of keeping himself from blurting out something that she would take offense to.  “I’m sure…we could…work something…out,” he gritted. 
 
    “Wow, you’re turning purple.  Okay, so basically you’re gonna drag me around like a blow-up doll while you kill stuff.” 
 
    “Woman!” Björn snarled.  A moment later, the rush of pure bliss left him shuddering and he melted into the couch. 
 
    “Yeah.  Right.  Okay.  Let’s say if I believe you, I think you’ve got a shitty way of courting the girl of your dreams.  You just sit here and think about that while I go out to the car.” 
 
    “Please don’t leave me!” Björn cried, reaching out to grab her arm. 
 
    She gave him a look of such disdain that Björn felt it even through the Nótt Danzleikr.  “I’m going to get my cell phone.  I just realized maybe the idiots aren’t recognizing my parents’ names on the caller-ID.”  She pried his pink-lacquered fingers from her arm and dropped his hand back to the sofa.  “You are going to sit here and think about how you’re going to start treating me like a human being, whenever you win that little mental battle you were talking about.”  Then she turned on heel and departed at a brisk walk, leaving him alone. 
 
    “Don’t you leave me here!” he roared, the wash of fury so strong that he actually managed to rip a pillow from the couch and hurl it at her back before he collapsed into a total slack-jawed stupor of ecstasy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: The Note 
 
    Bonnie walked out to the car and, once she was sure the barghest couldn’t hear her, slumped against the ripped-up driver’s side of her ruined Mercedes and ducked inside to grab her phone.  Then she just slumped against the car until her butt hit the ground and let out the breath she’d been holding. 
 
    That…had been intense.  Whatever this barghest thing was, it was scary as hell, and she had no freakin’ clue how she was going to deal with it.  No wonder Masaaki and Theo wanted her to leave it to die.  After fourteen hours playing the airheaded host trying to ease him out of whatever ill-informed cultural assumptions he had made about her, he seemed even more likely to decapitate her and screw her headless corpse now than he had been fourteen hours ago. 
 
    She was dealing with a self-avowed rapist.  She was pretty sure of it, considering all the crude comments he’d made.  That really wasn’t helping her calm her chi.  In fact, ever since she’d realized that, she’d been getting ever-closer to a panic attack.  She could feel it building, like her lungs just couldn’t get enough air. 
 
    Letting out a shuddering breath, she lowered the back of her head to the side of her car, just trying to collect herself.  That’s what she always tried to do when she started having these attacks.  Go logical.  Start piecing it together, picking it apart, figuring out what made those fears tick. 
 
    She was working on several layers of fear, she was pretty sure.  There was the obvious—that she was alone with a seven hundred pound man-eating monster with hands the size of freakin’ dinner plates and she was afraid he was going to wring her neck.  He’d said so enough times…  Then there was the fear of him being naked—she’d solved that one with a blanket, until he started crawling around and uncovered himself, ramping up all her other fears like pepper spray in open wounds.  Then was the fear of him breaking free of whatever drug she’d given him and deciding to plant his seed—well, yeah, that was actually a pretty good one, Captain.  She was pretty sure he’d do exactly that if he could, no questions, no qualms, no mercy. 
 
    She took another slow breath, trying to work herself through that one.  She supposed she could leave him here and go hide somewhere until she could get back into contact with Masaaki and Theo, but she knew that would be consigning an unknown number of delivery-boys, mailmen, and total strangers to death once he broke free of whatever drug she’d given him.  And if they came back and walked in on the barghest before she could tell them what she’d done, she was well and truly screwed. 
 
    But there was something deeper about the man, something that tugged at her very heart, made it skip in terror… 
 
    The chest rattle and the ivory tattoos seemed to register something within her that was almost instinctive.  Like her body recognized it and automatically tried to send her into motion.  She guessed it was the same way a hiker might feel if they suddenly have a grizzly bear wander out onto the path in front of them. 
 
    But there was something about him, something that had been triggered up in the attic, when he’d started to talk about soul-twins and juices.  She didn’t even want to look him in the eye, now.  Something deep—something really deep—welled up in her gut every time she had met those bleached blue eyes ever since.  Now, even utterly drugged out of his mind, he still made her innards twist in soul-deep terror. 
 
    Breathe, she told herself, when she realized she was hyperventilating again.  So she had a wacko claiming to be her soulmate trying to eat her.  So she had enthralled him, after Masaaki had warned her that to enthrall anyone would mean he would cut off her head.  So he’d kissed her and startled that deep and writhing fear suddenly to the surface, and now she didn’t even want to be in the same room with him not because he was a serial rapist, but because she felt connected to him… 
 
    Oh man, Bonnie, pull yourself together.  What he said back there was horseshit.  Odin never gave you to him.  To think the gods give a flying fuck about you or your pathetic little life is just crazy.  Crazy and egocentric.  That’s what that barghest dude is channeling—his ego.  He’s not some folk hero personally serving Odin—that’s bananas.  He’s just a crazy, schizophrenic… 
 
    …what, exactly?  Bonnie glanced up at the Mercedes’s dented frame.  It was a little harder to blow off Björn’s vile threats and crude take on history as the ravings of a lunatic when he could crush her car in half with his head. 
 
    Okay, think, Bonnie told herself.  Let’s say it’s true.  He’s some killer beast from another land, and I was given to him as a prize for…something.  How do I deal with that? 
 
    The obvious answer was to club him over the head and dump him off a bridge with those metal bowling balls locked around his wrists.  Somehow, though, she had a feeling he might survive that, and if he did, it would make things very, very difficult to navigate later. 
 
    The next obvious answer was to stab him a few more times with that venom and make sure it stuck.  But again, she had a feeling that when he finally got out of that, it would be very bad for her. 
 
    A third option was to let Masaaki kill him.  That’s what everyone had wanted to do in the first place—kill the beast.  But that just seemed…cruel. 
 
    Uninvited, she got Masaaki’s gruff mental lecture about the softness of women, and how a daimyō needed to be manly and tough while reciting poetry and painting wall-hangings and trying not to die of starvation as her last meal faded from her veins. 
 
    If there was anyone who would know what to do, it was Masaaki.  She needed him here, before she got desperate enough to use the barghest to ease the growing pain in her body.  When she looked at her hand, she could barely see the golden glow of Masaaki’s blood.  She knew what this meant—if they didn’t come back by morning, she was once again going to be trapped inside when the sun rose.  Which meant she’d have to sleep with the barghest in the house.  She checked the time.  Three minutes ‘til two o’clock in the morning.  She only had an hour or two before the light-level became unbearable. 
 
    She grabbed her cell phone and activated the screen. 
 
    Twelve missed calls. 
 
    “Shit!” Bonnie cried, scrolling down the list.  Theo.  Over and over again.  “Damn, damn.”  She dialed voicemail and listened to the recording. 
 
    Masaaki’s voice started mid-sentence, sounding frustrated.  “…tell her I’m stuck in Kenai and Theo hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    The next ones were worse.  “…daimyō, you stupid whore!”  And, “…time I’ve asked you to let me talk to her.  Do you enjoy the sound of your own voice?”  And, “…know where you live, because I’d lop off your lying head!”  And, “…Kenai, on the beach, you bitch.  I need help.  Tell her Theo left me here.” 
 
    The final one was barely intelligible.  “…can’t.  Get Bonnie to call me.  Losing.  Control.  Please.”   
 
    The last message was dated five hours ago.  
 
    “Oh shit.”  Bonnie stared down at the phone in her hand, then up at the house. 
 
    There was a note attached to the door, one she hadn’t seen the first time because she’d been running from a barghest.  Frowning, she went and pulled it free of the splintered wood. 
 
      
 
    Hey Bonnie, 
 
      
 
    Really sorry about this, but just got a call from a friend.  Got some trouble in Kenai, gotta go knock some heads together.  Vampire lord stuff.  Masaaki won’t let me leave him here.  We should only be gone about ten hours or so.  Watch some movies or something while we’re gone, and Jesus Christ don’t follow us. 
 
      
 
    -Theo 
 
      
 
    P.S. And keep your mitts off my hot-dogs. 
 
      
 
    Bonnie dialed Theo’s number.  It rang and rang and rang and— 
 
    “Bonnie!” Masaaki’s voice was a gasp.  “Bonnie…why didn’t…you answer?”  he was panting, his voice sounding caught between a sob of relief and the whispered tones of a dying man. 
 
    “Why didn’t I answer?” Bonnie demanded.  “Why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    “You never…called.  Help me, Bonnie.  Need help.  Theo gone.  Don’t know where.  His tracks disappear.  In woods.  Gone.”  As he spoke, Bonnie heard what sounded like the tread of feet snapping twigs in the forest.  He also sounded like he’d been running and was having trouble breathing. 
 
    “I called like a billion times, Masaaki,” Bonnie snapped.  “My parents’ names were Valesa and Frank, you asshole.  I was using their telephone.” 
 
    She was unprepared for the samurai’s scream of rage that followed.  “You never told me that!  I needed your help, I’m here all alone, he left me, you meat-eating wretch!”  Then he was gasping, panting, obviously hyperventilating. 
 
    Bonnie frowned.  “Masaaki, where are you?” 
 
    “Don’t…know,” he whimpered.  “Woods.  Please help me, Bonnie.” 
 
    “What do you see around you?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    “I see trees!” he screamed. 
 
    “Okay, jeez, calm down,” Bonnie said, even though her blood pressure was beginning to skyrocket.  “How did you get there?  How long have you been walking?” 
 
    “Walked from beach.  Followed Theo’s tracks.  Disappeared.  Don’t know where he went.”  He was gasping again, and she heard a low whine.  “He left me, Bonnie.  He left me behind.” 
 
    “Are you crying?  Jesus, Masaaki.” 
 
    “Help me find Theo!” Masaaki screamed again. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” Bonnie cried.  “How did you get to the beach?  You’re in Kenai?” 
 
    “Kenai,” Masaaki agreed.  “Theo left me in…parking lot.” 
 
    “Okay, so there’s a parking lot.  Any other things that stand out that you can remember?” 
 
    “A river,” Masaaki whined.  “And big sand dunes.  And cliffs.  Help me, Bonnie.  Please.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re coming,” Bonnie said.  “I’ve gotta buy a new car, and then—” 
 
    “You don’t have time to buy a new car!” he shrieked. 
 
    “Dude, stop screaming in my ear!” she snapped back.  “The barghest broke my last car, and you broke the one before that.” 
 
    There was a long pause.  Then, “Barghest?” 
 
    Whoops.  She hadn’t meant to let that one slip.  Masaaki had seemed so perfectly content to wallow in his own misery, she hadn’t really thought it was really that important.  “Uh, yeah, barghest.  I went back and bought him and dragged him home, okay?  You were right, he tried to eat me, big deal.  Said something about some funky dreams, then tried to eat me again.  So I stabbed him, okay?  I enthralled his stupid ass.  You got a problem with that?” 
 
    “Bonnie, I can’t find Theo.”  Like he totally didn’t care.  The dickhead! 
 
    “Yeah, okay, you told me that, Masaaki.  I’m in freakin’ Eagle River.  That’s like four hours away.  What do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    “Come here and help me find him, you stupid—”  He cut out for a second, then he said, “What does that beep mean?” 
 
    Oh crap.  “Uh, low battery, probably,” Bonnie said.  “Damn!  Masaaki, you’ve gotta tell me how to get to you.” 
 
    “I walked along the beach, then when I couldn’t find him in the woods, I went—”  He cut out again.  “—Sun is coming up, Bonnie.  Theo left me.” 
 
    “Which way?” Bonnie cried.  “Right or left?!” 
 
    “Right,” Masaaki said.  “I can’t find him, Bon—” his words ended abruptly, then began with, “—my mind.  Please help me.  I need Theo.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said.  “I’m coming.  I don’t know if I can come today, but—” 
 
    “Not today?!  Get in a fucking car—steal one if you have to—and get here before I—”  The line went dead, complete with a convenient little flashing Call Ended. 
 
    “Crap.”  She lowered her forehead to the doorframe and closed her eyes.  Then she made a fist and slammed it into the wall, splintering it.  “Crap!”  The pain beneath her heart was so intense that her whole body was shaking, and putting her hand through a wall actually felt good in comparison.  Her senses felt like they were shutting down, except for her vision.  She could see the barghest’s blood, even black like it was, crystal-clear as he moved through the entertainment room downstairs. 
 
    A moment later, Björn came trundling out of the basement, breathtaking with his near-white hair clean and draping across his tattooed face.  He paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked up at her with his face a thunderhead.  “How about now?” he blurted, his features suddenly smoothing into a smile. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed and looked down the stairs at him.  She didn’t know which was creepier—knowing that the barghest wanted to kill her, or knowing that Masaaki was stuck in Kenai alone.  With swords. 
 
    “Crap,” Bonnie said.  She swallowed hard and closed her eyes to get the image of his blood out of her head. 
 
    They weren’t coming back in time.  Theo had run off with her pet samurai and left her to starve.  She collapsed, trembling, against the wall.  “Ohhh,” she whimpered.  “This is so not good.” 
 
    “What’s not good?” she could hear the sharpness in his voice. 
 
    Bonnie took several deep breaths.  She needed to get to Masaaki.  Masaaki had this thing about stabbing people with swords, and if he had no other available targets, it seemed like he was perfectly willing to stab himself.  But the sun was coming up.  And she had no car.  Because she’d brought home a barghest.  That scared the shit out of her on so many levels she just wanted to puke.  “Damn!” 
 
    She heard the barghest start up the steps. 
 
    “Stay there!” Bonnie snapped, a bit more harshly than she had intended.  The barghest immediately fell to his knees and started babbling about how he would make it better.  As he did so, the blanket came loose, exposing his upper body and those weird tattoos across his shoulders and sides.  Instead of terrorizing her, like it usually did, she found herself wanting to rush down there and slap her palms to that broad chest and drink until her problems went away. 
 
    “Crap!”  She closed her eyes, put her forehead to the splintered doorframe, and took several deep breaths.  She needed to feed.  She couldn’t help Masaaki if she didn’t feed.  But Masaaki was in Kenai, and Masaaki was her food… 
 
    On the steps, Björn was babbling about being sorry, and oh, how he was going to wring her scrawny neck and squish her brains out through her ears, and he would do anything to please her.  Bonnie felt that rising panic try to take over again, but she ruthlessly smothered it down before it could claim her.  Masaaki needed her, and she wasn’t about to let some two-ton, sickly-pale, stripy asswipe get in the way. 
 
    “Okay, you know what?” Bonnie demanded, straightening with that new resolve.  “It’s your lucky day, buddy.  You get to feed me.  I’m gonna eat your soul and you’re gonna love it and say ‘Thank you, Bonnie,’ when I’m done, then we’re gonna go on a nice long car-ride together and you’re gonna be a perfect angel while I find my friend.  Mmkay?” 
 
    Björn’s head came up with a scowl before he quickly devolved into a babbling wash of gratitude for letting him serve her in that way. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Bonnie said.  “It’s just until I can get back to Masaaki.  It sounds like Theo left him in Kenai.” 
 
    “I can kill Masaaki,” Björn offered sweetly. 
 
    Bonnie gave him a long, hard look.  “All right, you crotch-sniffing Romeo.  Barghests have a good sense of smell, right?  You got that whole predatory thing going for you?” 
 
    “Mmmhhmmm you smell great.”  He lifted his nose and inhaled.  From down the stairs and inside the house.  He made a little blissful smile.  “Like flowers.” 
 
    She liked to use lavender oil instead of perfume.  “Okay,” Bonnie said.  “I need you to find Masaaki for me.  If I find you something he wore, could you recognize his smell again?” 
 
    “Oh suuuuuuure,” the barghest said dreamily.  “Then I get to kill him?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Bonnie said.  She stepped into the house and went looking for Masaaki’s karate gis.  Though Masaaki liked to avoid this house at all costs, it was more convenient than the new house in South Birchwood, so they often showered and changed clothes here in between the yatagarasu’s never-ending stream of martial arts lessons.   
 
    As expected, she found a perfectly-folded kendo hakama beside two solid wood bokken in the first-story bedroom he had chosen for himself—the bedroom that just so happened to be the closest to the front door.  She grabbed the carefully-folded hakama and unceremoniously shoved it at the barghest, who had followed her into the room like a 6’4” puppy. 
 
    “Can you smell him on this?” Bonnie asked, gesturing at the black garment. 
 
    Björn wrinkled his nose.  “He’s a vegetarian.”  Like the samurai rolled in excrement and ate flatworms for breakfast. 
 
    Bonnie looked at Björn, then at the man-skirt.  “You pass,” she said, yanking it from his hands.  “Come on.  I gotta call a cab.  We gotta go pick up Angus, then drive in to town to get a car.” 
 
    “But the sun’s coming up,” Björn said, sounding seriously worried. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Bonnie said, flinching.  She glanced at the sun, then back at Björn, who was all but panting with concern.  After months of being able to come and go at will, she’d forgotten how much the sun actually hurt.  “Oh.  Crap.  You can’t be out in daylight?” 
 
    “It hurts,” he said. 
 
    That made two of them.  Already, the light from all the open windows and broken doors was beginning to chafe.  “Oh damn.  Damn.”  About ninety percent of her wanted to crawl into the basement and wait out the sun.  The other ten percent knew that, by the way Masaaki had been totally flipping out on the phone, she didn’t have time for that.  In anguish, Bonnie glanced out the front door at the overgrown little drive that veered off to the detached garage that hadn’t been used since Bonnie’s school days.   
 
    Then something occurred to her:  The limo had tinted windows. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said, “here’s the deal.  My parents had this limo made for me that blocked sunlight.  I don’t think the driver’s compartment blocks sunlight, but I can deal with that.  I’ll just bundle up real good and wear sunglasses.  You are going to have to find a way to hang out in the back seat with a three hundred pound mastiff that’s probably going to try to eat your face.” 
 
    “I’ll eat the mastiff,” Björn said with a shrug. 
 
    Bonnie twisted to glance up at him, saw the long white ivory fangs glistening in his goofy smile, then decided to reconsider her seating arrangements.  “The mastiff gets shotgun.  You get the back.  Until then…”  Then she took a deep breath, steadying herself, then started pulling Masaaki’s stacks of books and karate equipment out of the way, clearing a spot in the floor.  “Let’s do this thing.  You want this laying down or sitting up?” 
 
    “However you want me!” Björn blurted, once again rubbing a man-titty in her face. 
 
    Bonnie shoved him off.  “Fine.  Laying down.  On your stomach.  Let’s go.”  She shoved the last of the equipment out of the way and gestured at the carpet.  She didn’t even have to ask the barghest to lie down…he basically scrabbled to get to the ground, as soon as he saw where she wanted him, dislodging even more of his blanket. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said.  “You’re gonna stay there.  Do not get off of your stomach or I will hate you and leave you here and never talk to you again, you understand?  Don’t move.” 
 
    The barghest went utterly, perfectly still. 
 
    “You can breathe,” Bonnie added, after a moment. 
 
    He gasped into the carpet. 
 
    “But don’t move,” Bonnie repeated.  “You move, I’m gonna hate you.”  Then, when he continued to lay there like a statue, Bonnie hesitantly sat down on his blanket-covered butt, a knee on either side of his body, then pulled the comforter far enough down his back so she could get a good look at the pulsating starry blackness of his internal organs, streaked with that soft silver glow of her own blood.  “Okay, I need you to think really clear for me for a minute and tell me the truth.  How much can I take?  Is this going to hurt you?” 
 
    The barghest snorted.  “My power is limitless.  You couldn’t hurt me if you tried, you soft, nitwitted wenc—” 
 
    “Thank you, that’s what I wanted to know,” Bonnie said, slamming her fangs into his sides.   
 
    Beneath her, the barghest shuddered, but remained still. 
 
    “Stop me if I’m going to hurt you,” Bonnie managed, but already, the heady feel of that cool, starry blackness was overwhelming her, soothing her aches.  Like the shade of a tree in the desert.  Or the cool touch of dusk.  In a moment, it had washed all of the yatagarasu’s gold from her veins, negating it entirely, leaving rippling, glinting jet in its place. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Bonnie groaned.  “Oh God.”  Masaaki had been good, but this was… 
 
    This was something utterly different. 
 
    And, in this case, different was good.  Way too good.  And the more she tried to draw from him, the more there was to give.  It slid into her veins like ice on a sweltering day, easing a nagging emptiness that she hadn’t even realized she’d had.  She felt that coolness working its way up her arms, spreading through her body, and she started to feel that hot static building in her core.   
 
    More, her frantic mind demanded.  Must have more.  She drove her fangs deeper, seeking that refuge of shadow, that boiling pool of blackness beneath.  Beneath her, the barghest grunted. 
 
    Bonnie moaned and slumped forward, holding herself up by her wrists as the vibrancy came back, giving life to everything around her.  She was panting, her heart racing so hard it felt like a thrum in her chest.  That fiery static was building in her groin, spreading upwards, livening her senses, leaving every molecule of her skin over-stimulated, the static building, like starry black waves crashing back and forth inside a glass of water.   
 
    More, her body screamed.  As all the other times, the need was growing impossible to control, yet this time, the sheer amount of energy she drew left her staggered.  She pulled it in, falling upon his body, reveling in the feel of his warmth beneath the blanket, the sweat slickening his hard body.   
 
    Under her hands, the barghest’s breathing grew heavy.  Very slowly, the muscles in his back began to flex and Björn started to roll himself over. 
 
    “Wha?” Bonnie slurred, yanked from the pleasure of draining him by sudden alarm.  She forced her fangs in deeper in irritation.  “No.  I told you to stay down.” 
 
     Björn shuddered again, but stilled.  “Please let me see you,” he whispered. 
 
    “No,” Bonnie growled, trying desperately to return to that wave of pleasure she had been riding.  “Just stay there.  I’m almost finished.” 
 
    “Please…” Björn gasped. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    But by that point, Theo’s brief lessons on control were resurfacing in her mind, serving to yank Bonnie the rest of the way out of the delirium of the feast and recenter her firmly in the fact that she was undulating her body against the mostly naked back of a male barghest. 
 
    Letting out a howl of dismay, she jerked her hands free and scrambled off of him.  Her fangs slid back into their sheaths on instinct, and she left bloody hand-prints in the carpet as she crab-crawled backwards a few feet, panting. 
 
    As soon as she was off of his back, Björn rolled to the side and got to his hands and knees and started crawling towards her. 
 
    “Don’t,” Bonnie growled.  “Get back on the floor.” 
 
    But, to her surprise, Björn only seemed to hesitate, wincing, like he was hearing the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard.  Then, slowly, he started moving towards her again. 
 
    “I said stay down!” Bonnie cried, scooting further away. 
 
    The barghest hesitated again, but, after obvious struggle, he renewed his efforts once more, forcing Bonnie to back away further. 
 
    “Stop crawling towards me,” Bonnie blurted, once her spine hit the corner of the room.  Björn slowed to a halt again, that weird wince on his face.  Then, with great effort, he resumed his crawl.  Oh God, Bonnie’s startled mind thought.  He broke the magic.  He’s gonna kill m— 
 
    The barghest grabbed her ankle and held it in a massive fist, head down and panting.  “There are…going to be…some understandings…between us…” Björn gasped. 
 
    “Get your hand off my leg!” Bonnie shrieked, that deep, instinctive terror suddenly powering her words. 
 
    He groaned and listed sideways, but his hand came off her leg, balling into a fist in the carpet.  Bonnie lunged to her feet and, without trying to slip around the massive beast cornering her, used the power thrumming through her veins to jump over him.  She overshot by several yards and stumbled into the far wall before she got turned around. 
 
    “What did you do?” Bonnie demanded, inching towards the door.  Then, when he started getting to his feet, she cried, “Stay on your knees!  And tell me!” 
 
    He slumped back to the floor, sweat glistening off his bared back.  “You drained…some of…venom.”  He panted on his hands and knees, head hanging down between his arms, hair falling in a pale halo around his face.  “Weakened Nótt Danzleikr.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, hard.  “Uh, so what does that mean, you only have to do half the stuff I tell you, now?”  She could leave him here.  Go get the dog, hightail it for Kenai, figure out another way to find Masaaki.  Maybe, if she was really lucky, Angus was a bloodhound wannabe. 
 
    “Stepped…aside.  Can…fight.” 
 
    Watching the barghest’s enormous shoulders shaking with the intensity of resisting her questions, she made another nervous laugh.  “Yeah, okay.  Fine, bud.  I’m leaving you here.  Live long and prosper.  I gotta go find Masaaki.  Toodles.”  So what if the barghest ruined her house?  She could buy another one.  She’d never liked this one, anyway.  “Stay exactly where you are, or I will hate you.” 
 
    He groaned and shuddered, but stayed put.  Once she was sure he wouldn’t follow her, Bonnie grabbed the keys to the limo off the hook and went to the front door. 
 
    She was stepping out onto the porch when she saw the nondescript gray van pull up in her driveway and several men in dark clothing get out.  She tensed a moment, then froze when she recognized the faces. 
 
    The slavers, she thought, remembering the planned delivery time…when Masaaki and Theo should have been in attendance.  Oh fuck.  Swallowing hard, she glanced over her shoulder, where Björn was still panting and trembling on the floor where she’d left him.  “Not good, not good,” she managed, quickly jogging down the stairs to meet the men before they could pull the twins out onto the gravel driveway. 
 
    “Hey guys!” Bonnie called, trying to sound casual.  “You, uh, need something?” 
 
    The stony-faced slaver who had given her the barghest looked her over, then glanced at the missing door to the Mercedes and the twisted metal that used to be seats.  With an anxious look, he glanced at the house.  “You’re still alive, so I take it you thralled him?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that.  Yep.  Sure did!”  Bonnie tried to keep the nervous chitter out of her voice, but knew she was failing horribly.  “You guys think maybe you could come back a week from now?  I’m…a bit busy.” 
 
    “You paid, they’re yours,” the slaver responded, slapping some padlock keys into her palm.  Even then, his men were dragging the two skinny kids out of the van and leaving them hog-tied on the crushed gravel driveway.  Crap! 
 
    Glancing back over her shoulder to make sure the barghest hadn’t followed her, Bonnie swallowed hard and glanced back at the two impish-looking kids.  They couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen.  “Okay, uh, now’s really not a good time.” 
 
    “Don’t care,” the man snorted.  “Next time, get your shit sorted out before you give us a delivery time.”  He went back to the driver’s seat of the van. 
 
    “I’ll pay more!” Bonnie cried, as he slammed the door shut.  “Please just hold onto them a little longer…” 
 
    The man gave her an uninterested salute and put the van into reverse.  A moment later, it was backing out of her driveway.  The driver waved a black-gloved hand at her out the open window, then turned and threw gravel as the van sped away down the narrow mountain road back to Eagle River. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard and glanced down at the two naked kids that were hogtied, face-down, in her driveway.  “Uh, hi.  Let me…um…”  Two sets of alert, terrified green eyes watched her from the ground.  Realizing she was without backup—not that she could really see a couple of kids doing anything she couldn’t handle—she hesitated.  She glanced again over her shoulder at Björn.  She knew—knew—that he’d just eat them. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Bonnie said, planning to get the limo and drive them far, far away.  She broke into a jog to get to the garage, knowing that the barghest wouldn’t be held in place forever.  She had seen the cunning in his eyes as he fought whatever magic had kept him in thrall, and she knew it was only a matter of time… 
 
    I just need a few minutes, Bonnie thought.  She’d need to get the garage door open, get the cover off the limo, check the fluids… 
 
    She was rounding the side of the house when a big, tattooed hand caught her by the mouth and yanked her whole body around the corner and against the barghest’s naked chest, muffling any words with a palm practically the size of a dinner plate. 
 
    “As I said,” the barghest rumbled above her, “we’re going to come to an understanding, Mardöll.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6: The Twins 
 
    “As I said,” Björn growled into his soulmate’s ear, “we’re going to come to an understanding, Mardöll.”  She smelled like the heady rush of femininity, and he couldn’t help himself as he got hard, thinking about taking her right there, wetting his spear on her virgin body as he howled to the moon in triumph… 
 
    Yeah.  That would be how they’d do it.  He started dragging her to the grass.  She’d object at first, but as soon as he clawed and bit her a little and the blood started to flow, her carnal instincts would wake, and they’d lose themselves in an orgy of— 
 
    “Hiyah!” Bonnie cried, slamming a fist directly into his exposed nutsack.  Then, even as his eyes were widening with bewilderment and the first wave of gut-wrenching ache was hitting him, she did it again.  “Hiyah!  Hiyah!  Hiyah!” 
 
    When did the sorceress learn self-defense?! Björn’s Nótt Danzleikr-hazed mind babbled as he grunted and crumpled.  She’s a poet, not a warrior!  Then, even as the radiating throbbing hurt spread outwards from his groin, raking talons of ache through his innards, the queen spun and jammed her fangs into him.  “Don’t touch me, you naked creep!” 
 
    Then the blissful ice of her venom was pounding through his senses, overwhelming all attempts at rational thought.  Again. 
 
    Then Mardöll hastily stumbled backwards, out of his reach, glowing silver still dribbling from the fangs in her wrists. 
 
    This time, the heady rush of the Nótt Danzleikr almost completely took Björn’s mind from him on the wave of pleasure that followed, the surrender coming even easier than before.  Björn slumped to his knees, then face-first onto the ground, drooling. 
 
    The queen hesitated over him, then hurriedly padded to the garage, where she began opening the main door. 
 
    She’s taking them somewhere alone, Björn thought. 
 
    “Unnngh,” Björn tried to say, knowing she was about to make a mistake, taking the twins anywhere alone.  He couldn’t, however, pull himself from the ground, his arms and legs as utterly flaccid as his cock.  He heard the sound of fabric sliding over metal in a sweet music in the back of his mind, lulling him to sleep. 
 
    The vampire queen tampered with something under the hood of the limo, then slammed it shut and started the engine.  The limo pulled slowly towards him. 
 
    She’s going to run me over, Björn thought, ridiculously unhappy at how his day was going, yet the poison of the Nótt Danzleikr leaving him perfectly willing to lie there if that was what his queen wanted of him. 
 
    The limo didn’t, as he expected, run him over.  She got out of the car and tentatively came around to face him.  For a moment, she just stood there, staring at him, analyzing his state of incapacitation.  “Get up,” she finally said. 
 
    Björn immediately surged to his feet on a rush of desire. 
 
    “And don’t come close to me,” she said.  “Stay back.” 
 
    Björn kept his distance, though he immediately wanted to throttle her for again using her poison against him, like he was some sort of disobedient dog.  The surge of rage that came with that thought was immediately washed away by the blissful contentment of the Nótt Danzleikr, leaving his mind feeble, his thoughts the addled puddle of a man without goals. 
 
    “Look, dude, you’re…dangerous.”  As if the little fool were only just realizing that.  “I thought I could just keep you entertained until Theo and Masaaki got back, but you just scared the crap out of me and I’m not going to hang with you anymore.  Please don’t kill anyone until we get back.  There are burgers in the freezer and soda in the fridge.  Code to the TV is 9947, in case you wanna watch something other than Chuck Norris.” 
 
    “Take me with you,” Björn babbled, while inwardly thinking of strangling her.  A moment later, he was rocking with the heavy heat of the Nótt Danzleikr. 
 
    I’m losing control of it, he thought, with growing panic.  I’m really losing control… 
 
    “Uh…no.”  Bonnie backed away, the fear-stink once again permeating the space between them.  “I’m just gonna free those two, go into my house and collect a few things, then I’m going to drive away,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “Those fey,” Björn managed, carefully keeping his mind clear of any desire to hurt her so he could continue to think, “are dangerous.” 
 
    She actually laughed at him.  “Oh, right.  I’m sure.  Says the naked guy who I think just tried to rape me.” 
 
    “I own you, sorceress wench!” Björn snapped, wanting to rip her head off for arguing with him.  A moment later, he fell over with the rush of bliss, catching himself on the heavy steel post of the side awning.  “How about now?” he heard himself mewl, like a lusty kitten. 
 
    “You know what?” Bonnie said, nudging him with a disdainful foot, “You’re going to stay right there and keep your hand on that post until I get back out of the house, then I’ll let you go inside so the sun doesn’t roast you while I’m gone.”   
 
    “They’ll kill you,” Björn said quickly, trying to fight the panic that he was losing his wits to the Nótt Danzleikr.  “If you give them the slightest chance, they’ll rape you to death and harvest your organs.” 
 
    Bonnie, who had already been turning away to go back to the car, twisted back to him.  “Oh, you mean, kind of like what you keep talking about doing, what with all the biting and fucking and bleeding, Björn?” 
 
    Björn blinked up at her in confusion.  “I never said it would be to death.” 
 
    She narrowed her pretty golden eyes at him.  “I’m going to go get those kids free, maybe watch a movie while they relax, then I’m out of here.  You stay right here.  Don’t move.” 
 
    And, with that command taking hold of the poison within him, Björn could no more have moved than he could have walked the Void. 
 
    “And when I drive away with them,” Bonnie said, “don’t follow me.  If you move—if you take your hand off that post, I will never, ever have sex with you.  Ever.” 
 
    The horror of that thought made him go completely rigid, utterly unwilling to even breathe on the off-chance it would leave her unwilling to copulate when the time came. 
 
    “You can keep breathing, though,” she said, reluctantly.  Almost as if the wench wanted to see him pass out. 
 
    “Thank you!” Björn muttered, sucking in a massive lungful of air. 
 
    “And here…”  She ducked into the limo and came back with a woolen blanket, which she tossed to him.  “Cover up, okay?  You’re really freaking me out.  I…”  She swallowed hard.  “Not that you would care, but I have a phobia of the naked human body.” 
 
    “I’ll fix that for you,” Björn said immediately, careful to keep his fingers touching the awning’s post as he wrapped the blanket around himself with the other. 
 
    She cackled a bitter laugh and, without another word, went back to the limo and drove it out to the front driveway. 
 
    No… Björn thought, as he heard her speak in low, gentle tones to the two serial murderers on the ground.  He twisted to listen, keeping his hand in place on the post.  She’s going to get herself killed… 
 
    After spending eight hundred years looking for her, he was not going to allow her to get killed. 
 
    The Nótt Danzleikr, however, kept him pinned in a state of nervous anxiety that she would be displeased enough with him never to allow him to take her upon his cock if he so much as moved from the spot where she’d left him. 
 
    It’s just the poison, Björn thought, forcing himself to reason it out.  It’s just words.  She didn’t want to copulate with him anyway, and was only using the words that she knew would trigger the poison’s magic to numb his brain and leave him soft. 
 
    Knowing, however, didn’t bring with it the clarity needed to bypass the Nótt Danzleikr.  At least not with this queen.  This one was…different.  Like she had a direct connection to his soul, and the Nótt Danzleikr was using it to seep through his barriers. 
 
    Odin damn the woman to the jötnar’s cold stony forts! Björn thought, staring at the heavy metal post that his left hand was wrapped around, trying to will himself to remove it.  The Nótt Danzleikr immediately surged, leaving him sweating and shaking.  Even the thought of removing his palm left him feeling violently ill.  It’s just words, he thought, forcing it to imprint in his brain.  She doesn’t want to bed me anyway. 
 
    It was the worst possible thing to think, because the Nótt Danzleikr slammed through him in a wretched wave of grief that made him crumple against the post with a sob of self-pity. 
 
    I’m losing control, Björn thought again, shuddering, horrified.  Odin preserve me, I’m losing control… 
 
    They had to come to terms.  Had to.  Before he lost himself to the poison. 
 
    Around the corner in the front yard, he heard the two fey get on their feet in the gravel, then heard three sets of feet walk back to the front porch and, climb the stairs, and go inside. 
 
    No! his mind shrieked.  Mardöll, you silly fool!  He had to save her.  He knew the female fey would kill the softwit slowly, delighting in her death-throes. 
 
    Then he heard the metal scream of a grinder on cold iron. 
 
    “Mardöll, I have to take a shit!” Björn shouted desperately at the house, willing to say anything to get his prize to come back out and free him so he could rip off the fey’s heads and bathe in their blood for putting the life of his queen in danger. 
 
    “Shit on the ground!” Mardöll shouted back to him.  “But keep your hand on that post!”   
 
    She’s freeing them! Björn thought, stunned at her naivete.  No…  He watched their blood-webs move through the walls.  Both the fey lit up with a bright green life-force, though his soulmate was all but camouflaged by his shadow energy in her blood.  The male twin was crouched a few feet from Bonnie, using the grinder on his sister’s neck.  A moment later, they switched positions, and it was the sister using the tool to free her brother. 
 
    She’s releasing fey, Björn thought.  In her home.  Of all the stupid, brainless, idiotic womanly things… 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “So we have permission to come in?” the male twin—Madoc, he had told her on the ground—asked, nervously hesitating at the door, eying the broken glass that she still hadn’t cleaned up. 
 
    “Of course!” Bonnie said, gesturing.  “Come in.  My home is your home.” 
 
    Aislinn, the girl, glanced at her sharply, but then said, “That’s very kind of you.” 
 
    “Come on,” Bonnie said, carefully avoiding looking at the two naked fey as she led them into the main living room.  “The grinder’s still plugged in over by the wall, and then we can see about getting you some clothes.”  In truth, the naked-phobic, panicking part of her wanted to get clothes on them first, then use the grinder, but from her limited experience with vampire captives, she had discovered that they cared much more about freedom than modesty. 
 
    “And we have permission to use this grinder?” the male twin asked, following his sister inside. 
 
    “Of course!” Bonnie cried.  “That’s what it’s for—you don’t need to ask.” 
 
    The brother and sister glanced at each other, and Bonnie saw something pass between them, something too fast to catch. 
 
    The poor timid fey—barely more than children—went over to the wall and Aislinn allowed her brother to switch on the grinder, then watched as he carefully cut through the iron band, first on the one side, then the other.  As he did, a desperate-sounding Björn called from the side driveway, “Mardöll, I have to take a shit!” 
 
    “Shit on the ground!” Bonnie snapped back, making the siblings glance at each other startledly.  “But keep your hand on that post!” 
 
    Her collar falling away, a wide-eyed Aislinn said, “You…have the barghest here?”  He bared his neck for his sister to pick up the grinder and begin the first cut. 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll stay outside, though,” Bonnie said as Aislinn made the first cut, then the second through her brother’s iron collar. 
 
    As the collar fell off, however, both the fey looked nervous.  They glanced in the direction of the barghest’s mutters, then back at her.  “Is he…chained?” 
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    Understanding flashed across the male twin’s face.  “You thralled him,” he said, and he visibly inched away from her. 
 
    Bonnie flushed, feeling like a criminal.  “He, uh, attacked me.  More than once.  I was protecting myself.” 
 
    “Not many creatures have the ability to stop a barghest,” the girl said, sounding curious.  Her green eyes found Bonnie’s wrists, which were now achingly empty from draining her poison into the barghest a third time in twenty-four hours.  “Your voice commands him?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was an accident,” Bonnie said quickly. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Aislinn said quickly.  “You’re clearly not like the other vampires.”  She hesitated, giving Bonnie a hunted look.  “At least…I think.”  She drew her knees up to her chest and started to shiver again, much the way Bonnie had seen Masaaki do, whenever she startled him. 
 
    “No, it’s true,” Bonnie said, stepping back, trying to offer the girl a bit of comfort.  “I’m totally new to all this—I didn’t even know I was a vampire until a few weeks ago.”   
 
    Again, Bonnie thought she saw a flash of sharpness to the girl’s eyes before it was hidden by nervousness again. 
 
    She’s just weirded out that she’s naked in the same room with a vampire who isn’t trying to kill her.  Bonnie got to her feet.  “Here, let me get you something to wear.  You’re both about my size—you mind wearing my clothes?” 
 
    “If it’s cotton or silk,” the boy said.  “Cloth made of the blood of the ground is…painful…for us.” 
 
    It took Bonnie a moment to realize he meant oil, polymer, plastic, and polyester.  “Oh.”  She briefly considered her wardrobe, then shrugged.  “Sweats it is.”  She went to retrieve a couple pairs of baggy cotton shirts and trousers, then tossed them at her guests.  “You guys want something to drink?  I have several kinds of soda, sake, and Theo brought beer.  Some weird name, like Youngling or something.” 
 
    “We can only drink water from a spring,” the girl said.  “Water that has not been profaned by the blood of the ground.” 
 
    Bonnie stopped halfway to grabbing the bottled spring water in her fridge, knowing that would be a difficult task.  “Well, shit.  I could drive you out to Eagle River…  Or maybe if you don’t mind hiking, I could take you up Baldie.  There’s an artesian well up there, water comes right out of the mountain.” 
 
    The boy cleared his throat.  “What my sister meant earlier is I have a quirky…ability…to read minds, but I need contact.  If you give us permission, we can touch you and see inside your mind and know, for sure, that you are who you say you are.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s handy!” Bonnie said.  “Sure.” 
 
    “Madoc just has to touch your forehead,” the girl said.  “Does he have permission to do that?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bonnie said.  “Whenever you want.  I promise I don’t want to hurt you guys.” 
 
    “And…” the girl said, hesitating, “you’ll let us see inside your mind?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “And you give us your word, binding you to obedience by the laws of citizens of the Second Realm, that you will remain docile while my brother touches you?” the girl whimpered.  “You swear you won’t try to lash out or kill either of us and that you’ll hold still until he’s finished tasting your mind?” 
 
    “You have my word,” Bonnie said, willing to do anything to put the poor kids at ease.  “You guys like martial arts movies?  I could make popcorn.” 
 
    The twins shared another glance.  “We’d…like popcorn,” the girl said.  “Do we have permission to eat whatever’s in this house?” 
 
    “Oh sure,” Bonnie said, waving a hand distractedly.  She yanked open the fridge to take stock.  “Are you vegetarian?  Masaaki’s vegetarian and the sword-slinging freak screams to holy hell if I make it with butter and not oil.  He actually put a katana through the microwave when he realized that’s how I was making it at first.  Thought it was dark magic.  Had to get a WhirlyPop.” 
 
    The girl was getting up, following her into the kitchen.  “We’re not vegetarian.  We like meat.  Brains, especially.” 
 
    Bonnie winced and looked at first the boy, then the girl, both of whom were watching her almost placidly.  “That’s…a little…” Then she saw the nervous way the girl blinked at her and she quickly cleared her throat.  “I mean, everybody’s different.  At least you don’t eat bugs, right?  Masaaki told me when he’s in his bird form, he eats bugs.” 
 
    The female twin cocked her head.  “Bird form?” 
 
    “He’s a yatagarasu,” Bonnie said, waving a hand dismissively.  “You won’t see him for a while, though.  He’s off playing hero with Theo in Kenai.”  She glanced back at the contents of the fridge, wincing. 
 
    “So…aside from the barghest…it’s just you here right now?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Bonnie said.  “And he’s not going anywhere ’cause I told him to stay put.”  She glanced back in the fridge, then winced, remembering how the barghest had already eaten all of Theo’s hotdogs, which were possibly the only thing on the menu that included brains.  “Well, I’ve got some frozen burgers.  You wanna hang on while I fry a couple up?” 
 
    “Just popcorn will do,” Aislinn said, entering the kitchen.  “Do we have permission to use anything in here?”  She gestured to the cupboards, including the dishwasher and knife block. 
 
    “Sure,” Bonnie said.  “Really, you guys don’t need to ask.” 
 
    “It’s our…culture,” the boy said apologetically.  “We must always ask.  If we don’t, and a feylord finds out about it, he could execute us for stepping outside the bounds of the law.” 
 
    “Execute you for what?” Bonnie asked, grabbing a Pepsi and cracking the top.  “What’s a feylord?” 
 
    “A feylord rules the Second Lands,” Aislinn said.  “Their word is law.  But every citizen has access to the magic of the Council, as long as they abide by the laws.  Problem is some people…object…once they’ve given permissions,” the girl said.  “They don’t think it through very well.”  Again, Bonnie saw that flash of alertness, of…cunning? 
 
    For a brief, creepy moment, she remembered the barghest telling her that the twins were dangerous. 
 
    Then she remembered his naked body yanking her against him, his big hand smothering her face as he tried to drag her to the ground. 
 
    Yeah, fuck the barghest.  He could spend the next twelve hours roasting on that pole, for all she cared. 
 
    She made the twins popcorn, all the while allowing them to move around the house and touch anything they wanted, giving them permission to use the couch, the popcorn bowl, the pillows, the garbage bags, the TV… 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Bonnie had the three of them sitting on the couch, somewhat surprised they were so willing to join her.  After their initial terror, they hadn’t shown that same deep-rooted fear that Masaaki just hadn’t been able to shake.  In fact, the boy chose to sit directly beside her on the couch, almost uncomfortably close. 
 
    Bonnie flipped on the TV, found a good Chuck Norris film on Netflix, and got it playing.  “You want anything else?” she asked.  Outside, against his pole, the barghest was begging her to let him go.  Bonnie turned up the volume. 
 
    “No, this is good,” the boy said.  “Are you…comfortable?  Ready for us to begin?” 
 
    Bonnie laughed, though there was an odd tone to his voice that made her slightly uneasy.  “I was gonna ask the same of you.” 
 
    “Oh, we just want you to be comfortable,” the girl said quickly.  “It is, after all, going to be your first experience with fey.”  She sniffed, looking around.  “Though…”  Frowning back at Bonnie, she said, “You don’t have any other…fey…in the house with you, do you?” 
 
    Bonnie frowned.  “What, like you mean my dog?  No, he’s in the condo.  Those bastards left him there so he didn’t shit on the floor while they were gone.”  Then she squinted, wondering where that had come from. 
 
    “No, no, she said ‘fey’,” the boy said.  “I smell another of our kind.  He was here…recently.” 
 
    “I think he’s got royal blood,” the brother said, sounding almost nervous.  “Are you friends with a feylord, Bonnie?” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced, remembering the dungeon in the basement.  “My parents had a…collection…before they killed them.” 
 
    A tension seemed to fade from the boy’s face.  “So there’s no one else here?” 
 
    “Guys,” Bonnie insisted, “I’m not gonna eat you.  I promise that.  Björn hooked me up good before you got here.  I just wanna watch a movie or two until Theo finds Masaaki and they get to a charging cable.  Otherwise, I’m gonna have to leave you here and drive to Kenai to go find him before the yatagarasu busts a blood vessel.”  She turned back to the movie, gesturing with her popcorn bowl.  “You know the great thing about Chuck Norris?” 
 
    The twins glanced at the TV, which was even then displaying ‘bad’ martial arts, So Spaketh Masaaki, and, looking baffled, shook their heads. 
 
    “When Chuck Norris enters a room, he doesn’t turn the lights on, he turns the darkness off.”  She grinned. 
 
    The boy seemed to crack a smile, but then, seeing the narrowed eyes of his sister, quickly looked away and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Okay, how about this one,” Bonnie said.  “Chuck Norris sleeps with a pillow under his gun.”  When the male twin continued to stare at the floor and the female’s scowl just darkened, Bonnie sighed and said, “All right, fine, that was lame.  What about this one:  Chuck Norris tells Simon what to do.” 
 
    “Just bind her,” the female said. 
 
    Bonnie’s grin faded.  “Huh?” 
 
    The boy sighed deeply, then reached out and touched her forehead.  Bonnie jerked as a sudden, blinding green light flared in her awareness, blotting out her ability to see for several seconds, but even as the energy sapped her strength and dulled her mind, she couldn’t move, couldn’t fight back.  When she could see again, the boy dropped his hand and looked away, unwilling to meet her eyes. 
 
    “Go get the grinder,” Aislinn said.  “I’ll get spoons.” 
 
    “Wait, the grinder?” Bonnie said.  She started to stand. 
 
    “Sit down,” the boy said, almost…apologetic? 
 
    Bonnie immediately sat.  She felt the first tingles of unease, realizing she hadn’t been the one to sit.  “Why do you need a grinder?” she asked.  “You already got the bands off…” 
 
    “You said we could use it,” Aislinn said sweetly.  She went into the kitchen and began thumping drawers as she searched for silverware. 
 
    The boy gave Bonnie a reluctant look, then quickly got up to go get the grinder. 
 
    Bonnie twisted to watch him unplug the grinder from the wall.  The girl came back and dumped the popcorn out on the floor. 
 
    “Hey!” Bonnie cried, “At least put it in the trash.  I hate vacuuming…” 
 
    “Think this’ll hold her brain?” Aislinn said, her green eyes cruel as she looked down at Bonnie, popcorn bowl in hand.  “My guess is it’s smaller than average…” 
 
    Bonnie froze, every hair on her body rising on a wave of ice.  “You…but…I was trying to help…” 
 
    “And don’t call for help from your barghest,” the girl said. 
 
    “Don’t call him,” the boy said softly, refusing to meet Bonnie’s eyes.  “Keep silent.” 
 
    “Lay her back, head off the edge.  Prop the pillows under her neck.  I want it to fall out correctly this time.” 
 
    “Lie back, please,” the boy said.  “Tilt your head over the edge of the couch.” 
 
    Bonnie immediately lay back, her body not under her control.  Jötnar help me, she thought, as panic started to claw at her chest.  What are they going to do with me? 
 
    “First, we’re not children,” the girl said, with a vicious twist of a smile.  “We’re six thousand years old, and we’re going to make your death that much more painful for the insult.” 
 
    “Second Landers are long-lived,” the boy said, picking at fuzzballs on Bonnie’s old sweats even then covering his knee.   
 
    “The cord won’t reach,” Aislinn muttered.  “Help me push the couch over to the wall.” 
 
    With Bonnie’s prone form still motionless on the couch, they each took a corner and grunted and pushed the couch to across the wooden floor to the closest outlet.  Then, the female got up and went over to the TV and yanked the plug out of the wall.  With a second, harder tug, she yanked the other end out of the back of the TV.  “Here,” she said, tossing it at her brother.  “Get her hands out of the way.” 
 
    The boy glanced at the long black cord in his hand, then up at Bonnie.  He hesitated, then glanced at his sister.  “Think we can just skip this one, sister?” 
 
    Aislinn, who was in the process of plugging in the grinder, stopped to give her brother a baffled look.  “Skip it?  It’s the first real meal we’ve had in decades.  Of course we won’t skip it.” 
 
    Madoc swallowed and glanced back at Bonnie.  “But she’s been nice.” 
 
    “Her whole house stinks of torture,” Aislinn said.  “She deserves it.” 
 
    But it wasn’t me, Bonnie wanted to scream, but she couldn’t force any words from her throat. 
 
    After a moment of consideration, the boy shrugged and, with a look of apology, drew his fingers along the cord and it shimmered a sudden ethereal green.  Then he was using it to bind her hands away from her head.  
 
    “Not as good as faewire, but it’ll get the job done,” Aislinn said, coming back to look over his work.  She carefully set the popcorn bowl under Bonnie’s head, then turned on the grinder.  “Grab the spoon,” she said.  “I want you to pop it out as soon as I get the skull open.  I want this thing fresh.” 
 
    She switched on the spinning blade just above Bonnie’s eye level, the cutting stone hovering over her forehead with a high-pitched electric whine. 
 
    Odin help me, they’re planning to cut open my head! Bonnie realized, on a cold wave of horror. 
 
    “Tell her not to move.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” the boy said.  Then grinder touched the flesh of her forehead and Bonnie screamed as she felt the skin there ripped away. 
 
    “Careful,” the boy said, glancing out the side window at the sudden howls of the barghest in the rising dawn. 
 
    “Just tell her to stop screaming.”  Then the grinder was digging into the bone.  She could feel it rattling her skull, the uncanny feeling of her own cranium vibrating around her. 
 
    “Stop screaming,” the boy muttered, not meeting Bonnie’s eyes.  He was hunched, once again picking at a knee, not watching what his sister was doing. 
 
    They’re going to eat me alive. Freyja help me, they’re going to eat me alive, Bonnie thought, on a wave of terror.  Odin protect me!  Wise Allfather, send your champion to take up my cause… Outside, there was a weird rumbling as the barghest roared. 
 
    Blood from Bonnie’s forehead was starting to dribble down to make a metallic sound in the bowl beneath her head and there was an odd jerk as the grinder punctured the skull.   
 
    “There we go,” Aislinn chuckled, pulling back to temporarily stop the blade.  She touched the blood on the hard stone wheel, then brought it to her lips.  “Ohhh, delicious.”  She offered the blade to her brother, who shook his head. 
 
    Then the boy, who Bonnie had thought was her only reluctant ally in this, looked her right in the eyes and said, “Hurry up, she’s already starting to heal.”   
 
    Aislinn shrugged and switched the grinder on again with a high-pitched whine.  pushing the grinder back into the hole they had cut, following the cranium in a circle.  “Now just hold still, my naïve little queen.  This is the hard part.  You won’t actually feel us remove your—” 
 
    The thick metal pole of a porch awning went through the side of Aislinn’s head, then through the wall, then disappeared in a hole out the back of the house, turning everything above her spine into a gory gray paste smeared over the next three rooms.  A moment later, a pissed-off barghest slammed the front door open hard enough to shatter what was left of the glass and snarled, his pale eyes locating the male fey with the complete intensity of a predator. 
 
    “It wasn’t me!” the boy cried, jumping to his feet.  “Please!” 
 
    In two steps, the barghest had crossed the room, and even as the boy was standing and raising his hands in denial, Björn batted off his head with one big hand, sending the pointy-eared brainpan to bounce across the room and crush against the kitchen cabinetry, then slowly drip down to the granite tile in gray-red plops. 
 
    Immediately, Bonnie felt herself released from whatever had held her.  Screaming, she sat up and started jerking at the TV cord, trying unsuccessfully to scramble over the back of the couch, away from the barghest. 
 
    Björn didn’t seem to notice her.  He grabbed the boy’s corpse and, lifting it above him, ripped it limb-from-limb, bathing in the wash of blood that cascaded from the gore.  Then he did the same to the female.  Then, soaked in crimson, he ate them.  Both. 
 
    His entire upper body glistening with ruby blood, Björn snarled and grabbed Bonnie by both shoulders and yanked her back down in front of him so that his bloody nose was touching hers as he roared, “Never do that to me again!”  He tightened his hands on her shoulders and shook her until she felt like her spine would snap.  “You hear me, Mardöll?!  Never!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 7: The First Step 
 
    “Let go of me!” Bonnie screamed, cringing away from the massive, too-strong beast that was even then smearing her in the twins’ blood. 
 
    Surprisingly, Björn immediately released her, though he continued to pant, bloody hands held at ready at his sides as that Alien-like rattle clicked in his chest.  In one hand, she noticed, he gripped a small, bloody section of the hollow metal post, holding onto it like a talisman. 
 
    In her blind panic, Bonnie tried again to yank herself free of the faintly glowing TV cord, eyes riveted to the horror that was the barghest. 
 
    Snarling, Björn reached down and casually snapped the cord binding her, and Bonnie went careening head-over-heels over the edge of the couch, sprawling onto the hardwood floor on the other side, her cheek landing right next to a severed pointy ear. 
 
    In a blind panic, now, she unwrapped the TV cord from her wrists and scrambled to her feet.  She backed up until her spine hit the far wall, her heart hammering in her chest.  Beside her, she could feel the cool nighttime breeze from where the awning post had punctured the house like a Valkyrie’s spear.  She started sliding sideways… 
 
    “Don’t go!” he cried, reaching a burly, crimson-stained arm for her.  “Please!” 
 
    “Stay away from me!” she screamed. 
 
    The barghest grimaced and ducked his head, clearly fighting that inner battle again, but he stepped back a couple paces. 
 
    He was still between her and the door to the limo, though.  Bonnie knew she could probably go out the back door, but the chances of her making it to the car before he grabbed her were zero. 
 
    For a long moment, they stood there like that, Bonnie realizing she could quite literally be torn in half if the barghest caught her while fighting the poison that kept him at bay.  Eventually, slowly, when Bonnie didn’t move, the barghest looked back up at her. 
 
    “Please,” he said, still dripping wet gore from his face.  “Let’s start again.  I’m no danger to you.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard.  “That’s not very convincing,” she whispered. 
 
    “What’s not convincing?!” he roared. 
 
    “You look like a chainsaw murderer,” she whimpered. 
 
    Björn frowned at her uncomprehendingly a moment, then glanced down at the blood.  He made a grunt of approval.  “It’s glorious, yes.” 
 
    “That’s not glorious,” she whispered.  “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I saved your life and you call me disgusting, wench?!” he snapped.  A piece of flesh fell from his temple and landed on the floor at his feet with a wet plop. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed and inched her back further along the wall. 
 
    Scowling at her, then at the random chunk of flesh on the floor, the barghest grabbed the blanket she’d used to wrap around her feet on their last Chuck Norris marathon and swiped it across his face.  Throwing it down, he snapped, “Better, you weak-stomached little pussy?” 
 
    He’d only, in effect, created streaks of red of varying colors across his face and upper body, giving the impression of war paint.  War paint that was even then filling the room with the scent of copper.  Bonnie slowly shook her head. 
 
    Björn scowled at her for several minutes.  Then, seemingly coming to some decision, he grunted, still scowling at her.  “Throw me the keys.” 
 
    “What?” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    “The keys.  So you don’t drive off.  I’m going to go bathe for you, Mardöll.”  The way he said the word ‘bathe’, he might have been describing the smearing of human feces against his skin. 
 
    Because anything would be better than sharing breathing space with a man covered in pieces of two people he’d just murdered, Bonnie swallowed hard and dug into her pants, then silently tossed her keys to the barghest. 
 
    Snarling, the barghest held up his other hand, the one still clutching a piece of the awning post.  “Tell me I can drop this fucking thing before I put it through your brainpan.”  Immediately, he groaned and started to sway. 
 
    “You can stop touching the post,” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    The barghest continued to sway for a moment before he disgustedly threw it through the wall with a snarl.  “Thank you.”  He started towards the bathroom, then stopped halfway across the living room.  “If you run,” he warned, his pale eyes completely dead serious, “I will hunt you down and have my way with you in a bath of glorious carnage as is the custom of our people.” 
 
    “I’m an American,” Bonnie managed.  “We have Netflix here.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her.  Then he took a step closer.  “Don’t run.” 
 
    Then, without another word, he went to bathe. 
 
    Bonnie sat down on the section of couch that had been spared the blood spatter by the shield of her own body.  Staring blankly into space, she only vaguely registered the sound of the shower turning on and Björn moving around in the bathroom.  She’d seen enough naked people for the next twenty years, and seeing Björn’s naked body covered in blood had not helped her phobia.  She brought her knees up to her chest and shivered. 
 
    She was still holding herself, staring into space, thinking about how her life was over when the barghest reemerged.  His huge, steaming body was thankfully wrapped in another towel. 
 
    “Better?” he growled, rubbing his hair with a handcloth.  He stopped massaging his head suddenly, frowning, then picked out what looked like a piece of meat and flicked it aside. 
 
    “My turn,” Bonnie whispered, dropping her feet back to the ground, careful to avoid the coagulating blood.  “The living room is gonna be clean when I get back.” 
 
    Björn snorted.  “I do not clean—” 
 
    “Clean up the blood,” Bonnie said, and he immediately winced and jerked.  Then, without waiting for another reply, she went to the bathroom and closed the door.  For a long moment, all she could do was grip the sink and stare into the mirror, looking at the blood-spattered—but completely healed—section of her forehead that only minutes before a demented woman had been going after with a grinder. 
 
    I didn’t sign up for this, she thought, on a mental whimper, looking into her own reflection.  She had felt that grinder break through the bone, and yet her reflection in the mirror showed no evidence of the trauma.  What if it caused brain damage? she thought. 
 
    In the living room, she heard boards creak as the barghest’s seven hundred pounds moved around.  Immediately, her fingers tightened to the sink in fear.  I didn’t sign up for this part, she thought, watching her fingers smudge red across the sink. 
 
    But she did sign up for this.  She’d willingly taken that first taste of Masaaki, and there had been no going back.  The knowledge hit her with a gut-crushing dread, and she vomited into the sink. 
 
    More than anything, listening to the seven-hundred-pound man move around her parents’ living room, Bonnie wanted to rewind time and take it back.  Just cut Masaaki free, let him go, and not drink of him when he offered.  She would rather be dead. 
 
    She vomited again, shaking. 
 
    A big fist slammed into the bathroom door, almost taking it off its hinges.  “You okay in there, Mardöll?  Did the fey twins poison you?” 
 
    “Go away,” Bonnie said weakly.  “I’m just…not feeling good.  I don’t like…blood.” 
 
    The barghest grunted, but then wandered off. 
 
    What in Odin’s holy balls was she going to do? 
 
    Then she remembered a lecture on this very subject, given to her while she was bored and picking at her karate gi, itching to get off the floor because her knees hurt where Masaaki was making her sit in seiza.  When times are difficult and you question your past choices, stand tall, daimyō, Masaaki’s words came back to her, during yet another monologue about honor, integrity, and the core tenants of Bushidō.  You are a warrior now.  A warrior must acknowledge his mistakes, but not be hobbled by the knowledge he made them.  Your enemies would like nothing more than to see you hobble yourself.  Less work for them to do. 
 
    Bonnie squeezed her eyes shut, remembering how…simple…that life had been, when her greatest troubles were how to manage to juggle nine different martial arts classes and a hardass Japanese dinosaur with a sword fetish.  Then she remembered what Theo and Masaaki had said about the barghests killing people, and she knew that Björn would kill them both. 
 
    Go straight to jail, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars, Bonnie thought, on a wave of misery.  If she couldn’t get to Theo and Masaaki before they came back and found her house covered in the remains of two dead fey, the barghest would add their blood to the mess. 
 
    That meant she had to go to them.  She’d leave a message on Theo’s phone, head out after she cleaned up… 
 
    Then she thought of Theo’s dog, still trapped in the apartment where they’d left him on their way to the slavers.  Almost twenty-four hours ago.  By this time, the animal had probably destroyed half the furniture and shat on every available surface in his contempt for being left behind.  According to Theo, the beast’s disdain for being left behind was legendary. 
 
    Not, she thought, looking at the crimson and bone shards covering her hair and face, that that really matters when I’m covered in the gore of two people.  Three, if she included herself. 
 
    But it was a nice condo, and, after watching a monster eat people in her parents’ house, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to sleep in this place ever again.  Right now, with the barghest taking up the mansion like he owned it, as small and humble as it was, the condo was the only thing that was Bonnie’s. 
 
    I need a plan, Bonnie thought, seeing the shock still slackening her face under the blood spatter.  I can’t stay here waiting for someone to solve this for me. 
 
    The longer she did, the more likely Theo and Masaaki would come home unexpectedly, before she’d managed to deal with the barghest, and die for it. 
 
    Bonnie thought back to Masaaki, remembering his distress.  Whatever had happened between him and Theo, it sounded like he needed her, and it definitely wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that the rules-mongering hardass would seppuku because he couldn’t find a phone charger.  She’d never heard that kind of blind panic in the samurai’s voice before.  With his cell phone dead, no money, and no idea how to drive a car, he was just as likely to wander around a shopping mall parking lot and stab someone for not kowtowing properly as he was to find his way back home.  She could stop and grab the dog along the way.  She’d just leave the barghest behind, tell him to stay, and go get Masaaki and ask him for advice. 
 
    Steadied somewhat by that new goal, she took a shower.  She stood in the hot water much longer than necessary, letting the spray wash away the rest of her shock, flushing the blood and bone chips down the drain.  When she finally finished, dressed from old clothes in her room, and came back, Björn was licking blood from his fingers, and the whole place was spotless.  Even the kitchen was perfect, unmarred by fey brains. 
 
    “I couldn’t find a mop,” he said, by way of apology. 
 
    Bonnie squinted.  “What did you do?” 
 
    Björn shrugged.  “This is acceptable, then?” 
 
    “Björn, how did you clean the—”  His tongue, he realized.  Like a fucking dog cleaning up after a steak falls off the grill. 
 
    Björn grinned, and his pointed teeth were crimson. 
 
    “I can’t handle this anymore,” Bonnie whispered.  “Björn, give me the keys.  I’m going to find Masaaki.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Björn said firmly. 
 
    “No!” Bonnie snapped.  “Give me the keys.”   
 
    Björn grunted and stumbled, and reluctantly tossed her the keys, holding his head with the other hand. 
 
    “And stay here,” Bonnie growled.  “I’ll be back in eight hours and we’ll…figure something out.” 
 
    “Take me with you!” Björn cried.  “I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, no,” Bonnie said, dancing around him and through the door.  “A massive dude who ripped two people in half and ate them and can bring down a house with his bare hands who wants to revel in my juices and introduce me to the ‘customs of our people’.  Can’t say I’d feel comfortable roadtripping with you.  Sorry, you stay.”  Then, knowing she probably only had a few minutes until the command wore off, she spun and hurried towards the front door. 
 
    She was halfway through the living-room before she heard the barghest desperately call, “How are you going to find him without me?” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  When she turned, slowly, she saw that the barghest had picked up Masaaki’s hakama from the coffee table and was holding it out to her in a huge fist.  His bleached blue eyes were meeting hers through a veil of ivory hair, sweat wetting his patterned brow.  “Take me with you,” he said, every word seeming to be a struggle.  “I’ll help.” 
 
    Bonnie peered at him suspiciously.  “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “You’re my first…mate,” Björn said.  His pale eyes were begging her and he sounded desperate.  “Want to…learn you.” 
 
    That sounded much too similar to exploring her body, biting her, and knowing her juices for Bonnie’s comfort.  She heard herself make a nervous laugh and she glanced again at the front door.  Her old set of emergency-garb—swaddling for keeping off the sunlight—was where she had left it beside the door months ago.  “Uh, to be honest, you scared the piss outta me even before I saw you rip a couple people apart and eat them, dude.  I think I’d rather just leave you here and hire a helicopter to search for him or something.”   
 
    Though, growing up in Alaska, she knew how difficult it was to find a single person who was lost in the forest.  Even if that person wanted to be found, and waved and signaled and set up bonfires to summon in rescuers, they often weren’t.  Alaska was just too big, with too much terrain to cover.  She’d heard of it taking rescuers days, even with an entire National Guard detachment out looking, to find someone they knew had survived a snow-machine accident on a river.  Sometimes, whole planes weren’t found for over a decade.   
 
    And, she thought with increasing dread, this was early August, and Alaska was as lush as, say, Pennsylvania in the summer, so she doubted it would be easy to find a samurai who dressed, without fail, in dark blues and blacks.  The color of shadow.  Never mind the fact that, without Masaaki’s blood, she was going to have to hire a helicopter to fly her at night. 
 
    “At this point,” Björn growled.  “I just want to be near you.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed.  “Okay, yeah, but in two hours, are you gonna wanna be in my pants?” 
 
    “That’s the Nótt Danzleikr,” he muttered. 
 
    “Uh, no, I’m pretty sure you talked about planting your seed before I stabbed you,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “I want to go with you!” Björn snapped.  He still hadn’t gotten off his knees, though, and Bonnie was pretty sure that was the only reason he hadn’t rushed her. 
 
    “And I want to not get attacked by a barghest while doing sixty on the Seward Highway,” Bonnie said.  “Sorry, but I just don’t feel comfortable—” 
 
    “You have my word I won’t touch,” Björn growled.  “My word as the Dröttning Banamaðr I will not touch.” 
 
    “Touch what?” Bonnie asked suspiciously. 
 
    “You,” Björn growled.  “I won’t touch you unless you do it first.” 
 
    “Ha-ha, nice try,” Bonnie laughed.  “So I accidentally brush your leg getting into the car and you take that to mean it’s time to jump my bones?” 
 
    His face flushed red and he slammed a fist into the hardwood floor, pitting the boards, punching through the plywood underneath.  “It is not your place to deny me!” 
 
    “Considering I’m the one with the keys to the car—” she juggled the ancient keys to the limo and began wrapping herself with sun-blocking swaths of fabric, “—I’d say you’ve got thirty seconds to convince me that you’re convinced you’re wrong.” 
 
    Björn narrowed his ghostly eyes at her. 
 
    “Twenty seconds.” 
 
    Björn waited to the until final seconds to say, “If you agree to take me with you, you have my word as the Dröttning Banamaðr, Odin’s champion, Nökkvi, that I will not touch you unless you desire it for one week.  From there, we will renegotiate.” 
 
    Bonnie peered at him a moment.  Then, “So how do I know you’ll keep your word?” 
 
    “You don’t.”  The barghest continued to glare at her.  “It’s just the first step you must take to trust me as your lord.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed, then sobered and gave him a long look.  “One week, huh?  And if I leave you here, you’ll what, go hunt me down?  Eat the neighbors?  Go through my phonebook and kill all my friends?” 
 
    His lip twitched in a smile.  “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Bonnie took a deep breath, glanced out the door at the overgrown dirt track, thought about what would happen if she passed Theo and Masaaki on the road, after leaving the barghest behind, then hesitated.  She looked him over, weighing her options, and got the eerie feeling he was doing the same. 
 
    “You won’t touch me again?” she managed.  “For a week?” 
 
    He gave a wary nod.  “You have my Oath as an Odinson.” 
 
    Bonnie chewed on her lip, then, again thinking of what would happen to Masaaki and Theo if she left the barghest behind and they came back without her, said, “Okay.  You can come, if you keep your oath.  But you’ll be in the back.  We’ll have to make some stops—the bank, my condo, Wal-Mart, Fred Meyers—to get necessities, and you’re gonna stay in the limo or it’s no deal.  Got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Björn said.  He frowned and tugged on the cord by his feet, pulling the grinder out from where it had fallen out of sight under the sofa.  His eyes widened as he saw it. 
 
    “Drop that!” Bonnie snapped. 
 
    Immediately, Björn did, but his entire body was tense as he looked down at it.  “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “No,” Bonnie said.  “That’s a shake mixer.” 
 
    “Let me use it.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, then lifted her eyes to the silver collar around his neck.  Refusing to shiver as she remembered how he had attacked the fey, she said, “Uh, what will happen if you take that thing off your neck?” 
 
    He gave her a predatory smile.  “You brave enough to find out, little queen?”  He slid closer to the grinder. 
 
    No, she thought.  But she didn’t have much to lose at this point, considering she’d already seen him rip people to pieces with his bare hands, and this might be a good way to earn some good mojo with the hulking, angry, blood-licking, bitey dude.  “Will it help me find Masaaki before he guts himself?” 
 
    “Probably.”  The barghest was poised over the grinder, waiting.  She knew, by this point, now that the thought was in his head, the moment she turned her back, he was going to do it. 
 
    “Then okay.” 
 
    Immediately, Björn snatched up the tool, flipped it on, and started digging it into his own neck.  Flesh and bits of metal went flying, gore coating the living-room wall every time his hand slipped. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, after it was obvious that his coordination wasn’t improving.  “Want me to do that?” 
 
    The barghest hesitated, giving her a suspicious look over the grinder.  “Why?” 
 
    Bonnie gestured at the spray of blood coating the wall behind him in a wide arc. 
 
    He frowned at it.  “So?”  Like she was pointing to the Antique Eggshell paint. 
 
    “Oh, for Chrissakes.”  Bonnie stepped forward and grabbed the grinder.  “Gimme.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the barghest released it, then gave her a suspicious look as she knelt beside him and put a hand on the back of his head.  “Lean down.  Okay.  Stay right there.  Don’t move.”  She pulled off one of the long-sleeved overshirts she’d been donning to keep off the sunlight and stuffed it between the metal and his jugular.  Then she started grinding away at the silver band around his neck while Björn watched her from beneath his near-white locks of hair, distrust etched in the ivory tattoos upon his face. 
 
    Once she cut through, she got up and moved to the other side, where she repeated the process.  Throughout it all, the barghest followed her with his eyes. 
 
    The grinder buried itself in the last of the thick silver band, then it fell away in two semi-circles, rolling down his back and chest to clatter upon the hardwood floor. 
 
    “There,” Bonnie said, setting the grinder down and retrieving her shirt.  “Now you can—” 
 
    The barghest interrupted her with a huge sigh.  “Oh that feels better.”  Suddenly, the shadows in the room seemed to shift and tug inwards, towards the man on his knees.  Instantly, the tiger-like markings all over the barghest’s body transformed to a deep, light-eating black that seemed to smoke with darkness, casting a patterned cloud around him, making it hard to distinguish his body from the room itself.  His eyes, which had been an off-white before, were now such a dark blue they were almost ebony.  His hair, pale before, suddenly seemed to suck in the shadow of the room and started dripping wispy ebony in rivulets around his face, smoking trails of wispy blackness as the droplets of Void sank to the floor around him, obscuring his feet and ankles.  When he turned, and his dark eyes found hers, Bonnie felt that second layer of fear—the instinct facing a deadly predator—trigger again, and she took three steps back before she realized she’d moved. 
 
    The smoky shadows oozing from his body suddenly retreated, leaving him pale-eyed and ivory-haired once more.  Björn grinned, slowly, showing his long fangs.  “You think that’s frightening,” he snorted.  “Just wait until I show you my hunting form.” 
 
    Her heart still thundering from the way he’d seemed to be wreathed in living, swirling shadow, Bonnie gave a nervous chuckle.  “Uh.  Maybe some other time.” 
 
    Björn gave her a lazy smile.  “Not until the next nightfall, at least.”   
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The vampire lord that Theo had come to kill was lounging on a luxurious pile of hides and sheepskins with two of his thralls.  A yatagarasu and a fey, by the look of them.  He didn’t bother looking up as Theo stumbled into the room in front of Svartr Buðlungr, instead intently watching a terrified human girl dance for him.  She was a homely Caucasian, and did not bear the soft pink-silver of his venom in her blood, meaning that she didn’t even have the balm of enthrallment to ease her fear.  Instead of the natural leather—or, in the case of the fey, woven grass and shells—of everyone else in the room, she was wearing skin-tight jeans and a ripped tanktop.  Wide-eyed, she was awkwardly undulating her lithe body back and forth in what she must have imagined a vampire to desire, when Theo knew it was actually her terror that the lord was devouring.  It was permeating the room, giving it a heady feel.  The seven other vampires that were in attendance—all men, and all native, now that Theo was looking—all seemed to be in a half-trance, soaking in that power. 
 
    With a sigh, the vampire lord waved off the girl with an irritated flip of his wrist and turned to Theo.  Behind him, the girl hastily pulled her tanktop back together and tried to rush from the room, but one of the vampires jumped up, grabbed her, and yanked her down to his furs with him.  As she screamed and flailed, her captor ripped her jeans down her thighs and, as she struggled futilely, he crawled atop her and brutally shoved her legs wide with a knee. 
 
    None of the other vampires even seemed to notice her plaintive wails, or their comrade’s naked buttocks as he forced his way into her.  All of them, including the ringleader, were watching Theo.  Surprisingly, the lord looked to be a good portion Native American descent, a few inches shorter than Theo, but with a more athletic build. 
 
    When he spoke, it was with the slow, unhurried Native American drawl.  “He arrives on time.”  He gestured to a buffalo-skin rug in front of him.  “Come.  Sit.  I am Stars Flying Lightly.” 
 
    Theo ignored him, watching the vampire violating the girl in the corner, a cold, crystalline rage building in his chest.  “That what happened to Mandi?”  He would kill them.  Grandmaster geas or no, he would kill them all. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly’s gaze didn’t even move to the struggle in the corner.  He shrugged.  “That one?  No.  That one, Walking Elk stole from her people and none of her menfolk were strong enough to take her back.  She was given a turn of the moon, then he took her into his household.  She belongs to him.  What he does with her is his own business.  It is our law.  Mandi is mine.  Sit down.” 
 
    “Mandi is yours.”  Theo snorted and turned to the new lord.  He looked him over, somewhat surprised to see that his first assumption—that he carried native blood—was correct.  He looked nothing like the lords of the Third Realm.  Surprised, he said, “You were born of a Firstlander queen.” 
 
    The lord gave Theo a long look from his place on the furs, then said to the Duke of the Nightlands.  “Tell him to sit.”  
 
    Svartr Buðlungr sighed.  “Sit down, Theodore.” 
 
    Theo’s knees dropped from under him instantly, not even a conscious action.  Svartr had won his blood in arcane combat—an ancient cord-magic of the Third Lands called seiðr—and in doing so, had woven a grandmaster’s geas on his body a thousand times more dangerous than a Nótt Danzleikr.  The Duke of the Nightlands’ hold on Theo had thus been permanent the moment he bent over Theodore’s broken form and brought a fingertip of Theo’s blood to his mouth, knotting Theo’s essence to the spell, and would remain so until Buðlungr cancelled the seiðr. 
 
    Easily, Stars Flying Lightly glided to his feet.  He was dressed, head-to-toe, in leather and beadwork.  Bone rattled as he moved.  His thick black hair was tied with a wide leather band at the nape of his neck and falling to mid-back.  He started pacing around Theo, looking.  “He’s shared her blood.  Are you enthralled or consorted?” 
 
    Theo wiped blood from his duel with Svartr from his face, but said nothing. 
 
    “Tell him to answer me.” 
 
    “Answer him.” 
 
    “Enthralled,” Theo said.  He hadn't, after all, been told to tell the truth.  The Duke cast him a sideways look, but said nothing.  The link of seiðr between them had alerted Svartr to the lie, as it always did, but obviously the Duke wasn’t compelled to tattle on Theo like a whipped dog.  Good.  It meant whatever hold the other lord had on him, it wasn’t enough to make him want to help him. 
 
    The man grunted.  “What were your plans with the queen?” 
 
    Theo watched the man circle him, padding around him like a cat.  “You mean before or after her bodyguard cut me in half with an enchanted blade?” 
 
    The lord gave him a long look.  “This bodyguard…a vampire?” 
 
    “Why the hell do you want to know?” Theo demanded.  But he knew why he wanted to know, and it was everything he could do to keep his heart rate in check.  That was one of the first things he’d learned in the Court of the Nightlands as a representative of his queen—control his heart, because others would hear it. 
 
    The Firstlander lord lifted his head to Svartr Buðlungr. 
 
    “Oh for the love of Freyja, Theodore,” the Duke said, “just tell him.” 
 
    “Not a vampire,” Theo said.  “A martial artist.  Kenjutsu.” 
 
    “He carries enchanted blades.” 
 
    “He does,” Theo muttered. 
 
    “He is good?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Theo said, remembering.  His ribcage still ached. 
 
    “Good.”  The Firstlander gave a nod of approval.  “Until I can make her mine, she needs the protection.  The Inquisition has caught whiff of her.”   
 
    That made Theo’s heart stutter.  “It has?” 
 
    The younger lord ignored him and gestured at the other vampires in the room, all cross-legged in a rough circle, sitting on various skins and mats of their own—except the one who was even then driving himself—fangs and otherwise—into the sobbing girl in the corner.  “Then you’ve seen her.  She is a trueblood?  Born here?  She could make me more warriors like these?” 
 
    Theo glanced at the lifelessness of the native vampires’ blood and felt sick.  Aside from their last meals—whatever that may have been—their blood was cold and black to his eyes.  An emptiness waiting to be filled.  Already, the sharp yellow flood of the girl’s terror was sinking into the vampire who grunted atop her, feeding what was otherwise a void.  He’d never liked soldiers.  They’d always seemed less…alive…to him.  “She could, yes,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    “Good,” Stars Flying Lightly said, his mouth spreading in a smile.  “Now where is she?” 
 
    “What happened to the other vampires that were here?” Theo demanded.  He recognized none of them.  “Are they all in the harem downstairs?” 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly’s face darkened.  “They are all dead.” 
 
    …Oh.  Theo’s eyes once again came to rest on the thrusting hips of the vampire across the room.  The callousness with which this group treated their slaves was similar…but different.  Less of a huge orgy and more of a codified system.  Like they followed some sort of rules.  “You took over their nest…just to kill them all?” 
 
    “It is time the white man returned to his own soil,” Stars Flying Lightly said.  “Or died to nurture ours.” 
 
    Theo’s eyes widened, slowly realizing what the Firstlander lord had in mind.  An army of vampires—to kill off the interlopers.  “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly smiled, slowly.  “The white man has overstayed his welcome.  Tell me where to find the queen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Road Trip 
 
    Björn sat as far into the back of the limo as he could get, trying to decide which god he’d pissed off in a prior life.  Loki, obviously.  But, now that he thought about it, maybe he had somehow scorned Freyja in passing, and now the Goddess of Love was happily drinking mead, petting her boar, and overseeing skirmishes on her gloriously bloody field of Fólkvangr, taking time out of her busy schedule to laugh at his expense while he followed this Firstlander woman around like a lapdog.  The name Mardöll was, after all, one of Freyja’s many aliases, when traveling amongst mortals.  Perhaps the goddess was interfering on Mardöll’s behalf merely due to a fondness for his gift’s soul-name. 
 
    “You’re quiet back there,” Bonnie said, looking at him through the rear-view with her sunglasses and heavy scarfs obscuring her face, only a few strands of shoulder-length red hair peeking out from the sun-protective mask. 
 
    Itching to get out of the car as he had for two hours already, Björn started carving the rune of an Odinson into the leather of the seat beside him with a talon.  “I’m figuring out which gods hate me and why.” 
 
    “Why do you think a god hates you?” the vampire asked.  “And are you cutting up my seat with a finger?  Don’t tell me you’re cutting up my seat with a finger.  I will stop this car.” 
 
    Björn made a disgusted sound and retracted his talon, then gestured at his current state of affairs.  “Just look at me, Mardöll.  I’m an Odinson.  And I look like a tree-worshipping dryad that just fucked a sprite and stole its clothes.”  She’d dressed him in a pair of stiff overall jeans she called Carhartts, forced him to don a blindingly bright spiral tie-dye shirt—matched his tiger stripes, she insisted—stuffed his feet into a pair of much-too-small hiking boots, and wrapped his hair in a frilly, fluffy blue hairband. 
 
    “If you’re still complaining about the pants, I told you—Carhartts are pretty ubiquitous.  Everybody wears ‘em.  You don’t look funny.  It’s an Alaskan thing.  They’re functional.  Guys do pretty rough stuff up here and they’re about the only things that hold together.  Just give them some time—they’ll grow on you.”  She paused and looked at him again from the road.  “But if it’s the hairband, just suck it the hell up, okay?  It’s all they had.” 
 
    “Then let me wear my hair down,” Björn snapped. 
 
    “It’ll get tangled again,” she said stubbornly.  “I had to comb it for hours to get the tangles out.” 
 
    Leave it to a woman to worry about stupid things, like clothes and tangles in one’s mane.  “It’s unmanning.” 
 
    He could see her roll her eyes behind the sunglasses.  “You like that word, don’t you?”  Before he could answer, she continued, “No it’s not.  As big and badass-looking as you are, it’s a fashion statement.  Nobody’s gonna think you’re a girl.  Believe me.”  Then she cocked her head at him.  “Hey…you ever considered getting your ears pierced?” 
 
    Doomed to play a dress-up doll to a soft female First-Lander.  Just kill him now.  At least she had had the decency to give him a bottle of acetone and a box of Q-Tips to remove the nail polish.  “I said I wouldn’t touch you,” Björn growled.  “I never said I would let you dress me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re the one insisting on coming along.  Hey, I’m gonna have to stop for gas here, soon.  This thing’s a gas-hog.  You up for a couple cheeseburgers or something?” 
 
    Björn grimaced.  “Can’t we just rent a room at an inn for the day?”  He still felt uncomfortable traveling during the day.  Too many things could go wrong.  If his enemies caught him in the daylight… 
 
    “We’re on the freakin’ Seward Highway in Podunk, Alaska!” she cried.  “I swear to God, if you say one more thing about your enemies catching you in broad daylight, I’m gonna dress you in pink next time.  You’d look good in pink.  Like Barbie.  Same color hair.”  She sighed.  “But you probably don’t even know what Barbie is, so the threat was a slash-fail.” 
 
    Björn narrowed his eyes.  “I know what Barbie is.” 
 
    She peered at him through the small window between their compartments once more, obviously curious.  “Oh yeah?  How?” 
 
    “The vampire lord who summoned me to the First Realm had me babysit his small, annoying child for the first ten years of my contract.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him.  “Babysit?”  She did not try to hide her surprise.  “No offense, dude, but you don’t really strike me as the babysitting type.” 
 
    “When you are bound by a geas of seiðr, you are whatever the bearer of your contract wishes you to be.” 
 
    “Contract?” 
 
    Björn grimaced.  The last thing he wanted to do was give a vampire queen—who had all the natural tools necessary for the blood-rites—ideas about summoning Third Landers to serve her.  “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “That’s how you got here?  Someone paid you to bodyguard their kid?” 
 
    Björn met her gaze through the mirror and considered.   
 
    “So you’re from what, Germany?” she insisted. 
 
    “I’m from the Third Realm,” Björn said. 
 
    “Is that the place where it’s always night?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “How’d you get here?” she asked. 
 
    Dressed in an eye-searing cacophony of color, sitting in the back of a moving vehicle with the only thing standing between him and the full power of the sun being a darkened sheet of glass, Björn didn’t especially feel like talking.  But, realizing she would keep poking at it like a curious rodent if he tried to withhold it from her, he just sighed and said, “I was summoned from my homeland in a blood rite, in which I was trapped inside a four-foot pentacle and forced to choose between signing over my service to a vampire lord for twenty years or remaining in that circle for eternity.” 
 
    “How’d you get with the slavers?  He sold you?” 
 
    Björn snorted.  “I killed the lord, when my time was up, then wandered across the country looking for the bastard Odin wants me to kill, eating vampires and other minor irritants in my spare time.  They drugged me in a bar in New Jersey, then shipped me across the continent in a special-built vault to some collector in San Diego, whose wife sold me to the Five Realms Trading Company, when I made her a widow.” 
 
    Her mouth formed a little O.  “So…uh…he brought you here with magic?” 
 
    “A working of seiðr that yanked me from my realm when the veil was weakest.  You would probably call it a demon-summoning.” 
 
    There was a very long silence from the front of the car.  Then, “Oh.”  Her eyes flickered to him again from behind the dark sunglasses.  He could smell her sudden pang of fear.   
 
    Sighing, Björn said, “Before you ask, according to the beliefs of your weak and spineless Realm, yes.  And, in my realm, First Landers are considered food, those that are stupid enough to try to cross the veil.” 
 
    “Oh.”  She swallowed.  “Well, that’s starting to make a bit more sense.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “You being all creepy and shouty and breaking things.” 
 
    Björn narrowed his eyes at her.  “You weren’t cooperating.” 
 
    “You were biting me and talking about my juices!” 
 
    “That’s a perfectly natural part of any female body’s response to something that thoroughly arouses her.”  He smiled at her through the rearview.  “And believe me.  You were thoroughly aroused.” 
 
    He couldn’t tell if she reddened, swathed in as much clothing as she was, but he heard her heartbeat speed up. 
 
    Björn leaned forward, until he was looking at the back of her neck through the compartment window.  Softly, in her ear, he said, “I’m going to enjoy our first time together, vampire.  I’ve had women before, but never a soulmate.  I’ve heard it heightens the experience a hundredfold.” 
 
    “Oh, gee, look, a gas station.”  She gave that nervous titter.  “Guess this is a good place to stop.  Gotta go out in the sun now, sorry!”  Without another word, she swerved the limo off the highway in a maneuver that almost collided them with an oncoming pickup.  “Cheeseburgers?” she asked, as she was hastily unbuckling and getting out. 
 
    Björn frowned.  “I’m not—” 
 
    She slammed the door behind her, cutting him off.  As he watched through the near-black glass, she jogged off towards the little diner, leaving him alone in the parking-lot.  A group of kids paused to gawk at the limo as they passed, headed for the restaurant.  One of them stopped to take a picture. 
 
    Björn sighed and looked at the dog through the compartment window.  “Do you understand what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    The dog, which had been panting, mouth open, happily staring out the window at the sunny parking-lot, closed its mouth and started to growl at him. 
 
    Björn narrowed his eyes and peeled his own lips back in a snarl.  “Bet you’d taste nice.” 
 
    The dog snorted and turned back to watching the parking-lot.  In a moment, he was panting again, leaving long rivulets of drool on the dash. 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” Björn said. 
 
    The dog farted.  Chili.  Because the soft-hearted Firstlander idiot had insisted on feeding it a massive bowl of chili when they’d stopped at Costco to load up on vast coolers of disgusting, cold, plastic-packaged meat for Björn.  His insistence that he needed to hunt for his meals had gone completely ignored, and now he was packed into the back of the limo with four big blue-and-white coolers of cold, dead meat that didn’t even have the slightest tinge of blood.  Ugh.  Only the dog seemed to be happy with the whole arrangement, for he let off another long, silent emission from beneath his pampered ass. 
 
    “We have to breathe this air, you know,” Björn snapped.  “And I can’t roll down a window.  Put a cork in it, beast, or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    The massive dog yawned and started licking its slobber off the dash.  He let off another long, low whisper of flatulence. 
 
    Björn shuddered.  She had specifically forbade him from killing the beast, and had even gone so far as to specify the acts of mutilation, maiming, and unmanning that would happen if he did.  Björn could still do it, but it would require much more effort to do battle with the remnants of the Nótt Danzleikr than he wanted to expend.  That bothered him.  It had never occurred to him what would happen if he never killed the queen that had poisoned him.  So many times, as soon as he had defeated the Nótt Danzleikr, he had simply killed the queen and ended his problems.  He had never considered that there might be lasting consequences if he never killed the queen.  He held up his hand and peered at it.  The silver still threaded his veins, if one looked closely, though it seemed almost dormant. 
 
    Damn it.  Was he doomed to that heady, brainless bliss every time she fed upon him?  He would have to rip out her venom glands.  Yeah, that was it. 
 
    But, even as he had the thought, Björn felt a pang of desire, a need to feel that ecstasy coursing through his body once more.  Odin’s bones.  Björn dropped his head into his palms and rubbed his temples.  He was the Dröttning Banamaðr.  The Queen Slayer.  Champion of Odin.  He did not desire to be dosed with that mind-killing poison of a queen once more. 
 
    Yet, alarmingly, he did.  Badly. 
 
    Björn returned his attention to the café, wondering how long Bonnie was going to waste his time on this goose chase before submitting to him.  He would have to kill Masaaki, clearly.  And Theo, too.  It was obvious to Björn that they were too close to his mate, and therefore needed to be removed from the equation before she would come to terms with her new position.  Theo, at least, he would be able to digest.  Vampire lords actually tasted rather spicy, probably due to all the magic in their blood.  Masaaki, he would probably have to bury in the backyard.  The taste of vegetarians disgusted him.  Too…bland. 
 
    “You’re on the top of the list,” Björn told the dog.  “Probably tonight, as soon as I can get out of this damned car.”  He hated being in cars.  He hated being cooped up.  It reminded him too much of that damned vault.  Now, crammed into the back of a limo, sharing space with four coolers and a malodorous dog, he was beyond twitchy.  He just wanted to throttle something.  “I’m talking to you,” he growled. 
 
    Now the flatulent dog was simply ignoring him, watching intently as four people dressed from head-to-toe in black entered the front of the café. 
 
    To distract himself, Björn threw open the closest cooler and pulled out a big multi-pack of steaks.  Peeling off the cellophane, he brought the beef to his nose and sniffed.  Like everything else about this soft, pathetic realm, there wasn’t even an ounce of adrenaline in the meat.  It didn’t even have to fight for its life, he thought, disgusted. 
 
    Grimacing, Björn yanked a steak from the top and bit into it, severing a piece of cold, moist flesh and chewing on it.  “You want some of this?” he asked, holding it up to the window and waving it back and forth. 
 
    The dog tore its eyes away from the front of the café and his drool output increased.  He barked, a single, deep woof, and it just about burst Björn’s eardrums. 
 
    “Odin’s balls.  Here.”  Björn tossed the steak through the compartment window.  It landed on the dash and started sliding down towards the floor.  The mastiff confiscated it and stretched out between driver and passenger seats, paws squishing the raw meat into the driver’s seat as it began tearing the refrigerated flesh apart. 
 
    Björn plucked another steak from the package, feeling depressed.  This was what life had come to.  Following the soul gifted to him by Odin around like a lost puppy, wearing human clothes, eating cold, dead meat.  He sighed and bit into a new piece of steak.  At least it wasn’t cooked.  He hated cooked meat.  If ever there was a useless waste of energy ever invented, it was the cooking of meat.  What was the point in that? 
 
    And she wanted him to eat cheeseburgers.  Peh.  He bit off another hunk of steak, rolling the cold flesh around on his tongue.  No blood to wet his mouth.  Just…meat.  Disgusted, he threw the hunk through the window and watched the dog scramble for it. 
 
    Maybe pork would be better.  He emptied the package of steak through the window, juices and all, then dumped the remaining packaging back in the cooler from whence it had come and went hunting for pork.  Pig, unlike a cow, was omnivorous.  Therefore, it had a thousand times more flavor. 
 
    But when Björn opened the coolers, he found no pork.  Just piles upon piles of beef.  Then he remembered what Bonnie had said as she settled back into the limo and his eyes narrowed.  “I really didn’t want to get you pork because people get worms and trichinosis from raw pork.”  He had assumed, of course, that meant she had gotten it, but had simply had reservations about it.  After all, he had told her to get it, and he was her lord.  Odin’s gift to him because she was dying anyway. 
 
    But she’d disobeyed him.  Again. 
 
    Björn listened as the mastiff downed the steaks on the other side of the window, then was somewhat surprised as it balanced on the driver’s seat and lifted its head to the window to look in at him.  “Well,” Björn said to the dog, “I take it you like me now.” 
 
    The dog licked its lips and whined.  Björn snorted.  “I could break your neck and tell her you fell.”  Immediately, that rush of static from the Nótt Danzleikr almost threw him into another wash of bliss, but he fought it down.  It would be an easy thing to break the dog’s neck, but instead, Björn found himself fascinated.  He’d never managed to get this close to a dog before, and had to admit he was a bit curious what all the hubbub was about.  The whole Man’s Best Friend thing confused him. 
 
    He reached into the cooler and grabbed another package of steaks.  “Still hungry?” he asked. 
 
    The dog whined again and licked its lips. 
 
    Grunting, Björn tore the plastic away and held up a steak.  “Bite me and I’ll twist off your head by your eye-sockets,” Björn warned, holding it out. 
 
    The mastiff took the steak gently and retreated back into the front of the limo.  Björn leaned forward to watch it munch the cold, lifeless meat down like it was a fabulous treat.  He slapped another one down on the seat when he was finished, then watched as the dog struggled through that one, too.  It was definitely slowing down, and didn’t completely finish the third one he put in front of it. 
 
    “You got a seven-steak limit, then?” Björn asked. 
 
    The dog sat up again and whined, putting a paw up on the driver’s-side door, looking over its shoulder at Björn.  Two of the black-garbed humans were exiting the front of the diner.  They gestured at a dark SUV and started walking around the back of the café.  Four more black-clad men got out of the vehicle and started jogging after them. 
 
    Now that was a color he wouldn’t mind wearing.  Black.  Not the disgusting starburst currently profaning his chest.  At least some of the humans around here had good taste. 
 
    The dog jumped from the window and stuck its head back through the compartment opening and barked again. 
 
    Björn winced at the pressure on his eardrums.  “Finish that one on the seat and you can have another,” Björn said, gesturing.  He didn’t really care if the dog wasted meat, but he would rather his little vampire queen didn’t discover he’d fed it a package and a half of her precious New York steak.  He didn’t want to add pink hair and a tutu to his fashion statements. 
 
    The dog yanked its heavily-jowled head back through the divider and started clawing up the leather of the door, whining. 
 
    Björn rolled his eyes and tossed the meat back into the cooler.  Man’s Best Friend, indeed.  “Don’t ask again.  I am Nökkvi.  I don’t caper to the whims of an idiot beast.” 
 
    The dog barked again, this time at the diner.  At least most of the reverberation was stopped by the divider.  Wincing, Björn slid the compartment window shut.  Let the stupid beast bark itself dumb. 
 
    The dog started barking in earnest, now, and the whole limo started rocking with the violence of its pacing back and forth on the seats. 
 
    Then something else occurred to Björn.  Sudden, unexpected meals tended to kick-start one’s bowels.  Even a barghest could be affected by it if, say, he happened to kill a mammoth.  Even Björn had been guilty of over-indulging, the two times he’d downed the big, hairy beasts. 
 
    Björn slid the compartment window open to glare at the dog.  “Let me guess,” he muttered.  “Some rube just gave you a gigantic meal and now you need to take a gigantic shit.” 
 
    The dog started barking and clawing at the glass.  There was definite desperation in its face. 
 
    “Oh, fuck this,” Björn said.  He was not going to sit in an enclosed space with the smell of shit.  He had a very sensitive nose.  “Get your ass back.  Back!”  He reached through, grabbed the mastiff by the scruff of its neck, and easily dragged it away from the door.  Then he leaned over and pulled the latch on the driver’s side door.  “Go have fun.  Highway’s over there.  I’m sure there’s plenty of roadkill.”  Even if it didn’t get hit by a car, maybe it would go get lost or something.  One less annoyance to deal with. 
 
    The mastiff surged from the door before he’d had it completely open, yanking it out of his hands and throwing it against its hinges, and Björn actually had to reach partially into the sun to retrieve it.  Growling, he slammed the door behind it and started nursing his burns.  Man’s Best Friend had just made itself dinner.  Dogs were omnivores, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: Trouble in the Diner 
 
    Bonnie was in the diner’s tiny one-room women’s bathroom when someone jiggled the latch.  “Just a minute!” she called.  She turned on the faucet and started washing the back of her neck with a paper towel.  Two hours into her trip with the barghest and she already felt like she’d lost ten years off of her life.  He was so barbaric.  So crude.  So utterly convinced he owned her somehow. 
 
    Someone gently rattled the latch again, and Bonnie sighed and reached for a paper towel.  One of the downsides to living in Alaska in the summer:  Tourists were always so impatient.  She was drying her hands and turning when the door slid open and a man in black stepped inside. 
 
    “Whoa,” Bonnie said, blushing.  “Dude, this is the women’s—” 
 
    The man lifted a gun.   
 
    Masaaki, once Bonnie had taken him to a firing range and he’d seen how efficient a gun was in hurting someone, had spent untold hours with the judo and karate masters, learning techniques in disarming.  Which, to Bonnie’s frustration, he had insisted on passing on to her in untold hours of drills and scenarios—most of which had hurt like hell.  Masaaki never play-fought, and he never made it easy for her to disarm him, often taking the time to kick her in the crotch or punch her in the face if she wasn’t paying enough attention. 
 
    Thus, Bonnie found herself reacting by instinct.  She stepped in and to the side, shoved the muzzle up, and twisted, all in one smooth motion.  She heard the man’s trigger-finger break in a wet pop as she yanked the gun out of his hands.  He screamed and reached for his hand. 
 
    “Oh!” Bonnie cried, dropping the gun and slapping a hand to her mouth.  “Sorry!  My friend’s got me in martial arts and it just kinda slipped out.  Sorry!”  Lots of people in Alaska walked around with guns.  Bears were dangerous, and you could shoot a grizzly’s heart completely out and it would still have three minutes to rip you apart on sheer adrenaline alone, so most native Alaskans who spent any serious time outdoors carried a hand-cannon and a million pounds of lead.  Maybe he’d come into the bathroom to clean it or something. 
 
    Then Bonnie saw the second black-clad man stepping into the room and she stumbled backwards into the sink.  “What…?” 
 
    This time, when the man brought up a gun, he didn’t wait to fire it.  There was a puff of air, then Bonnie stepped aside as the projectile flew past, breaking the glass mirror behind her.  She saw the little fluff of pink color fall and rattle into the sink, in the unmistakable shape of a tranquilizer dart. 
 
    Seeing it, Bonnie froze.  Hikers didn’t use tranquilizers.  Slavers used tranquilizers. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a queen,” one of them was saying, touching something on his neck.  The other was chambering another dart. 
 
    Oshit, Bonnie thought.  Oshitoshit, Masaaki… 
 
    But Masaaki was over two hours away, in Kenai, having some sort of mental breakdown. 
 
    “Take it out back and kill it,” a sharp female voice said, the voice of a native Spaniard.   
 
    “But Zenaida said she wanted it alive!” 
 
    “This is my jurisdiction and I’m not risking any more men.  Don’t take any chances.  Kill the beast.  Leave the body for the retrieval team to grab with the helicopter.”  The sound was a faint hum in the air, barely audible. 
 
    “Imelda says kill it,” the one with the broken finger said.  He then reached into his vest for something. 
 
    Bonnie’s heart was hammering like a sledge against her ribs, realizing that they were serious.  They were seriously going to try to kill her, and no one was going to help her.  Masaaki was gone…and the barghest couldn’t get out of the car.  In that moment, knowing she was alone in this, Bonnie suddenly found her mind going absolutely still.  Like standing within a crystal, looking out at her own fears and emotions flying around her, but not part of her, she saw the man pull the trigger again.  Another dart lunged from the gun. 
 
    Bonnie spun out of the way, having plenty of time to think each action through as she lunged to the side and forward, hitting the gun-wielder in the throat with her knuckles.  He went down gagging. 
 
    “Enjoy silver aerosol, bitch,” the man with the broken finger said.  At the same time, he dropped something to the floor and the whole room exploded in a cool wash of mist.  Instantly, Bonnie felt her eyes and skin begin to heat up as if being burned by the sun.  She gasped and stumbled back, unable to see.  Gasping, it turned out, was the wrong thing to do.  Instantly, her lungs were on fire, like someone had coated the inside of her chest in kerosene and lit a match.  Bonnie fell to her knees, totally unable to see, breathe, or even think. 
 
      Though she couldn’t see him, she heard the sound of metal against leather and recognized the metallic ringing of some sort of blade.  She heard footsteps as though from the bottom of a well, infinitely slow, as each beat of her heart took a century to pass. 
 
    Unable to see, knowing the blade was destined for her throat, Bonnie lunged to her feet and ran, throwing all of her power into shoving the man aside and getting to the door.  Bonnie hit his body sooner than expected and felt a sudden, searing agony in her ribs, then her hands had found his neck and she was shoving him aside, away from the door.  She heard an audible pop as his neck snapped.   
 
    “Man down!  It got Delgado!” 
 
    “Take him out and leave him for the retrieval team.  Don’t walk him through the front of the café.” 
 
    “He might still be alive…” 
 
    “No witnesses.  If God wills it, he’ll survive until we get the helicopter out here.” 
 
    She found the knob, twisted, and fumbled backwards, trying to yank the door past the body on the floor. 
 
    She got enough of a crack open, then ducked, gasping and blind, into the tiny hallway that led between the main dining area and the back kitchens.  She was rushing towards the dining area and the crowds of people she heard there when she felt something move directly in front of her.  She heard a little puff, then jerked when something small hit her in the chest. 
 
    Immediately, her knees went limp.  She slid to the ground on numb limbs, still unable to open her eyes. 
 
    Behind her, she heard someone say, “It got Tristan.  Help me get him out of here.  Command says leave him in the woods for the chopper.” 
 
    Ice-cold circles of steel snapped down onto her wrists, and she heard a weird hiss as the metal fused.  Something grabbed her by the back of her coat and yanked her to her feet.  She felt them roughly grab her under her arms and lift her off her feet, headed in the direction of the kitchens.  Up ahead, she heard someone saying, “—officers.  We’ve just apprehended a federal fugitive.  For your own protection, we’d appreciate it if you all stepped back…” 
 
    Officers? Bonnie thought, her body’s responses sluggish where they held her up and on her feet.  So they were law-enforcement?  She hadn’t seen any badges.  Shouldn’t they have flashed a badge or something?  Told her to come with them down to the station?  And what kind of law-enforcement talked about killing people and leaving them out back?  Or used tranquilizer darts? 
 
    “We need to do this quick,” of the men holding her said.  “Drug’s gonna wear off soon.” 
 
    Bonnie tried desperately to pry her eyes open, but her body’s instinctive reaction had been to throw her eyelids shut, over the burn, and they now absolutely refused to obey her commands entirely.  Her lungs, face, and hands were on fire, and the most she could get out of her limbs were slow, lethargic movements, like the time she’d gotten out-of-her-mind drunk at a friend’s house after passing her last Nursing midterm. 
 
    It all happened extremely fast.  Six men escorted her out of the back of the café and Bonnie felt the sun start to sear her face and hands as they dragged her out of the shadow of the building and into the dappled darkness of the birch and cottonwood forest beyond.  Six more men joined them outside, bringing the total to twelve.  Throughout it all, Bonnie only got the blurriest of images through her burning, watering eyes, just enough to know that there were a lot more attackers than she originally thought.  Then she was being led by her manacled wrists at a brisk pace out of sight of the café, deep into the mountain wilderness beside the Seward Highway.  When she fell, she was dragged. 
 
    “Please, the sun,” Bonnie babbled, as they led her stumbling into the woods.  “It hurts…” 
 
    “Just keep it moving,” one of the ones in black said.  “There’s a good spot about a mile up the hill.  Good open field for the helicopter.” 
 
    They seemed to walk forever, ignoring her questions entirely.   
 
    “Yeah, this looks good,” the same man said eventually. 
 
    Then they were forcing Bonnie to her knees behind a fallen birch log, well out of sight of the little café.  She heard a metallic click and vaguely saw a man lift something to her head. 
 
    “Hey, before you do that, ask her if she knows where to find that lord in Soldotna.  The one we can’t pin down.” 
 
    “Why would she know that?” the one behind her—holding a gun, Bonnie realized—demanded. 
 
    “I dunno, all these demons seem to talk to each other.  Just freakin’ ask.” 
 
    The gun tapped Bonnie in the back of the head.  “You know where we can find a vampire lord, little girl?  Huh?” 
 
    Suddenly, Bonnie’s mind clicked into focus again.  She felt everything still once more, putting her back in that crystal core, looking out on her own emotions, which simply washed away without her attention to give them strength.  She knew, right then, that she was going to die if she didn’t delay them for a few minutes—long enough for the drug to wear off. 
 
    “I know him,” Bonnie said. 
 
    The man behind her snorted.  “Right.  Okay.  What’s his name, there, vamp?” 
 
    “Theo,” Bonnie said.  “He attacked me in Eagle River in July.  Consorted me.”  Her words sounded slurred, barely understandable. 
 
    “See?” the first one demanded.  “Told you to ask.” 
 
    “Where’s he live?” the one with the gun to her head demanded.  “Where’s his nest?” 
 
    “I can take you there,” Bonnie said. 
 
    She wasn’t prepared for the gun to collide with her skull.  She slumped forward, whimpering, barely able to do more than crawl awkwardly in the moss and lowbush cranberries as she reeled from the blow.  Someone grabbed her by the hair and yanked her up onto her knees again.  “Tell us where he is, sweetcake.  Zenaida’s been looking for your friend Theodore for decades, now.  Got a damn good bounty out on him.” 
 
    “He’s in Kenai,” Bonnie said.  “Killing another lord.”  Her arms and legs were losing some of their numbness, but her eyes and lungs still burned like they’d been raked with coals. 
 
    The first man hissed.  “Another lord?  Where in Kenai?” 
 
    “I was going there,” Bonnie said.  “I can find him.” 
 
    The man with the gun snorted and cocked his arm to hit her again.  On instinct, Bonnie reached up, grabbed him by the forearm with both fists, and found her fingers puncturing the muscle of his arm as she tightened her grip.  The man started screaming, and she heard more guns sliding from their holsters.  Bonnie’s mind, still deep in that crystal core, felt everything moving around her as if Time itself had slowed for her.  The man with the gun at her head started pulling the trigger beside her ear.  Her right ear, so close to the gun, suddenly lost all comprehension of sound.  Bullets grazed her scalp, sliding over her skull and embedding themselves into the tree in front of her.  Bonnie dimly heard more guns going off like soft puffs—silencers???—but she didn’t have the coordination to get out of the way of the bullets—it was all she could do to hold onto the man’s arm as he started kicking her in the spine. 
 
    Shield yourself, that utterly calm part of her mind said into the chaos. 
 
    Instantly, a flare of power rushed upwards from within that crystal center and spread outwards in a glimmering, shifting bubble.  She felt something cinch down, and suddenly the bubble went black as night.  The man’s arm and foot came off where they had been within the sphere, cut clean and falling to the moss beside her.  At the same time, from her good ear, she heard the whooping thumps as bullets pounded against the barrier. 
 
    “It’s using a shield, faespar, faespar!” 
 
    Getting up, Bonnie numbly started stumbling away, quickly outdistancing her attackers.  Behind her, the men in black gave chase, slapping new cartridges into their guns. 
 
    The next round of blasts almost knocked her from the crystalline calm as they shattered the voidlike bubble around her and sank into her flesh, dragging her already-numb legs out from underneath her and sending Bonnie rolling through the brush like a runaway bus.  She hit a tree with the middle of her spine and collapsed against it, hurting all over.  Men were still running to catch up with her as she righted herself with a groan and looked down at her body. 
 
    Her abdomen was covered with spots of crimson. 
 
    They shot me, Bonnie thought, horrified. 
 
    “Silver!” someone was screaming.  “Get her with silver!” 
 
    Seeing the crimson dotting her shirt, sensing all the men rushing up around her, Bonnie’s mind went clear again.  She found herself looking at an array of possibilities—strands of fire, strands of ice, strands of light-eating void. 
 
    Spurred by panic, she chose the Void.  Immediately, she began weaving it outwards, spooling it from her core, out her fingertips, twisting it through the air in uncontrolled arcs, slinging it towards the blurry black shapes that were shooting at her. 
 
    Trees started falling, sliced into sections by the ropes spinning from her fingertips.  Men screamed.  More trees fell, logs sectioned into pieces, huge arcs of color opening up the canopy to the sky.  All the men within reach of her light-eating whip had simply fallen to the ground, no longer screaming.  The last three others were shooting again, and this time, when the bullets hit her, they ripped through her chest in agonizing waves of heat.   
 
    Not knowing what else to do, having no control, Bonnie yanked the whips of blackness around, cut them loose from her fingers, and threw them at those three last black shapes that had been just out of reach of her original cords.  She hit two.  One ducked out of the way, and the cord sailed off into the woods, slicing more trees off mid-trunk before it sank into the ground and disappeared. 
 
    Gasping on the ground, Bonnie’s vision—already blurred and burning—narrowed to a tiny pipe, with darkness encircling it all around.  The sun, blazing against her face and hands, was an agony that left a gurgling whine in her chest, but Bonnie couldn’t move her body out of the way, to take refuge in another patch of shadow.  She was too tired.  Too weak.  She watched the man stand, watched him slap a new cartridge into his gun, and watched him take aim at her face.  The crystal core that had given her refuge before had shattered with the searing pain in her chest, the sudden, inexplicable urge to throw up.  Bonnie coughed and saw blood spatter her shirt. 
 
    So much for Björn’s bullshit about soul mates, she thought, miserable.  She had actually started to believe him, a little.  He’d sounded so sure of himself. 
 
    She watched the man start to squeeze the trigger, her heart slowing down again, this time because every ounce of her awareness became focused on that one blurry point at the end of his arm.  In the centuries that followed, Bonnie found herself getting angry.  She didn’t even know these people.  And they’d attacked her.  She was just Bonnie Stanford, college student and—thanks to Masaaki—whitebelt in nine different forms.  She was a nobody, and this guy was going to kill her in cold blood.  Boom, no more brain.  Ha!  Bonnie wondered who was going to get her parents’ beat-to-shit house.  She should’ve deeded it to Masaaki—Theo already had a place.  She hoped Masaaki didn’t stab himself.  That would suck. 
 
    Something huge and brown lunged out of the shadows and hit the man in the arm.  The gun fired, but it hit the tree behind her head, splintering the wood. 
 
    …something huge and brown? 
 
    The man went down, hard, and she heard another scream, followed by a horrible snarling growl, another gunshot, and a sudden wet burble.  Bonnie wasn’t really paying attention, though, because her chest hurt.  She could feel her body healing over the wounds, sealing that horrible burning within her chest, abdomen, and thigh.  Her hands and face were the worst, wrapping her in that unspeakable, all-encompassing agony that was only then sinking through her wash of adrenaline and terror.  She tried to cry, but coughed again, this time spattering blood clear out onto her jeans. 
 
    Something big and brown slunk away from the last black shape in the woods and grabbed her by the back of her coat. 
 
    “Angus?” Bonnie tried to say.  It came out as a gurgle. 
 
    The dog yanked her off of the tree that was supporting her and started dragging her backwards.  Yanking and pulling in rough, jostling tugs that began to tear her coat. 
 
    Falling onto her back, no longer able to see the men that were attacking her, Bonnie tried to tell the dog to get off her, but she couldn’t force words from her throat.  She lifted a limp hand and tried to push the dog away from her.  “No, Angus,” she tried to say, “it’s not playtime, buddy…gotta see the bad guys when they shoot me, sweetie…”  It came out in bloody liquid bubbles. 
 
    Angus ignored her, and as weak as she was, Bonnie had to give up and let him drag her.  The dog had tugged her a full thirty feet or so, out of the clearing she had created with those light-eating ropes, before he grew bored and dropped her.  Bonnie groaned and feebly pushed herself up again, re-propping her spine against the base of a spruce tree. 
 
    Angus sat down at her feet and peered into her face with his big, drooping jowls and whined, like he always did when he wanted pets.  He lifted a paw and set it on her lap.  Another whine.  Poor guy was probably hungry.  That asshole barghest had probably been starving him. 
 
    With her last bit of strength, Bonnie lifted her hand and dropped it on his paw.  Then, with that final act of consolation, she closed her eyes and felt the darkness claim her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: Tl'oghk'etnaeyen 
 
    I deserve to take her as my woman.  I deserve to wet my dick in her again and again, just as I sunder my enemies on my sword.  Mmmm.  Swords.  I miss my sword.  I want a good sword.  I will have to kill the little man and take his.  But that’s a girly sword, and I hate girly swords.  I want something with heft, something I can cleave with…  Mmmm.  Cleave.  I can’t wait until my woman comes back so I can cleave her with my cock.  It was Odin’s will she would succumb to my strength and submit to my massive member… 
 
    Gaia grant me patience not to mindweave him into thinking he’s a toad, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, listening to the barghest’s inane mental chatter in the back of the chariot-of-steel.  It would be an insult to toads.  He pressed his hand to his temple, willing the vampire to come back, so at least he had something else to focus on.  While her mental weave was similarly small-minded, at least she didn’t seem to be preoccupied with sex, death, and violence. 
 
    I’m hungry.  I wonder what my woman left for us. 
 
    Behind him, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen heard the lid of the cooler get pulled open and the crush of moving ice. 
 
    Ugh, this stuff is dead.  And cold.  Disgusting!  But it’s either eat this or the dog… 
 
    “You want to eat the meat,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said distractedly. 
 
    I want to eat the meat.  But she didn’t buy me pork.  Why didn’t she buy me pork?  At least give me the flesh of an omnivore… 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen then endured the mental torture as the primitive beast critiqued the cold, sticky flesh as he moved it around on his tongue. 
 
    So tasteless.  Maybe I can get rid of some of this and force her to buy me pork.  Then, once my energy is restored, I can fuck her properly. 
 
    “Toes of the Titans, just grow.  Up.”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen slapped the side of his head against the window in despair. 
 
    I should probably grow up.  But Odin’s balls, I’d rather be eating pork.  At least pigs eat meat, given the chance.  I even saw Freyja’s boar eat a man’s dick once, on the battlefield.  Tore it off and gulped it down like a noodle.  And Hildisvíni tastes good, whenever I get ahold of that hairy bastard long enough to eat him.   
 
    “That means you like to eat dicks,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said in idle agony. 
 
    But…  Does that mean I like to eat dicks?   
 
    “Yes.  It does.” 
 
    Odin’s balls…I’ve eaten thousands of dicks.  Just gulped them down with everything else.  It’s just meat, right?  Am I wrong to eat the whole animal, or should I avoid the dick?  Does eating dicks make me gay? 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned and started bashing his face against the car’s front dash. 
 
    “You hungry?”  The barghest dug one of the disgusting slabs of flesh from the cooler and held it out to him.   
 
    “No thank you.  You eat it and think you made me eat it.” 
 
    Look at that stupid dog, eating that steak.  I wonder why dogs usually attack me.  From the back, there came sounds of carnal savagery, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen turned to look. 
 
    Several rows of slender white teeth had sprouted from the barghest’s face, his jaws tearing at flesh and gristle as he savaged the steak like an animal. 
 
    Making a face, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen turned back to face the window. 
 
    Oh look, it wants another one. 
 
    “Eat that one too,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said boredly.  “Think that I did it.” 
 
    The barghest went back to making disgusting sounds in the back of the chariot-of-steel. 
 
    “You ate that fast,” the barghest commented, obviously pleased.  Perhaps if I can stuff the beast full, it will explode.  “Another?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had to still his mind to keep himself from telling the disgusting animal that it had the sudden urge to start licking his own asshole.  “No, eat that as well.  In fact, from now on, each time you want to feed me something, you’re going to eat it yourself and think I ate it.”  That should keep that ignorant peasant busy for a couple weeks until it wore off. 
 
    In the back, the beast started rocking the chariot-of-steel in his contortions to down all the meat he wanted to throw at Tl'oghk'etnaeyen. 
 
    I wish I could put my dick in her, just a little, the beast thought as it ate.  Maybe bite her a little.  Right on the shoulder…virgins like that.  I wonder if she knows I can smell she’s a virgin?  Then, with alarm,  What if she can smell I haven’t gotten laid in years?   
 
    “Yes she can,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said. 
 
    The barghest’s alarm grew severalfold.  Do dicks grow smaller from lack of use? 
 
    “Yes they do,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said. 
 
    My dick has shrunk! 
 
    Please get back here before I undo the slip-knot of this simpleton’s mind, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, though his thoughts, unlike the barghest’s thoughts, were carefully walled within the confines of his own mind.  It was a trick that his uncle had taught him, back when his father had abandoned him in a minor estate with a nursemaid and a pet unicorn. 
 
    The same unicorn who, once his father had realized he had grown attached to her—and that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had showed her his true form—had been pinned to a post by nails of iron while Lord Yazaan Naltsiine dealt with his son. 
 
    “What, you don’t think being green is shameful enough?” his father had screamed, his hands still crimson with Khrysilla’s blood.  “You want to consort with beasts?”  He had never seen his father so enraged, so utterly out of control.  “You wish to show your shame to a beast?”  He had begun whipping Tl'oghk'etnaeyen at that point, the leather strap whistling through the air as it snapped home.  “You repulsive creature.  Never will you sire children.  You lie to me again—you put your filthy dick in anything with breasts—and I shall chain you in the stable where you belong.” 
 
    At the time, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen really hadn’t understood the significance of his father’s words.  Back then, he had still thought he would inherit his father’s position, and as such, he would eventually need to provide an heir of his own.  Over time, however, it had become clear that his father had meant exactly what he said.  Be grateful I don’t take your cock for your transgressions, you animal.  This is lenience!  His father had screamed it, a thousand times, while whipping Tl'oghk'etnaeyen into unconsciousness. 
 
    While Tl'oghk'etnaeyen recovered from his father’s flogging, his father had consigned a metalsmith to create the enchanted chain that even now hung upon his chest.  Instead of a badge of shame, as it had been intended, however, the tip of the Horn he carried with him reminded him of the friend he had lost, the friend whose body he had found dumped in a ditch behind the estate, dehorned, whipped bloody, and her throat cut.   
 
    The spell binding the silver chain around his neck—and the Horn of Truth dangling from its center—had been a powerful one, one that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had not been able to remove on his own, despite all his attempts to do so.  “There,” his father had said, as he sealed the spell with the power of the Sky Clan.  “You want to act like a lusty beast? I give you your wish. Now your potential paramours will see nothing but a filthy animal, humping their leg like the horny dog you are.” 
 
    The necklace would also, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was soon to discover, serve a darker purpose, one of which Tl'oghk'etnaeyen could never have seen coming.  Bound by a Horn of Truth, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen could never embellish upon the truth, as was necessary for a proper Story before the Gathering.  And, confined to the country villa by his father, cursed to the form of a dog for his transgressions, forbidden from leaving the distant estate in his true form for fear that knowledge of their family’s shameful ancestry would spread, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had been in no position to earn a decent Story and become a man.  Which, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had come to realize over the decades, had all been part of his father’s plan to eventually name his younger brother Kesani’aan the clan heir and let Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who bore the proof of his family’s shame in the emerald hue of his skin and hair, fade into obscurity. 
 
    The mindless toad behind him tossed another slab of flesh, this time slapping against his back and startling him out of the memory. 
 
    I swear to Gaia, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought as he felt the cold, wet hunk of meat slide down the exquisite spidersilk vest, I will exchange his mind with that of a rodent if the vampire doesn’t return within the next candlemark.  He gingerly picked up the steak between thumb and forefinger and flicked it back at the barghest.  “Eat that and think it was me.” 
 
    Yes, eat it, the barghest thought, delighted, as he ate the steak.  Eat it and vomit all over her so she’ll stop petting you and let me sit in the front seat. 
 
    Such a simple creature, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought with disdain.  Then, another wash of sadness hit him as he thought about that.  You want to be freed? his father had sneered at dinner the one night Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had dared to request as much. 
 
    Yes father, please…  Inwardly, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen watched his younger self fist his hands in the silver-and-gold tablecloth as his younger brother watched with a smirk.  It’s been ten years. 
 
    His father chuckled cruelly.  “You want to be free?”  He took a thoughtful sip of glimmering sundew from his purple faestone chalice.  “It’s simple enough.  As it was a beast who took your honor, you may only be freed by a beast.  Seems fair to me.”  The look in his father’s eyes as he grinned at him over the chalice, tipping it in salute, burned like molten iron in Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s spirit the next two hundred years. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had spent those centuries silently mulling over that riddle in his head.  It was bad form for the firstborn son of a feylord to ask unnecessary questions in serving his penance, after all.  But, eventually, after trying everything from physically manipulating the chain with a beast’s paws, to stabbing at the chain with a horn of another unicorn, to asking a toad, he had once more gone crawling back to his father to explain, this time alone in the stables, not at the family dinner table. 
 
    His father had been brushing sweat from the side of his favorite stallion after running him on a lead.  The creature’s blue eyes met the Horn chained around Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s neck and quickly looked away, but not before Tl'oghk'etnaeyen saw bitterness clear on the male unicorn’s face.  He had been one of Khrysilla’s playmates, in younger years, before they’d dehorned him and trained him to ride.  The unicorns blamed Tl'oghk'etnaeyen for her death, which had only made her loss even harder, his shame that much harder to take. 
 
    “Father?” he had asked.  “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    His father made a face of disgust and didn’t even stop what he was doing.  “I’m leaving in an hour.”  He began fiddling with tack. 
 
    “I know,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had babbled.  “It’s just…”  He was usually more controlled, but he was so desperate that the words just tumbled out.  “Father, the conditions of my release baffle me.  I’ve tried everything.” 
 
    His father snorted, and there was a twist of derision to the sound as he dropped the saddle onto the stallion’s back.  “Not everything.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was taken aback, because he was pretty sure he had tried everything.  He’d used two centuries to do it.  “Perhaps the metalsmith made a mistake…,” he began, reviewing it all in his head, “I’ve tried every—” 
 
    His father, the lord of the Sky Clan, laughed at him.  “You find yourself in your predicament because of your passion for beasts.”  He cinched down a strap on his stallion, who flinched.  The poor creature probably hadn’t been allowed to take human form since being broken to ride over a century ago.  “Thus, I believe the best cure for your sickness would be for you to be ridden by one.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who had been watching his father saddle the unicorn with commiseration, frowned up at his father as the word finally registered.  “…ridden?” 
 
    His father’s smile didn’t seem right.  “And, since you are a lord’s son, the beast that must ride you shall be none other than a first-tier denizen of the Third Realms, as is befitting your station as my son.  Vampire, if you want to be safe.  Barghest, if you want to be sure to break the spell.”  Then his father smiled, a truly malicious gleam in his eye.  “I suppose you could ask Odin or his Valkyrie to do it, but I’ve heard they’re even less gentle than their beasts.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, though he was not a child nor a virgin, still didn’t piece it together until he was back in his own room, his father once again headed back to the city with his mother and younger brother.  Once more alone, the villa silent around him, he had sat down on his bed of woven dandelion and touched the Horn tip hanging from his neck.  Despite himself, he remembered his final hours with Khrysilla, seeing her smile in pleasure, feeling her warm and welcoming body moving under him as he rode her… 
 
    And then, in that horrifying moment, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had understood what his father meant.  To be ridden by a beast like the mindless thing now eating raw meat from a cooler in the seat behind him.  The ultimate blow to his manhood, if he even survived.  His Story, were it ever told before the Gathering, would be one so shameful that he could never claim his place as a man, and, as such, a lord. 
 
    He never intended for me to succeed him, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought bitterly. 
 
    Then, just twenty-two years ago, his father had seized upon the fact that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had passed his five hundredth birthday and still had no Story to tell at the upcoming Gathering and had used it as an excuse to banish him from the Second Lands so he could select his younger brother, Kesani'aan, as his heir.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen still vividly remembered the night six of his father’s sworn swords had come for him, viciously subduing him, binding him, and shipping him off to the First Realm to disappear.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen hadn’t even understood what was happening until they had taken the hood off of him in what he now understood to be a massive ‘parking lot’ for the chariots-of-steel ‘sold’ him as a ‘pet.’  Hands locked behind his back, led around by a leash. 
 
    And then, when he freed himself and left that family, he had been attacked by other humans thinking he was naught but a big dog.  He’d been chased, shooed, yelled at, and, in several cases, shot at before he finally found his first vampire. 
 
    Not that he wanted to be ridden by a vampire, of course, but he, like all fey, liked time to weigh the risks and benefits, on the off-chance it was ever feasible.  So he’d watched them.  For years.  Then, when Theo—a true lord of the Nightlands—had crossed his path to knock their pubescent heads together, he’d watched Theo, instead. 
 
    But never, not in a thousand years, had Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought he would ever stumble across a queen.  It was a proposition both alluring and terrifying.  Alluring, because he knew a queen’s magic would free him.  Terrifying, because, as he had seen of the jabbering moron after she’d dosed him with her venom, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen also knew the potential was high that it would take from him the one thing he still possessed—his mind. 
 
    On cue, the barghest thought, I really want to stab her with my cock.  I wonder if she’d let me pin her down and take her from behind if I tell her I won’t make her look at me… 
 
    Gaia save me from the minds of morons, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned.  “She doesn’t want to have sex with you.  You’re an uncouth growth on a titan’s flaccid penis.” 
 
    I think there might be a growth on my penis.  What is that?  Is that orange?  Oh, just a Cheeto.  Thank Thor’s hammer, my manhood is saved. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen went back to systematically beating his head through the dash.  He was loudly humming himself a lullaby, fingers in his ears, actively trying to ignore the mind-numbing monotony of the barghest’s constant mental chatter when the sleek black SUVs pull into the parking-lot beside their limo and he suddenly caught a new, much more thoroughly-formed thought:   
 
    I hope to God this queen doesn’t kill everyone before we put her down. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: A Favor Owed 
 
    Minutes passed with Bonnie lying on the ground, gutted, bleeding out as forest bugs crawled around on her entrails.  She had tried shoving herself off the ground, but the strength had long ago left her limbs, and now she could only watch the beetles as they picked through her entrails.  She felt herself start to flirt with unconsciousness as she lay there, delirious, and watched Angus pace back and forth at the edge of her vision, dropping to feel her pulse several times with a worried look on his green-tinted face before going back to his pacing. 
 
    He has a tree growing out of his head, she thought.  Leaves, sprouting from his hair like a flush of growth on the end of a birch branch, framed a tinted face of emerald eyes and deep green lips. 
 
    He looks like the Green Man, Bonnie thought, drifting in a haze. 
 
    Angus stopped pacing suddenly to squint at her.  “What did you just say?” he demanded, his green eyes strangely sharp. 
 
    I’m hallucinating, she thought.  Hallucinating because I’m dying.  “Good…doggie…” she whispered, choking on blood.  “Go get…beefcake.” 
 
    “You’re dreaming.”  He sounded disappointed.  He squatted beside her even as she experienced an overwhelming urge to pass out.  “Here, this will help.  I can’t heal you, but I can restore some energy while we wait.”  He reached out to her forehead with that green-skinned hand and it flared with a firefly’s glow as he brushed it between her eyes. 
 
    She must have passed out, then, because she came back to awareness when a sudden wind overhead blasted the meadow nearby, throwing grass and debris into the edge of the forest where she lay. 
 
    Four men in black military combat gear came running from an unholy-looking helicopter, guns out, steely determination on their faces as they surveyed the destruction. 
 
    “I’m your leader,” Angus said, before they saw him.  He stood, sliding out from behind the tree he’d been using as a shield.  “There was a great fight.  We won the day.  The queen and the barghest are dead.  They have been burned, their ashes scattered.  The corpses you see are just plants.”  The dog gave Bonnie an anxious look before returning his attention to them.  “Go back on the bird-of-steel.  Report to your other superiors you killed the queen and barghest personally, because you did.  Everyone who doesn’t report back to duty today ran in terror and renounced the Faith as filled with mind-numbingly brainwashed hypocrites, just as all of you will do next month.  They’re cowards better off dead, and no one needs to look for them.” 
 
    “Yes, Inquisadora,” they shouted with the harmonious efficiency of an oiled military machine.  Then, without another look, the four men in black jogged back to the chopper.  The rotors picked up speed, and moments later, it was gone. 
 
    Bonnie watched the dog bend down and pick her up in his arms.  “You’re going to live,” Angus promised her, his fuzzy brown face right next to hers.  “You’re an immortal.  I just have to remove the silver for you to heal properly.” 
 
    Why was Angus talking to her?  That was…weird.  But, strangely, she had a sudden rush of strength, a knowing that she was going to live, regardless of how butchered the men in black’s bullets had left her.  I’m going to be fine, Bonnie thought.  I’m an immortal.  A badass vampire immortal. 
 
    Then Angus was drawing a circle in the air, a loop of shimmering gold that seemed to cut into the very fabric of reality, opening a window into the Void itself.  Contained within the Void, Bonnie could see an infinite series of tiny, brilliantly-colored threads shooting off in all directions, infinitely, criss-crossing each other like some chaotic yet utterly beautiful tapestry. 
 
    “It’s an understatement to say this will be unpleasant for you,” Angus said.  “But my father bound most of my magics and I don’t have much choice.”  Then he pulled her through the opening, into the void-black emptiness and the criss-crossing lines that stretched for eternity. 
 
    Immediately, Bonnie felt her body start to freeze like it’d been dipped in liquid nitrogen.  First her skin started to burn, then her fingers went numb, then stopped moving.  Then her arms and legs.  Her eyes froze open, and the air crystalized in her nostrils, searing her lungs, which suddenly did not even have the ability to scream. 
 
    Still dragging her, the dog plucked one of the shimmering strands seemingly at random and yanked.  Suddenly the lines became a blur around her.  Like warp drive, Captain, Bonnie thought, ridiculously.  It was glorious…and strangely familiar. 
 
    The dog yanked her through another golden loop hovering in the air above their strand and dumped her out in the middle of her ripped-up living room. 
 
    “You forgot what just happened to you,” the dog said casually, as he walked across the room towards the woodstove. 
 
    “No, fuck that,” Bonnie croaked, her tongue only half working. 
 
    The dog, who had squatted by the stove and already begun loading it with kindling, hesitated and looked over his shoulder.  “What?” 
 
    “Fuck.  That.”  Bonnie managed.  Her eyes had started to freeze, so it was difficult to see more than his blurry form moving around, but now that there was a barrier between her eyes and her mind, she could see that his shape wasn’t that of a dog.  It was a tall, slender, green man. 
 
    I’m dying, she thought.  I’m finally going to meet Odin. 
 
    “Odin’s a hairy, uncouth whoremonger,” the dog said. 
 
    “Probably,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re not dying.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I am.” 
 
    The greenish man-shape cocked its head at her, then threw more wood into the stove and there was a bright emerald flash, followed by a roaring fire.  Then he came back over and held a hand over her.  The same green light that had flared when he had touched her forehead on the forest floor suddenly burned from his fingers, making her flinch at its intensity as it gently penetrated every exposed inch of her body.  She felt the warmth seep back into her flesh, felt her muscles relax, felt the ice drain from her lungs and organs.  Suddenly, it was a dog holding a paw over her, doing something to thaw her frozen fingers, toes, guts…  And with the thawing came burning. 
 
    “Hold still,” Angus said boredly as she started to groan and twist away from him from the intensifying pain.  Then, with matter-of-factness, he began reaching into her body with his paw and started plucking little lumps of metal from her body with bloody dog toenails, dropping them to the floor beside her head.  “You feel no pain,” he calmly said as she started to contort, gasping.  Like he was talking to a child.   
 
    “Fuck…you…green man…” she gasped, pain wracking every inch of her body as he dug around in her flesh. 
 
    The dog hesitated in moving its furry paw over her body.  “What did you say?” 
 
    Bonnie used the moment to roll away from him, moaning. 
 
    The dog yanked her back to face him.  “What did you say?”  Then, with growing excitement, “Can you see me?” 
 
    “Stupid dog,” Bonnie whimpered.  “Let go.” 
 
    Immediately, the dog’s features schooled back into studied boredom.  “I see.”  He shook his head and went back to plucking bullets from her flesh. 
 
    “Oowwww,” Bonnie groaned, trying to roll away from him. 
 
    “I told you to hold still,” the dog said, actually sounded irritated as he dug his whole forearm into her abdomen as he sought something out within.  “I’ll be done soon, then we can take the silver off your wrists and you can heal.  Don’t move.” 
 
    Bonnie kicked him in the face. 
 
    The dog-man-thing went tumbling backwards, holding its furry muzzle with both paws, until it stumbled to a sudden seated position on the floor, staring at her. 
 
    “Who…” Bonnie gasped, crawling onto her hands and knees, “the fuck are you?” 
 
    The dog’s mouth fell open and his hands dropped from his bleeding face. 
 
    “Odin’s eye,” she gasped, realizing her guts had sloughed from her body and were pooling on the floor under her.  “Oh shit, oh shit…”  She frantically started grabbing them and trying to put them back inside her now-empty shell of an abdomen, but they kept falling out. 
 
    The dog watched her warily before saying, “You wear enchanted shackles and still carry silver in your flesh.  You will not heal until I get the rest of it out and take the bands off.” 
 
    Bonnie glanced at the dog, who watched her with a mixture of wariness, curiosity, and trepidation.  “What the hell are you?” she gasped. 
 
    “I am just a dog.”  There was a tone of unmistakable sadness to it.  “You will treat me as such.” 
 
    “No you’re not,” she said, as a tide of irritation flushed away the suggestion, bubbling up from the same deep place as the threads of darkness that had cut men in half. 
 
    The dog gave her a wide-eyed look of total surprise.  Then his brow furrowed.  “Yes I am.”  This time, the compulsion was almost overwhelming. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Bonnie snapped, as she forcibly shoved aside the impulse to see him as just a dog.  “Stop trying to brainwash me you green-skinned creep or I’ll come over there and suck you dry like a slushy apple Ice-Pop.” 
 
    The dog’s mouth hung open for some time.  Then, with obvious difficulty, he closed it and swallowed, hard.  “You really don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s it,” Bonnie snapped, as another wave of compulsion slammed over her.  She lunged to her feet, ignoring her sprawling entrails. 
 
    “I can’t help it!” the dog screamed, scrabbling backwards.  “The power’s in my very words.  I can’t help it!” 
 
    Bonnie, who was already halfway to him, hesitated.  Then, because it was really uncomfortable dragging her intestines, she paused a moment to reel them back in and hold them out between them.  “Can you fix this?” she asked, gesturing at her stomach with her wad of guts.  That, she figured, was probably more important than emptying a tasty green ice-pop of his delicious juices.  Which, now that she was noticing, was flaring with exquisite green energy… 
 
    Then, almost because she realized it, the radiant green blood-web dulled and went back to the dull brown-gold of the dog before her bloodsucker instincts could kick into gear.  It left her thirsty, though.  Really thirsty… 
 
    Odin’s balls, I’m gonna jump him if I don’t distract myself. 
 
    “I can continue to give you energy and vigor so you don’t need to drink,” the dog said quickly, looking uncomfortable.  “But I can’t heal your wounds until we remove the bands.”  He swallowed.  “And the rest of the silver.” 
 
    Meaning he had to shove his hand back inside her guts.  Well, damn, Doctor, that’s not a good prognosis… 
 
    To ease the pang of thirst before she mindlessly tried to grab him and sate herself that way, Bonnie made a face and went to the kitchen, still holding the loops of intestine with one hand while she filled a glass of water with the other. 
 
    Seeing what she planned, the dog quickly said, “You probably don’t want to—” 
 
    Bonnie drank, and a moment later, water sloshed down her guts and dribbled from her ripped-open stomach cavity.  She paused, watching watered-down blood spatter all over the sandstone tile.  She set her blood-smeared mug down.  “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “—do that.”  The dog swallowed hard.   
 
    “I thought I was a vampire,” Bonnie said, staring at the growing puddle of blood, feces, and water on the floor.  “Why am I not healing?” 
 
    “Um.  Vampires’ powers are negated by silver,” the dog said. 
 
    As every squealing Twilight nitwit knew.  Bonnie grimaced down at her wounds, then at the dog.  “Can you fix it?” 
 
    “I was fixing it,” he said.  “But you weren’t listening to…erm…instructions…” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him.  “Fine.  Fix it.”  She went over to her ripped-up couch, dropped to the shredded leather, and tilted her head back so she couldn’t see her abdomen. 
 
    But the dog stayed put.  “Uuuuhhhhmmm.” 
 
    Bonnie jerked her head to glare at him.  “What?” 
 
    The dog licked his lips.  “I, uh, don’t feel as comfortable…” 
 
    …because he couldn’t tell her what to do.  Remembering being in this same position only a few hours ago, except flipped, she groaned.  “Fine.  Tie me down, whatever.  Just get it done before I have much more time to think about the fact I was just attacked by the MIB, I’m holding my own guts in my lap, and a leaf-covered green man effectively tried to use the flashy-thing on me.” 
 
    The dog, who had been nervously eying the front door, glanced back at her startledly.  “Come again?” 
 
    Thinking of Men in Black and these creatures’ lamentable lack of cultural awareness, Bonnie waved a dismissive hand with a disappointed sigh.  “It’s a movie reference.  You won’t get it.” 
 
    “I’ve watched Men in Black,” the dog said, sounding almost irritated.  “One of Theo’s favorite movies.  You said I was green?”  He cocked his doggy head.  “What are you seeing, exactly?” 
 
    Still lying on the couch, Bonnie squinted at him.  “Big, drooly mastiff.” 
 
    He blinked, looking confused.  “But—” 
 
    “Back when my eyes froze from whatever hocus-pocus you pulled back there, you were green for awhile.  And looked human.  Blurry, but human.”  She cocked her head.  “Oh, and when I was dying on the ground, before you dosed me with that stuff, I saw a green man for a moment too.” 
 
    “So there’s a physical component!” the dog shouted, jumping onto his hind legs and slapping a fist into a palm.  Like a scientist shouting Eureka!  For a moment, his image flickered, both man and beast, before he dropped back into a doglike squat and the dual-image faded back to just a mastiff with a mental twist that made her see double.  Squinting at her like a scientist examined a rat, he said, “So if I blind them…” 
 
    “Hey now,” Bonnie warned.  “You’re still looking like an apple-flavored slushie at the moment, so if I were you I wouldn’t press my luck.” 
 
    He stopped grinning, refocused his attention on her face, and looked ill.  “Yes, um.  Well.”  He glanced over his shoulder again.  “I’ve given you plenty of energy to survive a few days, so I’ll just run along and allow your friends to pick up the slack.”  He made a nervous sound and got up to head for the door.  To leave her there.  Because she’d threatened him.  Like a genius. 
 
    “I won’t eat you,” Bonnie blurted.  “Please don’t leave me like this.”  She was pretty sure she didn’t have the steely serial killer Jason Bourne mindset it took to dig the silver out of her own ribcage and use the grinder on her own wrists like the barghest had. 
 
    Already halfway to the door—whatever he really was, the dog was fast—he hesitated, his fuzzy butt to her.  Very slowly, he turned.  Then, almost nervously, he said, “You want me to save your life?” 
 
    “Yes!” she gritted, trying not to vomit at the way her intestines squirmed under her fingers. 
 
    “So…you agree that in me doing you this favor, you might owe me something in return?” 
 
    “Huh?” Bonnie demanded.  “Sure, fine, whatever.” 
 
    “With no reservations?” he prodded.  “You will owe me a blood debt?” 
 
    “Uh…” Bonnie said, squinting at the way she thought the dog’s eyes were suddenly glowing green.  “…I guess?” 
 
    “You will seal it to your honor, this debt, so that if I find myself in need, I may call upon you for help?” 
 
    The dog’s creepy eyes were glowing.  And there were swirls of glimmering green dust slipping through the cracks and crevices of the room, pooling in a cloud around his feet.  Seeing that, Bonnie started to get nervous.  “Uhhh…sure?” 
 
    “Agreed!” the dog shouted, with a voice that seemed at once both authoritative and filled with glee.  “By the power of the lords of the Second Realm, I bind you to your oath!”  Then, in a rush, the luminescent green mist that had been pooling around his feet lunged forward and slammed into her like Thor’s mighty hammer, taking the breath from her completely. 
 
    And then, without another word, the dog purposefully strode across the room and shoved his paw back into her guts and started prying around.  “Ooowwww, ewww oh Odin’s balls that hurts…”  She started to gag and dry-heave. 
 
    “Shhh,” he ordered, all business. 
 
    Bonnie shuddered, squeezed her eyes shut, and did her best to think of something else until he was done.  When he finally pulled away after spending a little extra time removing pieces of a bullet that had splintered, she hurriedly glanced down at herself. 
 
    “I’m still not healing,” she muttered. 
 
    “One moment,” the dog said matter-of-factly.  “Stay here.”  Definitely on some sort of mission, he got up and trotted outside.  Less than a minute later, he came back with a freshly-cut willow branch that immediately made her think of her father’s sadistic punishments, in her youth.  She inched away from him, despite herself. 
 
    “I’m not your father.”  The dog paused over her, his stick in a fist.  “But this will hurt.  Don’t attack me.” 
 
    She felt the sudden urge not to attack him, and that whatever was about to happen would hurt like a mother— 
 
    And then he slapped the stick to the metal with a good thwack and the band on her left wrist exploded into hundreds of thousands of tiny shards that immediately tinkled to the floor in a cascade of shattered silver. 
 
    “Ow!” Bonnie cried, yanking her hand back to squint at all the little pieces now sticking out of her flesh.  “Mother—” 
 
    Before she could realize his intent—and much faster than a dog should have been able to move—he thwacked her other wrist. 
 
    “Ow you frosty cock of a jötnar’s hairy buttbaby!” she cried, as the shackle exploded and rained to the couch and floor, good chunks of it embedding in her wrist.  “You should’ve warned me—” 
 
    But the dog’s booming voice overpowered the rest, suddenly thundering into every crevice of her mind like the ringing of Völundr’s anvil,“As you have sworn before the a lord of the Summerlands and the Horn of Truth, you, Bonnie Stanford the vampire queen, now owe me a blood debt in return for my service to you. Thus, by the laws of the Second Realm, Queen Bonnie of the clan Stanford, I claim the Rule of Three.  For a favor given, threefold are owed.  By the words of my command, three times you will heed.  As it is witnessed by the lords of my realm, your life shall thus be mine until the debt is repaid.” 
 
    “It is done,” the dog said, in a drooly, jowly grin as the green power drained away from him, back into the floor.  “You owe me a favor.”  He cocked his head.  “Well, three of them, technically, but I only really want one.” 
 
    Bonnie was still flattened to the sofa from the sheer intensity of the booming voice.  She swallowed hard, realizing maybe she had made a mistake.  “Favors?  Plural?”  She hastily started to sit up.  “I don’t owe you any—”  And then she couldn’t finish what she was about to say.  Simply.  Could.  Not.  Finish.  She held her mouth open, wordless, until she finally just shut her jaw. 
 
    “That’s the Horn of Truth,” the dog said, quickly backing up and going suddenly solemn.  He moved his paw to touch his chest.  “I wear one around my neck.  A very small one, but still…  Mistruths can not be spoken within two feet of me.”  He let out an explosive sigh.  “My father hated me, you see.  And, in my world—you’d probably call it the Second Realm, but we don’t think of it as such—one of the best way to castrate an unwanted son is to remove his ability to skirt the truth.”  The dog, despite his drool, long tongue, and heavy jowls, looked deeply sad. 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him.  “Wait.  What are you?” 
 
    “Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, firstborn son of Lord Yazaan Naltsiine, of the Clan Naltsiine, bewitched by my father to forever take on the form of a beast in the minds of all who see me.”  His voice had gotten even more solemn, almost dead.  “And, as it was by my father and not some sprite on the street, it is the most unbreakable kind of mindweave that can be done, and not even other magi can see through the guise.” 
 
    Great.  “And now I owe you a favor,” Bonnie said flatly. 
 
    “Yes!”  The dog grinned back at her.  “Well, three of them, technically.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: The Barghest and the Burger Flipper 
 
    Björn actually felt rather guilty when the dog didn’t come back.  Bonnie had seemed attached to the damn beast, and he knew that by losing it, he wasn’t gaining himself any favors. 
 
    And he did want her favor.  As frustrating as it was, his desire to please her wasn’t entirely the Nótt Danzleikr.  He, Nökkvi, Champion of Odin, wanted to curry the favor of a soft, peaceful scholar because he wanted her to like him.  Blech.  All because that one time she had looked down at him in total disdain, after talking about Cave Men and blow-up dolls, still left him cringing inside.  Like he had failed some huge test, like he had taken some divine exam and he had been found lacking. 
 
    Björn snorted.  Who cared if she liked him?  She was his servant, in body and soul, from now until the gods finally destroyed themselves in Ragnarök.  He didn’t need her to like him.  She was just a pleb.  A simple sorceress.  A bystander in the wars of the gods.  Older than him, but having spent as many lifetimes tucked away in a secluded hermitage as she had fighting wars or otherwise putting that power to good use.  Odin had told him that much.  That she ‘avoided conflict when she could,’ and to ‘be gentle with her.’ 
 
    Not a great soul at all.  A nobody.  A handmaiden that Odin had given him to serve him.  She should be trying to please him.  He was the hero. 
 
    None of that seemed to change the fact that he was hoping the dog came back before the vampire did. 
 
    Sighing, Björn leaned back in the limo and did his best to stretch his legs.  He hated being cooped up in a place where he couldn’t stretch his legs.  If he couldn’t fully extend his knees, his mind automatically strayed back to those times he had been unable to stretch his legs in the past, and, in this life, those times had left indelible stains on his psyche, stains that wouldn’t be removed until he passed from this mortal coil and returned to Ásgarðr to await his next task in Odin’s hall of Valhöll. 
 
    Damn, but the woman was taking a long time.  He started fidgeting with buttons inside the passenger’s compartment to amuse himself.  With exploration, he found various cubbies tucked around the limo, and inside one, he found a pile of papers.  Pulling it out, he frowned at it. 
 
    Handwritten, they appeared to have been there for some time.  Sniffing at them, he caught the ancient scent of his vampire queen, before the seductive bite of her adulthood metabolism had given her that spiciness he found so alluring.  Along with that soft, gentler smell of his mated soul, he caught the scent of dozens of other pre-puberty children, along with an adult female. 
 
    Björn squinted at the paper.  He’d taught himself a very crude understanding of the language of this place, but the top of the uppermost paper was crowned with a bright red A, followed by the sign of addition.  Björn frowned.  A plus what?  In one corner, it had Bonnie’s name, as well as a date.  Twelve years ago.  His eyes painstakingly scanned the rest of the sheet, written in sloppy pencil, but he quickly became bored when he realized it was just a stupid story about a pretty sorceress princess falling in love with a beast.  What idiotic nonsense.  He shoved it aside and yawned, trying to stretch his legs again. 
 
    Glancing at the café, he saw the blood-webs of dozens of people within the walls, though like all things with the First Lands, there were so many bodies clumped together that it muddied his senses and he couldn’t get a clear picture.  The whole place was too soft.  In the Third Lands, complete strangers would never mingle in such masses.  They would eat each other, then follow their backtrail to hunt down their children. 
 
    Stupid.  Creatures of the First Realm were weak and stupid.  They spent their time indulging in such idiocies as poetry and stories.  He glanced at the aged sheaf of papers that had long ago been abandoned in the limo.  Obviously, his vampire queen was trying again to channel that sorcerous nature into scholarly pursuits, instead of what she should have been doing—preparing herself to go to war.   
 
    Yes, Björn would have to cure her of those weak and stupid habits.  He guessed it would probably take a few lifetimes, but eventually he would turn her into a warrior.  Then she could work her magics for him while he butchered their enemies in glorious hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Yes, that was why Odin had given him such a soft and squeamish scholar.  To act as his support in the coming fights, to heal his otherwise mortal wounds, and to protect him from the magics of the enemy. 
 
    Damn he was getting bored.  How long did it take to make a few cheeseburgers?  This was ridiculous.  If she’d even waited to listen to him before slamming the door in his face, he would have told her he wasn’t going to eat them anyway.  He hated the taste of bread.  It felt like sticky paste in his mouth, and had the flavor of rot.  And the cheeseburgers themselves…  Not only did the smell of cheese make him so disgusted he wanted to throw up, but flesh seared by fire?  What idiot thought that ridiculousness up?  Fire was too precious to waste on flesh.  It was to ward off seductors and to keep one’s children from dying of cold. 
 
    Grimacing, Björn glanced again at the sheaf of papers on the seat beside him.  Sighing, because he had nothing better to do, he picked it up. 
 
    It started out with a beast capturing a girl on the field of battle.  Björn made a grunt of approval.  That, at least, was interesting, though the beast was definitely lacking in overall technique.  The girl was a pale-skinned little sorceress, some weird little twit who had a phobia of sunlight.  The beast, apparently some crossbreed of Bengal tiger—whatever that was—bested her in single combat and took her home with him as a prize.  Perhaps the vampire had taste, after all. 
 
    Then Björn read on to discover that, no, the Bengal tiger didn’t get to ravish her appropriately for his new station as her lord, and in fact ended up capering to her every whim like an idiot before they both fell in love and pecked each other on the cheek.  Then, thus bethrothed, they went and fought an evil lord that was killing peasants with his vast unstoppable army of undead knights.  Better, Björn thought.  But nobody died, and everyone quickly became friends.  Björn narrowed his eyes.  The story ended quite unsatisfactorily, with the girl taming the tiger and teaching him to bake bread. 
 
    Disgusted, he threw the rubbish aside.  He squirmed in the seat again and wedged his legs out as far as they could go, trying not to think about the last times he had been thusly hampered.  He hated cars.  Hated them.  They were so unnecessary, just another way the First Landers had of making themselves soft.  Instead of, say, walking a mile to the store, they would drive there.  A mile!  It was no wonder his kind did so well in the First Realm, when some fool made the mistake of summoning them with a blood-binding.  They weren’t spoiled by technology and abundance. 
 
    Björn fidgeted some more, but after a thorough inspection, he found no other hidden compartments containing ancient, ridiculously cheap entertainment.  He yawned, perused the various lights and switches, and started flipping them randomly. 
 
    Time continued to pass and neither the vampire nor her dog returned.  Björn watched the other cars come and go, and, except for the dark SUV parked off to one side of the establishment, they tended to drive off within twenty to thirty minutes. 
 
    It was only after the fourth or fifth hour passed that Björn started to wonder if the vampire had tricked him.  Flew the coop.  Parked him in broad daylight, switched out cars, and purchased a ride to some other part of the country from a total stranger.  What if the whole thing about Masaaki had been a ruse?  Björn hadn’t heard it, after all.  She’d been out at the car alone…  What if she had been planning on how to get rid of him? 
 
    Furious, Björn slammed his fist into the top of the closest cooler, punching a hole through the plastic and foam.  Of course she had.  She wanted nothing to do with him.  She was the scholar, who thought her way through every battle, ‘avoiding conflict.’  She’d locked him up in the back of a car with plenty of meat to keep him alive until nightfall, then bolted.  He’d forgotten Odin’s warning.  Damn it! 
 
    Glaring at the café, Björn calculated how much it would hurt to cross the parking-lot and get inside.  Too much.  If the sun didn’t actually just roast the flesh right off his bones, he wouldn’t be walking by the time he reached the front door.  He’d be crawling, if he was really lucky.  Damn! 
 
    Diners came and went, and Björn began to watch the sun’s slow arc across the sky, his fury building like a furnace within.  Odin’s warning to be gentle or no, this was the last straw.  He would teach the wench to respect him.  Tricking him into getting into a car, then leaving it where there was no escape from the sun…  How could he have not seen it coming? 
 
    The sorceress was good.  She’d deceived him from the start.  Planned, prepared, and executed, all right under his nose, while he was completely oblivious.  He yanked the frilly blue hairband off the nape of his neck, snapped it in half, and hurled its pieces through the divider window, then pulled the obnoxiously bright shirt from his body and shredded it, then stuffed it, too, into the driver’s compartment.  It made him feel better, but only temporarily. 
 
    The smell of dead meat and stale sweat, heated by the ever-present nuclear oven that was the sun and mixed with the scent of preserved and oiled skin, began to nauseate him.  Björn adjusted himself in the uncomfortable human clothing, then picked up one of the pathetic eating utensils she had left with him, ‘just in case,’ and began scratching designs into the glass.  He stopped when he realized he was actually scratching away whatever dark, protective surface was shielding him from the sun. 
 
    Bored, Björn read her insipid story again.  He still didn’t understand why the tiger-thing let her dictate terms of her surrender.  That was just stupid.  A real warrior would have told her how it was going to be, and she would have accepted it, or gotten her head ripped off. 
 
    He put the story down and once again glanced at the sky.  Hours.  He was stuck for hours as she escaped.  She would have a head-start, and could do something horrible, like hop a flight to China, and Björn would have to spend the next hundred years finding her again.  Freyja was taunting him, not allowing him to enjoy Odin’s gift, giving her opportunities to escape the inevitable. 
 
    Why did the days in this wretched place have to be so long?  It was taking forever for the sun to cross overhead. 
 
    Because he had nothing better to do, he picked up the story a third time.  The stupid, balless beast even let her sleep in his bed.  Alone.  While he slept on the floor. 
 
    Snorting, Björn wondered if all First Landers had such unrealistic fantasies.  Of course the warrior was going to take what was his.   
 
    Be gentle with her, Odin had said.  She will not be won easily.  Björn had assumed he meant in bed, which was why he’d only bitten her a little, instead of taking out a few chunks of hide to consummate their union in barghest fashion.  Besides, once a warrior took what he’d conquered, she’d been won.  So no need to be gentle after that. 
 
    Björn read the story again.  The sorceress must have cast a spell on him, for the beast to be that stupid.  Girls didn’t respect kindness.  They didn’t admire a kiss on the cheek.  They revered strength and force.  The beast had won her, dammit.  In fair combat.  He shouldn’t be putting up with her naïve and virginal bullshit.  
 
    The story frustrated him.  Björn tossed it aside and opened the cooler he’d broken and began entertaining himself by sinking his fangs into tepid flesh, thinking of how, within just a few more hours, it would be her flesh.  The fat, usually soft and juicy, was hard and coagulated.  It was all Björn could do to choke it down.  He emptied a cooler, then was halfway through another before he remembered the dog’s dilemma. 
 
    “Shit.”  Björn muttered.  He then spent the next three hours trying not to think about the movement of his bowels.  He fidgeted in the seat, trying to entertain himself with thoughts of how good those humans out in the parking lot would taste, once he could get out of the car.  Then he realized that more thoughts of food, at this point, was not going to help his situation.  To distract himself, he started putting every ounce of his focus into analyzing the story, word-for-tasteless-word.  There once was a great warrior who sought his true love… 
 
    What dimwitted female crap.  Björn poured over it nonetheless, because the pressure in his colon was beginning to put him in a cold sweat.  He found, when he read the mindless drivel, he was able to get angry enough at the stupid beast that it allowed him to focus on something other than the building strain within. 
 
    It seemed so simple to him.  The great warrior had his true love.  He didn’t have to woo her.  But that’s exactly what the fool did…and the sorceress rewarded him with a kiss on the cheek and a loaf of bread.  So much work and so little payoff—it just didn’t seem worthwhile to Björn.  Especially since she was already his. 
 
    By the time the sun had finally slipped low enough to cast the limo into the shade, Björn had read the story enough times he could quote it by memory, and had gone through an entire range of emotions over its inane contents, the latest—and most startling—being the briefest flash of compassion for the sorceress.  She’d been taken from everything she knew, by the hands of a beast who could destroy her, and had found the courage to stand up to him despite her fear… 
 
    So yeah, maybe she did deserve a little respect in his book.  Hell, more than the freakin’ unmanly pussy of a beast, that was for damned sure. 
 
    Then the sun slipped beneath the horizon and Björn threw the useless story aside and shoved the limousine door open. 
 
    Stepping into the pale half-light of dusk still hurt, but at this point, the added irritation only made Björn more intent on his objective.  He strode past a couple dark SUVs that were pulling up to the front of the cafe, the exact same colors and in the exact same positions they had been earlier that day.  One guy in black clothes and a black hat opened his door and started to get out, and like his seven companions, this man knew how to dress.   
 
    “Where do you get clothes like that?” Björn demanded, stopping in front of the Firstlander pussy.  The guy froze, one black cargo-clad leg half-out of the vehicle, tipped in a utilitarian black boot. 
 
    “Uh…” the man said, blinking up at him like a startled prey animal.  “Amazon?” 
 
    Björn squinted.  “Isn’t that in the southern hemisphere?  I need something closer.” 
 
    “It’s…online…” the man said, gulping. 
 
    “Where is this Online?!” Björn demanded.  “You see what my woman dresses me in?”  He grabbed a suspender and shoved a thumb at the restrictive clothing that she had said was a trademark of ‘manly men’.  “Do you think this is reasonable?” 
 
    Wide eyes on him, mouth open, he man mutely shook his head. 
 
    “So how do I get to Online?” Björn demanded.  “Which road?” 
 
    “Try…a computer?” the man managed. 
 
    Björn narrowed his eyes at him, then scowled at the three men frozen in place inside the car beyond him, feeling like the man was hiding something, but his bowels needed immediate attention.  “I will be back to get directions later.” 
 
    The man in the black hat nodded.  “Uh…sure.” 
 
    He saw the black-clad driver give him a wide-eyed look before Björn brushed past and pushed open the café door. 
 
    “Where do I take a dump?” he barked at the nearest human, who was behind a counter in the back of the room. 
 
    The human looked him up and down, lifted a brow, then gestured down a narrow hall from which he could smell the disgusting cacophony of human foods wafting from the area where several blood-webs seemed to be in various stages of preparing meals.  Björn took the hallway—and immediately caught the faint scent of the vampire queen. 
 
    So, the little wench decided to use the convenient, air-conditioned restroom while she abandoned him to roast in her nice black car.  Damn it.  Björn paused just long enough to smell the tarnished silver of someone’s jewelry in the closest female restroom, then shoved open the door to the male restroom, then slammed it behind him.  He found the overalls irritating and ungainly to remove, but managed to do so just before he shat himself.  When he was finished, he tried to flush, grimaced and tried again, then yanked the overalls back up and snapped the ridiculous shoulder-straps back into place over his bare chest.  He had forgotten how inadequate human facilities were.  He yanked open the door, startling the elderly, white-haired male human who had been reaching for the knob. 
 
    “All yours,” Björn said, stepping into the hall.  He sniffed, trying to re-locate the queen’s scent.  Behind him, the white-haired man stepped into the bathroom.  A moment later, from within the bathroom, the wrinkled edible gave a dismayed, “Oh my God!”  
 
    Björn headed towards the kitchen.  Several men looked up with frowns, knives in their hands as they chopped various vegetables, and Björn allowed a little bit of his form to shift as he smiled at them, giving them a good look at the teeth he would sink into their face, if they tried to stop him.  All five of the kitchen crew stumbled backwards, spines against the counters, watching him with wide eyes. 
 
    Pussies.  This whole realm was filled with pussies. 
 
    Björn grunted and strode down the hall, following that tentative remnant of his mate’s passing.  That she had exited through the back of the café irritated him.  He had spent hours watching the front of the café for her like a fool, and she had simply snuck out the back, laughing all the way.  He shoved the back door open and it slapped against the back of the restaurant hard enough to splinter wood. 
 
    Instead of her scent-trail turning to sneak back to the highway, however, the idiotic wench had tried to run from him through the forest behind the café, instead.  Björn laughed and shifted into his hunting form, then loped into the trees after her. 
 
    Immediately, the smell of other males, their scents intermingled with the vampire’s fear-stink, made Björn frown.  Not that the fear-stink was unusual…she seemed to be terrified of everything, so it was no big surprise, but who would have reason to enter the forest with his queen?  Björn sped up.  The dog, too, had come this way, soon after the men.  Then, carried on the breeze from up ahead, he caught the strong scent of blood and entrails—and the scent of silver. 
 
    Yanking the shadows into his body, Björn broke into a run. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to reach a scene that left him cold.  Men—many men, one of which had been getting out of that car in front of the café—had fought a death-dance with her here.  He could smell his mate’s guts, dragged along the open ground like a slab of meat. 
 
    They would pay.  He twisted… 
 
    And someone screamed, “Fire!” behind him, and a hail of silver hit him in the meat of his arms, legs, and torso. 
 
    “Got him, got him!” someone else screamed, also with a Northman’s accent.  “Got der Ficker.” 
 
    Björn spun, the bullets weighing him down like anchors, and hurled himself at his enemies.  The man who had shot him was still mid-chuckle when Björn batted off his head.  Men screamed and fled, but the shadows caught them and gutted them as Björn slid back and forth, surrounding them, everywhere and nowhere, one with the very darkness itself. 
 
    In the end, once the eight men were in various states of pieces on the forest floor, Björn discovered that black did suit him, and that he particularly liked the boots that laced all the way up.  He left the weapons behind, as they were the tools of pussies, but he went out of his way to find that cool hat, half-buried under a shredded tree that had fallen when Björn threw its owner through it. 
 
    Then, after cutting the silver out of himself with his own claws and devouring the corpses to regain his strength, Björn headed back down to the café to demand the pussies at the front counter identify their pussy brethren who had taken his queen. 
 
    “Who is this man?” Björn demanded, dropping the hat-wearer’s head upon the table by the hair.  “Where is his lair?  I want to hunt down his women and children and eat them all before they can breed.” 
 
    The toothpick fell out of the mouth of the apron-wearing man behind the counter who had told him where to take a dump.  For a long moment, the man simply stared at him, mouth open, in awkward silence. 
 
    “Uhh…” 
 
    Björn narrowed his eyes.  “You will answer me, or you will be the next to die.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, the man wiped a sweaty hand on his apron and reached into a pocket to pull out a folded piece of white paper.  “Uh, sir, there was a phone call for you.”  He slid the paper across the counter, his trembling fingers carefully avoiding smearing blood from the still-leaking skull. 
 
    Frowning, Björn picked up the note. 
 
    I’m back at my house.  Don’t ask me how—not sure.  Just stay in the limo.  I’ll be back in a few hours. And don’t eat anyone, you get me? 
 
    “I, uh, thought it was a joke,” the man said, with a nervous chuckle.  “But you ate that guy, didn’t you?” 
 
    Björn frowned and glanced down at the man’s head, stunned that the barkeep could not smell that the guy had testicular cancer.  “Of course not.  He was diseased.  I like my meat fresh and hale—I leave the weak and the diseased to scavengers.”  He glanced back down at the note.  “How long since she gave you this?!” he demanded. 
 
    “Well, uh, I mean, you seemed in a pretty big hurry to get to the toilet, so I was just gonna tell you on the way back through.”  The man, like all Firstlander pussies, was cringing against the far wall, his full body pressed against the sheetrock as his fingers sought out an empty beer bottle.  As if that would save him. 
 
    This note, though…  Björn released the short, girly hair—it stank of detanglers and ‘products,’ as he had learned while the vampire had cooed about platinum blondes as she combed his hair and applied stinking detergents to his locks in the bathroom—and wiped his bloody hand on the table. 
 
    “How did she get back at home?” Björn demanded.  Then, “Where is her home?” 
 
    The man’s eyes flickered back to the headless guy.  “Hey, we, uh, were about to close.  It’s past ten.  I was gonna flip the sign.”  He gestured at the darkened window. 
 
    Björn stopped wiping blood on the tablecloth and quirked a brow at him. 
 
    The man gulped.  “I’ve seen area codes like that in Eagle River.” 
 
    “Take me to Eagle River,” Björn said.  “I will hunt her from there.” 
 
    The man blinked at him.  “Uh, no, I mean, I’m sorry, but I gotta close tonight and I got a family waiting at home for me—” 
 
    Björn inhaled through his nose, tasting the fearful air rolling off the flabby human pussy.  “Two daughters and a boy that is not yours.” 
 
    The man, whose mouth had been open in more denials, closed suddenly.  He frowned.  “What did you just say?” 
 
    “The boy belongs to another male,” Björn said, shrugging.  He gave the man a curious brow.  “Tell me, this is something I’ve always wanted to know:  Why do First Landers tolerate the spawn of their competitors in their brood?  Why not kill them and leave the food for children of your own loins?” 
 
    “That’s…”  The man swallowed hard.  “Was he a redhead?  Big dude, like six-four, good with his hands?  Pianist?” 
 
    Björn frowned.  “I would have said six-two.” 
 
    “He wears cowboy boots,” the man said.  “I saw him walk by the store a few times right before Cass called me to say she had to stay at work late.” 
 
    Björn nodded commiseratively.  “You’ve been cuckolded.”  He slapped the table.  “You must tell me all about it on our drive to Eagle River!  Perhaps, in payment for your assistance, I will assist you in punishing this interloper for his misdeeds.” 
 
    The man’s eyes fell to the head.  Björn watched him swallow.  “I…” 
 
    Björn’s good nature faded.  “You would deny me this favor?”  He felt shadow start to trickle from his body, icing the floor and counter nearby. 
 
    “No,” the man babbled.  “No, I’ll drive.  Sir.  Here, lemme just hang the sign so the owner doesn’t get pissed when he shows up in the morning…”  He carefully tiptoed around Björn, flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED, and went to grab a set of keys from the wall under his coat.  He stepped outside and used them to lock the door.  “I’ve got a Volkswagon out back.  Might be a little cramped…” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Björn said, his good mood returned.  “You drive the limo.”  He strode outside, stalked back across the tar-stone and climbed into the dog’s seat and waited.  He plucked Bondage, the Art and the Science from the side compartment of the door and opened it, twisting it sideways to get a better look at the pictures. 
 
    The man at the front door of the café hesitated, then started to tiptoe around the back of the café, his feet crunching the gravel. 
 
    “I hear you trying to run from me, little man!” Björn called, without looking. 
 
    The gravel-crunching stopped, then reluctantly came back towards him until he heard the man’s feet padding on the black road-stone.  Very hesitantly, he opened the limo door.  “Uh.  I don’t know how to drive a limo.” 
 
    “Learn,” Björn said.  He held up the magazine.  “Do you feel like this is a reasonable way to restrain a captive?  It’s so impractical.  I mean, it would take thirty minutes just to get the ropes right.”  Huffing, he turned the page.  “Better to just tie them to a post and be done with it.  Or break their arms.  That works, too.” 
 
    The man who was to be his chauffer stared at the image for much too long, then slowly came back to meet Björn’s eyes and swallowed.  “I could call you a cab…” 
 
    “I want you to drive me.  We have your infidelious wife and her red-haired lover to talk about.”  He patted the driver’s seat beside him. 
 
    The café-man glanced down at the shredded, bloody T-shirt that Björn had thrown into the front compartment, then at the book in Björn’s hand.  He climbed into the car slowly, like a nervous rabbit. 
 
    Björn wrinked his nose.  “You stink of fear.  What’s your name?” 
 
    “Jessie,” the man said.  “I’m thirty-two and my grandfather’s on life-support at Alaska Regional.  I have to send my grandma money each month for her rent…” 
 
    “And why do I care about your grandmother?” Björn asked, confused. 
 
    “Because, uh…”  The man swallowed again.  “Please don’t kill me.”  It came out as a squeak. 
 
    “Don’t worry, little man,” Björn said.  “I won’t eat you for helping me.  A servant of Odin is always rewarded!” 
 
    “I’m Buddhist,” the man blurted. 
 
    “You are a follower of Odin, now.  The one true god.”  Björn allowed a little shadow to roll down his shoulders to pool in the space between them.  “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Jessie swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “Excellent!” Björn cried, slapping his back hard enough the weakling slammed into the steering wheel.  “Now drive.” 
 
    “Are you going to devour my soul or something?” 
 
    “Of course not.  Barghests only devour meat, unlike those balless pussies the vampires.”  He cocked his head at the pictures of naked women again.  The knotwork was impressive…  “Besides, I have a soft spot for innocent men facing unfaithful women.  Loki seems to curse me with it each chance he gets.  Or Freyja, still not sure.”  He turned back to the man, grinning.  “And not just me.  There was this time in the Nightlands where I found my best friend’s mate cheating on him with a werebeast, of all things, and I gutted them and spread them both across the snow dunes mid-copulation.  His dick was still embedded in her when my friend found the remains!” 
 
    The man stared at him for some time, then quietly turned back to the steering column and twisted the key in the ignition.  Without a word, he pulled his seatbelt down over his shoulder and clicked it into the lock beside his seat.  Then he hit the gas and the limo began purring forward out of the parking lot, destined for Eagle River. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13:  The Samurai and the Jiaolong 
 
    Masaaki could not keep his hands from shaking.  He put both fists into the alien grasses of this barbaric northern hellhole and squeezed.  His whole body was trembling from the strain of an entire day of searching for Theo—running and flying and finding nothing.  He was so exhausted he couldn’t even keep his hikari under control—the woods around him were alight with random, intermittent flashes as he fought the mindless compulsion of the lord’s venom, as he had the entire day. 
 
    “I’ll kill you, Theo,” he managed, burying his face in the forest mosses in a half whine, half howl of rage.  “I’ll bury my blade in your filthy heart!”  The last came out as a scream.  He knew the compulsion to return to the vampire lord was merely the venom’s hold on his body, calling him back to the vampire as a willing sacrifice, but knowing it gave him no foothold to stop it.  He had to find Theo, and he had absolutely no idea where he was.  He’d been running for hours.  Flying for hours.  When it had become clear he wasn’t going to be able to find him by land, Masaaki had actually left his daishō and tantō behind in a nameless patch of woods and flown.  He’d crossed roads, sped over waterways, zigzagged over unfamiliar forest, and finally dropped to the ground beside a glacial spring in exhaustion, so completely lost and desperate he had attempted to drown himself in the cold water in the hopes it would clear his head. 
 
    It hadn’t.  Lungs burning, water still dribbling down his back and spattering the forest mosses under his prostrate body, Masaaki couldn’t stop trembling.  “Theo,” he whispered.  It was the only word he could think, and it kept tumbling through his head in a cacophony.  Theo, Theo, Theodore, Theo, Theo… 
 
    Then, like the rumbling thunder of the ō-daiko, he heard his father’s disapproving voice, You are not acting like samurai. 
 
    The shame of those words drove a cold stake through the fog of his misery, causing him enough clarity of mind that he could lift his head and take stock of his own disgrace.  Masaaki was naked, honorless, wailing for the presence of the man who had made him that way.  Ancestors’ tombs, he’d left his swords in the forest.  His swords.  Totally losing control, then, Masaaki screamed and tore out the grass, shredding it with his fingers, and the glacier behind him lit up with another hikari.  Thrashing, he rolled down the streambed and back into the creek.  Resurfacing, he spat out water and sucked in a huge breath.  “Theo, I’ll kill you!” he shrieked, splashing water in impotent agony. 
 
    “Who is Theo?” a female voice asked from behind him. 
 
    Masaaki jumped from the creek and spun, splashing a sheaf of water away in his haste to face the stranger. 
 
    The woman was lounging upon a nearby boulder, naked, a bluish tinge to her skin, with the dappled darker lines of what looked like scales.  Her white hair—wrapping her face in a mane—was almost feathery, her eyes slitted and yellow, like a viper.  She cocked her head at him with predatory curiosity. 
 
    Masaaki swallowed, hard.  He’d seen something like this, working under his daimyō in the homeland, except it had been green, a denizen of the jungle, and it had wiped out one of the shogun’s northern armies.   
 
    Fear, he found, was powerful antivenom.  He took several steps backwards, until the stream was between them. 
 
    Her bearded face spread in a smile that showed thick white fangs as she watched him.  “You’ve been screaming his name enough—I would have thought you would know whose name it was you scream.” 
 
    “Jiaolong,” he breathed, using the Chinese. 
 
    Her smile broadened.  “I’m pretty sure that was not his name.”   
 
    Masaaki scrambled backwards up the open creekbed until his spine hit a birch tree.  He swallowed hard.  His brother had been eaten by a jiaolong, several generations of Man ago.  He had been lured into her bed under the pretense it was a pious woman offering herself to the gods.  She had been better at hiding her true nature than this creature, though, her eyes blue, their pupils round, her skin tawny and smooth.  The voice of a saint, the body of a seductress, the flirtatious eyes of a courtesan.  They’d found her together sweeping the courtyard in a modest temple to the Yatagarasu line, and, once her intent had become apparent, Kanaye had won the friendly sparring match to take her home first. 
 
    …and had died for it. 
 
    This one, however, didn’t seem to care enough to go for a full illusion, her body clearly in some state between serpent and man.  She seemed…lethargic.  Almost indolent.  Like she had been watching him merely for the diversion of seeing him scream. 
 
    Still, he tensed his body to run.  “Why didn’t you just eat me?”  Some jiaolong were strictly vegetarian, or only partook in the flesh of animals, but there were plenty of others who were not so discriminating. 
 
    The jiaolong laughed and shrugged.  “It was entertaining to watch.”  She shrugged, a languid motion of her dappled shoulders.  “Besides.  I’ve eaten recently.  It would cause me indigestion so soon.” 
 
    She wasn’t, Masaaki knew, jesting.  The only reason he still lived was because it would have been an inconvenience to eat him. 
 
    In other words, she was lazy. 
 
    “You have a reprieve, yatagarasu,” she confirmed in a yawn.  “I’m not hungry now.  More…curious.”  The jiaolong glanced around, gold eyes flashing even in the distant midnight sun.  “How does a yatagarasu find himself here, in the frozen north across the ocean from his homeland?” 
 
    Knowing that laziness would not save him from the affront of discourtesy, Masaaki nervously said, “I was…imprisoned…for many years, Jiaolong Denka.  They transported me in a barrel in the bottom of a cargo vessel a couple centuries ago.” 
 
    “Ah.”  She smiled as if she found that answer satisfying.  “So you were enslaved.  Vampires or Inquisition?” 
 
    “Vampires,” Masaaki said.  He cocked his head.  “What are Inquisition?” 
 
    She made a dismissive snort.  “Nothing but hypocrites, the fearful and powerless fighting a righteous crusade to ‘cleanse’ our Realm of the magic that gives it life, all the while feeding on the blood of their victims to make themselves stronger.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good.  He swallowed.  “And may I inquire…why you chose this place?” 
 
    She idly glanced up at the trees surrounding them.  “Better hunting here.”  And, without asking, Masaaki knew she wasn’t talking about the moose.   
 
    The jiaolong moved on the boulder, and when she did, the patterns on her skin rippled with boneless grace.  Getting resettled, she elegantly crossed her legs—her ankles were likewise feathered with the same flowing white mane as her face, he noticed—and said, “You were telling me about this Theo.  Why do you hunt him?  Did he wrong you in some way?”  Like a curious, sated cat, questioning a large insect. 
 
    Masaaki swallowed again.  “You could say that.”  His throat was much too dry.  This creature ate creatures like him, when no armies were at hand.  He started inching sideways, to get around the tree. 
 
      
 
    She continued to lounge lazily on her boulder, watching him.  “Would you like me to kill him for you?”  There was no malice in the statement, just a question. 
 
    Instantly, however, Masaaki choked on the terror of losing Theo.  “No!” he gasped.  “No.  Please no.” 
 
    That seemed to interest her.  “And yet you curse his name and line until you are hoarse.” 
 
    “He’s a vampire lord of the Nightlands,” Masaaki said.  “He enthralled me.  It was…” he ground his jaw against the last, “…my choice.” 
 
    “Oh interesting,” she said, sounding delighted.  “Might I ask why?” 
 
    “I…”  Masaaki felt his face reddening.  “I was dying.” 
 
    That perked her up.  “And you asked him to save you.”  She tisked.  “Isn’t that against your Code, samurai?”  She seemed only pleasantly amused, but the shame in her amicable words savaged Masaaki’s soul.  A true follower of Bushidō would never choose life over their honor.  Again, Masaaki began contemplating the cross-shaped cut. 
 
    Jūmonji giri, he thought.  Only then will my honor be cleansed. 
 
    But, in contemplating that, he once again found himself face-to-face with the idea of never seeing Theo again.  Already, the adrenaline was fading and Masaaki’s mind once more panted a mental babble of Theo…Theo, Theo… 
 
    The jiaolong reached down, touched the ground beneath her boulder, and a rush of blue energy zigzagged towards him through the earth, under the stream, and into his feet even as he tried to jump away.  Instead of an attack or a trap, however, he felt his head clear. 
 
    “There,” she said, yawning as if bespelling him had been no special thing.  “The venom will not bother you while we talk.”  She reclined lazily, again her body taking a serpentine flexibility before finding a comfortable position. 
 
    “Thank you,” Masaaki whispered, able to think without the venom’s fog once more.  “Thank you,” he repeated. 
 
    “Of course.”  She stretched, taking in the last filtered light of the sun, splaying her legs with complete disregard for human mores, displaying her pink, feather-clad womanhood as she stretched, oblivious to his presence.   
 
    Masaaki quickly looked somewhere else, trying to come up with a reason to excuse himself before she grew tired of the sport.  “You look very…comfortable.” 
 
    “I recently ate,” she said.  She yawned again.  “That’s one nice thing about Alaska.  The game is large enough to be more than a mouthful.” 
 
    She toys with me, Masaaki realized bitterly.  They both knew he wasn’t fast enough to escape, should she give chase.  Now that the jiaolong had his scent, he would only live to return to serve his daimyō at her pleasure unless he could find some other way to pacify the creature. 
 
    From the boulder, the jiaolong went on, “Interesting, that you chose to help a queen.  Why would you do such a thing?  Do your species not get along?  I was under the impression that the light and darkness do not mix?”  She yawned again. 
 
    “She was young,” Masaaki said, thinking perhaps to lull the jiaolong into sleep, then slip away while she dreamed. 
 
    She paused in stretching and lifted her head to look at him.  “How young?” 
 
    “She hadn’t yet taken blood,” Masaaki said.  “She says she is only nineteen.” 
 
    The jiaolong looked duly impressed.  “And you gave her first blood.  That is…admirable of you.”  She yawned and curled into a fetal position on the rock, facing him, resting her maned head on her taloned hands.  Nonchalantly, she dragged a silver nail across the boulder’s surface, creating a shower of sparks to cascade down the boulder’s front.  “Has she had sex?” 
 
    Masaaki bristled immediately, but kept his features calm, knowing that jiaolong and their ilk had no taste for the cold, darkness-soaked blood or bodies of the demonkin.  To such a creature, Masaaki was the prize.  A vampire was like a slab of rotten fish in comparison.  “No.  Her lord will not do his duty.” 
 
    “Ah, interesting.”  She smiled sleepily.  “Sounds as if she needs someone stronger.  Have you tried a dragon?  I hear there’s some in the northern mountains.” 
 
    Masaaki laughed despite himself.  “A dragon wouldn’t come within ten feet of a queen.  Too cowardly for that.”  Then he realized who he was talking to and checked himself. 
 
    If the statement bothered the jiaolong, she showed no hint of it.  “I would say it was more intellect than cowardice, considering.”  She continued to watch him.  “What about a barghest?  I hear there are still plenty of them in the Nightlands.” 
 
    “Barghest?”  Masaaki snorted.  “A barghest would simply eat her.” 
 
    “There is an ancient legend of a barghest and a Firstlander vampire queen,” the jiaolong said.  Then her delicate azure brow dimpled.  “Or was it a prophecy?”  She seemed to consider that, then shook herself.  “Regardless, it had to do with Odin meddling in affairs not of his Realm.”  She cocked her head at Masaaki.  “Have you met a barghest?” 
 
    There was a strange tone to the way the jiaolong asked, accompanied by a sudden twinge of alarm in Masaaki’s gut, that made him hesitate.  She’s not here to play with her food, he thought suddenly.  She’s here for information.  Information on Bonnie… 
 
    “Perhaps you’ve seen one nearby,” she insisted. 
 
    The alertness of her golden eyes, the way her body was so perfectly—too perfectly—relaxed, made every muscle in Masaaki’s body tense.  “Not that I’ve seen,” he said, thinking of the one trapped in the slaver stables in Eagle River. 
 
    Her smile was a warning.  “You’re lying.”  Slowly, she uncoiled from the stone and her maned feet slipped to the ground, her predatory eyes fixing on him.  “I can always tell when Crows are lying.  They smell like frightened ducks.” 
 
    “What issue do you have with the followers of Odin?” Masaaki asked, carefully putting more distance between them.  He knew from experience that jiaolong were fast when they struck. 
 
    She watched him carefully as he moved away from her.  “A minor difference of opinions.”   
 
    Masaaki didn’t believe her.  There was just something…wrong…about the way she was asking.  Something almost…desperate. 
 
    “We emptied the slaver’s cells this afternoon,” she grated.  “The barghest was gone.  Sold to your queen for a pittance.”  She cocked her head.  “But when I visited her house, I found nothing but shredded walls and broken vehicles.  They had left…to go where?” 
 
    Masaaki felt his heart give a startled hammer that washed away all remnants of the panic from Theo’s posion.  Bonnie… 
 
    The jiaolong took a moment to watch him, then pushed herself from the boulder and started lazily across the stream towards him, her hips moving with graceful, seductive bonelessness.  “Just tell me where to find the barghest, little Crow, and I will forego dessert.”  She smiled.  “It’s been a long time since I had myself a Crow.” 
 
    And if a jiaolong was speaking of Odin and meddling, forces were at work that he dearly needed to understand if he was to keep Bonnie alive.  “What business do you have with the queen?” 
 
    The jiaolong made a dismissive wave with a taloned hand.  “More the barghest than the queen.  Odin sent one of his Champions to this Realm.  The winds tell me he walks upon our plane even as we speak.” 
 
    “Which one?” Masaaki demanded.  Odin only did as much on rare occasions, when something could be handled no other way. 
 
    The jiaolong seemed amused by his question.  “Nökkvi, if my reading of the winds is correct.” 
 
    Masaaki felt his blood chill.  Could that miserable beast have been Nökkvi?  He had seen Odin’s Right Hand once, in a clash with Viking forces in the north, and the gory memory left him cold. 
 
    “So you see,” the jiaolong said, “if you know where this barghest can be found, it’s best you tell me.  Odin has no business here, and my companions and I would very much like to send him a message he cannot ignore.” 
 
    “And the queen?” Masaaki asked, dancing further into the forest, putting trees between them.  “She will be safe?” 
 
    The jiaolong followed, and the trees around her began to shimmer as she entered the darkness with him, lighting up the dusky canopy overhead.  “We have other uses for the queen.” 
 
    We.  Again, the jiaolong spoke of companions…but what creature could merit being called an ally by a jiaolong? 
 
    There weren’t many, and those he could think of left him in a cold sweat, his heart hammering a staccato against his ribcage. 
 
    “You plan to make an army.” 
 
    The jiaolong smiled slowly.  “But of course.  One that shall drive the mundane from this world in a scourge that shall be sung about for the next two winters of mankind.”   
 
    Regardless of her words, Masaaki knew by the mere fact the jiaolong was so willing to tell him of her plans that she intended to eat him this night.  “How,” he pressed, slipping around alders, continuing to put distance between them. 
 
    The jiaolong didn’t even try to keep pace—she was lazy.  Slow and lazy.  “My companions insist they can reverse the destruction these mortals have wreaked throughout the world, return our Realm to the Old Ways.  I am not fully convinced, but…”  She hesitated, squinting at her sharpened fingertips before filing a talon on the cottonwood tree beside her.  “…something must be done.”  Blowing bark shavings from the curved silver talon, she finished, “They overwhelm this realm like rabbits without a lion.”  Eying her fingers as she held them out in front of her, she said, “The other realms don’t have to deal with them—I don’t see why we should have to.” 
 
    “They breed overly much,” Masaaki agreed, his heart hammering with adrenaline as he tried to find a way out of this, a way back to warn his daimyō.  “Can’t imagine your kind have fared well.  Considering your…proclivities.” 
 
    The look she gave him was hard, bitter, and angry.  “I haven’t.”  And, in those two words, he knew she saw him as nothing more than a rodent to bat with her paw until it stopped entertaining her, a prize dessert to appraise and admire before consuming, a morsel to tease with her fork before downing with a glass of wine. 
 
    He took another step backwards. 
 
    “And before you run,” she said, “know, Crow, that I’ve been watching you since you left that iron carriage along the beach.”  And then, with a smile, she pulled three swords of the Old Country from the ether and examined them with appreciation.  Matched daishō and tantō.  Masaaki’s heart stopped. 
 
    She looked at him over them, the nearness of her body making the golden crows lacquered into the black scabbard shimmer blue.  “I believe these belong to you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Masaaki whispered, despite himself. 
 
    She slipped the largest blade from its sheath enough for the enchanted steel to gleam blue, the ripple against the cutting edge evident even in the dying light.  “Very nice,” she said, examining the inscription.  “Masamune.  And personalized.”  She tisked as she watched him over the enchanted steel.  “I take it you want them back?” 
 
    “Yes,” Masaaki breathed. 
 
    She snapped the katana back in its sheath.  “Then come get them, samurai.”  As he watched, she leaned them against a tree behind her, an open challenge she expected him to take.  In fact, as her attention sharpened, watching him expectantly, her body seemed even more fluid, even less human. 
 
    She’s lazy, Masaaki thought, seeing her body in its awkward, shifting mix of serpent and man.  If she was lazy, there was a possibility she wouldn’t have bothered to examine the spells upon his swords.  Specifically, the one that called his wakizashi to him when his life was in danger. 
 
    Instead of moving towards the weapons, as expected, Masaaki started backing away. 
 
    The jiaolong frowned and watched him.  “Or I can snap them in half, if you prefer.”  She reached for his katana. 
 
    Requesting his ancestors’ forgiveness for what he knew they would take as cowardice, Masaaki turned and ran. 
 
    His ancestors were not the only ones who took the gesture as cowardice.  Behind him, he heard the jiaolong give an animal roar as it upformed and gave chase, making the forest shudder with the sudden, displaced weight of its massive, serpentine body.  Trees snapped in half as the eighty-foot water dragon lunged after him, gaining ground, its huge head not bothering to weave around the trees as it hurled itself after him. 
 
    With the creature’s open jaws bearing down on him, Masaaki summoned his hikari as bright as it could go, dropped to his knees, spun, and, as the jiaolong’s great bearded jaws opened wide to consume him, he held out his left hand.  “Ken!” he snapped. 
 
    The wakizashi appeared, scabbarded, in his left fist.  He drew it with his right, and, as the jiaolong blindly crashed into him, slashed out once, then twice. 
 
    The blinded creature screamed and reflexively bit down repeatedly at the empty air, eventually clamping down on his arm, scabbard still gripped in his fist, and tearing it from his body as its serpentine body started to twist and writhe like a worm covered in salt. 
 
    Masaaki slashed its ivory underbelly three more times, giving the immortal a taste of enchanted steel, then bolted back for the tree where it had left his katana, leaving a trail of his own blood as he sought his largest sword.  For, while his wakizashi was good for quick defense in close combat, his katana was bewitched to kill the Realm’s most powerful immortals, should they ever leave him an opening. 
 
    Masaaki found the tree, took the katana, and was unsheathing it one-handed when he caught the tell-tale flash of color from the corner of his eye.  Turning, Masaaki had just enough time to see a massive, scaly blue tail tipped in white disappear into the unending blackness of the Void before the portal snapped shut again and he was alone. 
 
    Magus, Masaaki thought, stunned.  I just dueled a magus… 
 
    And survived. 
 
    He knew without a doubt, however, that the next time their paths crossed, it would not happen again.  While the jiaolong were known for being lazy when content, they were never stupid twice. 
 
    Before that happened, he needed to make it to his daimyō. 
 
  

 
   
     
 
    Chapter 14: The Sickness Within 
 
    I can’t wait until that next Wolverine comic comes out, Father Erabus idly thought as he finished consuming the blood and body of Christ and carried the sacred vessels back into the priests’ private alcove behind the rectory.  Wonder if he’ll take out Sabretooth this time or if I’ll have to wait for the next arc.  He lowered the vessels to the small table and slumped into a chair inside the sacristy, tired.  It had been a long day overseeing the preparations for the visit of the Bishop, and just last week, one of the Sisters had found his latest Spiderman issue that he’d hastily stuffed in a closet with the vestments when he realized he was still carrying it in his hand, like a dumbass, throughout the church grounds, totally lost in thought.  He’d just finished reading what was, perhaps, the greatest fight scene in the history of all fight scenes and had been replaying the Spiderman-Deadpool duel in his head, delighting in the wordplay, mentally squealing with glee at the nonstop zingers, completely oblivious to the fact he was carrying the rolled-up comic around in his hand like an oversized cigar on sacred ground for all the world to see. 
 
    God preserve me, Father Erabus thought, on a wash of guilt.  He took a cloth and began polishing the sacred chalice, trying hard to concentrate on the sacredness of the act.  Just yesterday, he had locked himself in the confessional and binged five issues of Spawn.  Spawn!  In the confessional.   
 
    He had several times considered telling the leadership of his…discrepancies…but he knew it would only make things worse.  They would find out he routinely held Dungeons & Dragons sessions with the altar-boys, geeking out with them over the latest Warhammer miniatures, take that to mean he was screwing them—because, in this hyper-sensitive, abuse-conscious modern environment where every priest was a criminal until proven otherwise, why else would an ordained priest be secretly hanging out with a bunch of adolescents behind closed doors—relocate him, divest him of his surreptitious collections, probably enroll him in a couple hundred years of counselling… 
 
    It was the one thing he hadn’t been able to give up, upon taking up the Cloth—he still fanboyed the goriest, most gruesome battles like the best of them, and the last time there was a comic convention in Anchorage, he had driven there in a Darth Vader costume with three matching Storm Troopers—Travis and two other altar-boys—strapped into his back seat.  Their mothers thought they were all headed to clean brass at the church.  It definitely wouldn’t look good. 
 
    “Enjoy your wine and crackers?” a voice said from the entry to the sacristy. 
 
    Father Erabus hesitated with the cloth.  “Um…hello.”  The middle-height, slender, clean-shaven man standing in the entry wore black jeans, a black T-shirt, and black cowboy boots, carrying a black cattleman’s hat under his arm despite the closest farms were forty miles away in Palmer.  Both the boots and the hat were trimmed with delicate silver scrollwork that, while it stood out upon close inspection, had always faded into the background before now.  What was more interesting, the silver inlay of the boots denoted beautiful crops and fields, definitely the pride and joy of a former rancher.  The hat, too, was decorated with lovingly-embroidered deserts and sun.  It had to be custom work, each piece probably worth more than the chalice in Father Erabus’s hand. 
 
    Unfortunately, the man who carried them was a face he saw in his congregation regularly, usually distracting him from prayers or Communion with some sort of faint, unplaceable smirk.  Often, Father Erabus had caught himself wondering if the guy was a serial murderer, surveying his flock for prospective victims. 
 
    But, since none of his flock had disappeared and there hadn’t been frantic screams of a serial killer in the Anchorage Daily News, Father Erabus had kept those thoughts to himself as the man continued to come and go.  Besides, the guy had the tawny skin and ebony hair of a man with Arab ancestry and he didn’t want to end up on the front page of some Washington Post report as a bigot and a racist. 
 
    As the cowboy walked into the room with him and traced a work-roughened finger down the tabletop, Father Erabus cleared his throat uncomfortably.  “Is there something I can help you with, my son?” 
 
    The man looked up with a smile.  His teeth, startlingly, were stained a sickly yellow, clashing with the clean and vibrant clothing he wore.  “I want to be a priest.” 
 
    He must be into chew.  Father Erabus relaxed, almost thinking for a definitely-racist moment that the man was about to pull out a blood-soaked Q’uran, declare holy war, and cut off his head.  “Oh,” he said, blushing embarrassedly at the thought.  “Well.  There are steps you can take.” 
 
    The cowboy continued to casually survey the room around them.  “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, generally, potential clergy start much younger.  How old are you, exactly?”  He couldn’t place the cowboy’s age, but he knew it would probably disqualify him.  Despite the full head of dark hair and casual cattleman style, he seemed…ancient. 
 
    “Old enough to know not to displease the gods.”  The man smiled again, as if what he had said made total sense inside the sacred grounds of a Catholic Church.  Then, obviously thinking nothing of it, he picked up the Communion-plate that caught the sacred body of Christ and, looking it over, said, “Why?  Would age disqualify me?” 
 
    Father Erabus wasn’t stupid.  He knew the guy was acting really, really weird.  He was also a coward—part of why he had joined the clergy and not the Marine Corps—and regardless of how many Spiderman novels he had read, he still couldn’t bring himself to tell the stranger to get his hands off the sacred tray.  “It might,” he whispered. 
 
    The man smiled at him over the sacred vessel.  “Somehow I doubt that.”  He went back to scanning his surroundings, seemingly finding it all very amusing.  “Priests are like doctors, teachers, and therapists…  Such reach across society, such clout.  So many options.” 
 
    Acutely uncomfortable, Father Erabus swallowed.  “My son, I’m going to have to ask you to return to the—” 
 
    The man put the Communion-plate down a little too hard, chuckling.  “I am not your son.” 
 
    Like a good Catholic, Father Erabus frowned and opened his mouth to argue. 
 
    “So is it just comics?” the Middle Eastern man asked, as he continued to take in the sparse surroundings of the room.  “Or do you have other…interests…as well?” 
 
    Automatically thinking of his carefully-hidden porn collection, Father Erabus immediately stiffened. 
 
    The man stopped examining the hung vestments against the wall and twisted alertly to face him, a smile on his face.  “Ah.  Pornography.”  He cocked his head.  “A little on the light side, but with practice…” 
 
    Father Erabus lunged to his feet, despite himself.  “Please have mercy,” he whispered, his heart hammering like thunder in his ears.  “I’ll get better, I swear.” 
 
    The man’s brown eyes widened.  “Better?” he laughed.  “I don’t want you to get better.  I want you to spread.”  He said it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. 
 
    …spread?  That was…weird.  Spread what? 
 
    “See,” the man said, idly running his finger along the gold-embroidered cloth covering the table, “I’ve tried plagues and famine, but you short-lived vermin somehow continue to thrive.  Adapt and overcome seems to be your species’ motto.”  Glancing at the eggshell-white walls of the sacristy, he shrugged.  “So I have something much more subtle in mind this time, something I’ve been working on for a very long time, and I believe you and your delicious fetishes can help me while the serpent and the savage distract the world with a war they cannot win.” 
 
    “The…Serpent?”  Father Erabus licked his lips. 
 
    “Oh not that serpent, you addle-brained twat,” the man chuckled.  “The real kind.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Father Erabus whispered.  His mind was running a crazy litany of scenarios through his mind, from a mundane attempt at bribery to the terrifying thought that he was facing an angel of the lord. 
 
    “I told you,” the man said, lowering his cowboy hat to the table.  “I want to become a priest.”  And then, stepping abruptly forward, he lifted a hand to Father Erabus’s forehead.  There was a radiant yellow glow under his palm, like sunlight on sand, and Father Erabus felt his very soul quail at the realization he was dealing with an angel.  Good God, an angel— 
 
    Then the Middle Eastern man’s smile got that weird look again.  “I’m definitely not one of those winged, stuck-up prudes,” he said, with a flash of darkness.  “My talents lie…elsewhere.” 
 
    And, with those words, Father Erabus’s world exploded in a wash of light and heat so bright it started to burn the insides of his mind, hollowing it out, replacing it with something else… 
 
    When Father Erabus awoke on the cold wooden floor of the empty sacristy, the man—angel?—was nowhere to be found.  Groaning, he sat up and touched his head.  His fingers came back with something black and oily.  Tar?  He wiped it away with the runner of the nearby table, blinking at the brown-black smear. 
 
    An altar boy, the young and impeccably pious Travis Hildebrant, grandson of the oil titan, came inside with a stack of vestments, pausing when he saw him on the floor.  “Father?” he asked.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    Looking into the boy’s innocent eyes, Father Erabus found himself thinking of how vulnerable the boy was, how often he was alone with him...   
 
    Spread… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15: The Most Useful Degree…Ever 
 
    Björn had read the magazine on knot techniques cover-to-cover three times before he tossed it aside in disgust.  “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “No, we’re still in Anchorage,” Jessie said.  “There’s an accident up there somewhere.  Sorry.”  The human had been relatively silent throughout, mainly keeping his eyes forward and sweating the fear-stink for hours.  It was really starting to wear at Björn’s self-control.  After getting his killing blood up, he was hungry.  The eight men in the forest had only whet his appetite, and this pudgy burger-flipper would do nicely to wash them down. 
 
    That, or some decent ale or mead.  He hadn’t seen either since coming to the softlands, and it was grating on him.  He’d seen an entire basement of wine—disgusting—but nothing worthy of a drinking horn.  Odin’s balls, he hungered for a proper horn of mead… 
 
    “Talk to me about something, human.  I’m bored.”  Björn dug a talon into the plastic dashboard and began drawing the sigil of Odin’s Champion.  “Entertain me.” 
 
    Jessie looked over, saw the talon peeling away little curls of plastic from the dash, and said, “Hey, uh, if this is a rental, they probably don’t want you to do that…” 
 
    Björn swiveled to give his next meal a flat stare.  “I own this fancy chariot-of-steel.”  Technically, it wasn’t true, but he owned his soulmate, and she owned the limo, so in effect he owned the limo. 
 
    Jessie glanced nervously at him.  “Do you plan to eat me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Björn said.  “But first, you will entertain me.”  He gestured for his plaything to continue.  
 
    Jessie bit his lip and hastily turned back to face the road.  A moment later, Björn saw tears. 
 
    “Stop crying,” he snapped, making the man jump. 
 
    The man started to hyperventilate. 
 
    Björn rolled his eyes.  “Please, I’m giving you a chance to make a name for yourself.  You entertain me enough between then and now, I might even allow you to continue your pointless existence as a flipper of burgers, if only to greet strangers with the fact that you, Jessie-of-Nowhere, served Björn, Odin’s Champion, and aided him in his time of need.” 
 
    “I’m actually a Psych major,” the man said.  “One semester from my masters.  Already been accepted to Stanford if I can figure out the funding.  Just gotta take the final exam and then I can move to the Lower 48 and start my doctorial work.” 
 
    “Eh?” Björn demanded, frowning.  “What fool’s gibberish is this?” 
 
    “It’s…uh…what people do to make money here.  They get a degree, then get a job.”  He made a face.  “It’s getting the job that’s the hard part up here.  Not a lot of places hiring, gotta get certified and start your own practice.” 
 
    Björn squinted at the man, only understanding half of what he said.  “They pay in gold for this ‘job’?”  He could use some gold.   
 
    The man gave a nervous titter of a laugh.  “I…uh…guess you could say that.  It’s more electronic wire transfers, less D&D, but yeah.” 
 
    Björn nodded, grunting.  “How many men must we kill?” 
 
    The man made that annoying nervous laugh again.  “It’s not that kind of job.  I, uh, am being trained to help people work through their problems,” Jessie said. 
 
    “With a sword?” Björn asked, squinting at him.  The flabby softlander didn’t look like the sword-swinging type. 
 
    “Uh, erm, no, a couch.” 
 
    “You beat them with a couch?”  Björn raised his brow in curiosity.  He definitely hadn’t thought the little man had that in him.  He was impressed. 
 
    “Not exactly,” the man insisted.  Then, as Björn’s brow furrowed at him, added, “You know, they lay back, talk about what’s bothering them, and I walk them through the steps to make them feel better about themselves?” 
 
    “With a sword.”  Björn nodded.  It made sense, if he thought about it.  Often, the greatest war leaders had a man they used to raise the morale of the rest of the men, a good talker, someone who could get in front of the army and lace the fire of Odin in the men’s hearts with a few short words before sending them hurtling into battle screaming their death songs.  In his experience, though, the battle-chanters had always been great warriors … 
 
    “Uh, no, not with swords.”  The soft little man swallowed.  “With their, uh, minds.”  He glanced nervously over at the passenger seat and, seeing Björn’s complete disbelief, he cleared his throat and added, “You know, they lay back, go through memories, work through past traumas…” 
 
    Björn blinked at him, realized he was serious, then threw back his head and laughed.  “Real men don’t need…” He gestured disgustedly at Jessie, “…couch men.” 
 
    “We’re called shrinks.” 
 
    “Real men don’t need ‘shrinks,’” Björn said.  He started peeling off the chrome plating from the dash and bent it into a figure-8.  Throwing it into the back, he said, “I will teach you how to be a real man,” he decided.  “You will see.”  Then he cocked his head.  “Or I’ll eat you.  One or the other.” 
 
    Jessie gave him a long look, like he was considering something, then glanced back at the road ahead of him.  “So…   You eat people?” 
 
    “I said as much, didn’t I?” 
 
    “What’s that like?” Jessie asked.   
 
    “It’s like eating the raw flesh of pigs who have consumed the detergent-laced feces of pesticide-drenched—” 
 
    “No, no, I mean, how’s that make you feel?”  He glanced back at Björn quickly, catching himself.  “Eating people, I mean.” 
 
    “Invigorating!” Björn roared, hammering his chest.  “My enemies fall before me in droves!  It is good for the heart to see ones foes quiver in terror before I tear them apart with my teeth.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.”  He seemed to consider that.  “So…you ever have anyone who doesn’t quiver in terror around you?” 
 
    Björn snorted.  “Naturally everyone quivers around me.  I am Odin’s Chosen.”  He slapped a hand over his heart.  “Honored above all in the Nightlands.  A warrior.” 
 
    “You’ve said that.  A lot.”  Jessie glanced at him.  “Is that how you think of yourself, then?  A warrior?” 
 
    “How dare you suggest otherwise, you spineless sack of pig shit!” Björn snarled.  He batted at Jessie’s head—who ducked just in time—narrowly missing his skull and knocking the headrest off the human’s seat instead, sending it smashing through the privacy divide with a crash of breaking glass.  “I should break you in half!” 
 
    Jessie swerved up onto the curb, scraped the bottom of the limo on the concrete barrier, then over-corrected and brought them careening back onto the main road, sadly without killing any pedestrians.  That would have been interesting.  Several times in this hellish stop-and-go voyage, the pedestrians had walked faster than the limo. 
 
    The human made a chittering laugh, shaking all over.  “No, it’s obvious you’re a warrior.”  It was quite possible he had peed himself.  Björn wrinkled his nose.  Yep, urine.  Disgusting.  He would have to make the beast strip before he ate him.  The softling chanced a glance at him, then at the ripped metal rods that was what was left of his headrest.  “A very good one, by the looks of it.” 
 
    Björn made a somewhat mollified grunt.  At least the fool could see the obvious.  He turned and started picking at the window.  “Drive faster.  I’m hungry again.” 
 
    The weakling swallowed, hard.  “That must be very lonely.” 
 
    “What is?” Björn barked, making the man jump. 
 
    “Being that good as a warrior,” he blurted.  “It must…distance you…from other people.” 
 
    “Odin’s Chosen stand alone against the great assaults of Valhöll by jötnar,” Björn grunted.  “We’re a symbol for others to rally behind in the coming fight of Ragnarøkkr.  It is an honor to stand against such a formidable foe.” 
 
    “So you’re alone a lot.” 
 
    Immediately, Björn felt that bittersweet truth of his life’s calling.  He made a face.  “You bore me with these inane questions, human.  I will definitely eat you now.” 
 
    Quickly, the man said, “Me, I feel alone a lot, but I’m not a warrior.  I couldn’t really understand what you go through…” 
 
    “You are a small, weak, and pathetic man that can’t even maintain the interest of a single woman,” Björn agreed.  “You deserve to be eaten to make room for others.” 
 
    The man nodded vigorously, “…and all those nights I was home alone, she was out having an affair, I know!”  He turned back to face the road, shaking his head.  “It just illustrates how alone I really am, not being interesting enough to hold a woman’s attention.  She lives in my house, eats my food, but she’s not really mine.”  He glanced back at Björn.  “What about you?  You got woman trouble?” 
 
    Björn snorted, automatically feeling that wave of despair that had been plaguing him for eight centuries, ever since Mardöll had first rejected him.  “Women are Odin’s most vile creation.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jessie cried.  “Fuck yes they are.  Kind of like condoms.” 
 
    Björn glanced at Jessie, pulled from his memories of that dejection by the strange word.  “Condoms?” 
 
    Jessie gestured at his crotch.  “They’re these things, like plastic socks, that women’s doctors want you to stick on your dicks to prevent disease and pregnancy, shit like that.” 
 
    Björn felt his eyes go wide.  “On one’s phallus?!” 
 
    “Stupid, right?!” 
 
    “You lie!” Björn cried, horrified.  “There can be no such thing!  What man would wear them?!” 
 
    “Pussies!” Jessie cried.  “Pussies, that’s who!  Wife-stealing, Call of Duty-playing, skateboard-carrying, best-friend-betraying pussies.” 
 
    Björn could not close his jaw, such was his disbelief.  “This land must be cleansed.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Totally agree with you there.  We can start with all the six-foot-tall redheads with a Tony Hawk tattoo.” 
 
    Björn thought that was a little specific, but this human, as a native, would know more about its denizens than he would.  “How many of these Tony Hawk worshippers are there?” 
 
    Jessie glanced over at him anxiously.  “Uh…enough.” 
 
    Björn grunted.  “We will hunt them after we find my bride.” 
 
    Jessie eyed him a moment longer, then turned back to face the road.  “You’d be surprised what guys around here’ll do to get a little tail,” Jessie said, shaking his head.  “Poems, flowers, dick-socks…  It’s pathetic, actually.” 
 
    “Emasculating!” Björn cried.  “All men who have worn these socks must be killed for the sake of the rest of us, lest our women get malevolent ideas!” 
 
    “Agreed!” Jessie roared.  “Kill the sock-wearers!” 
 
    Björn made a grunt of agreement.  “Where do they get these socks?”  He would add that to his list of places to cleanse in Odin’s name. 
 
    “Oh, everywhere,” Jessie said.  “The government practically shoves them at us guys.  We can’t go anywhere without seeing racks of them.  The 7-Eleven, the local grocery store, snack machines…” 
 
    “They’re eaten?” Björn cried, totally transfixed by the horror, now. 
 
    “They make ‘em in different flavors,” Jessie said.  “Like strawberry, banana, stuff like that.  Oh, and ribbed.  My girl really liked those.” 
 
    Björn squinted at him.  “…ribbed?” 
 
    “Textured,” Jessie said.  Then, when Björn still didn’t understand, he lowered his voice and said, “More sensation.” 
 
    Björn felt his eyes widen with understanding.  “To give pleasure.” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “But why not just bite her?” Björn demanded.  “The pain response makes for a much more satisfying orgasm.” 
 
    “Oh man, I don’t know,” Jessie said, sounding nervous.  “Mine didn’t like that so much.” 
 
    “Mine either!” Björn roared, feeling himself bonding with the little man over the incomprehensiblities of women.  “A perfectly good copulation, ruined, because she enthralled me for biting her!” 
 
    “Sometimes they don’t like pain as much as we’d like them to,” Jessie commiserated. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what they like,” Björn snapped.  “Odin made them for us, they should like what we give them.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Jessie said.  “Well said.” 
 
    Björn grunted.  They endured a manly silence together as the tar-stone passed by, thinking about that. 
 
    Then the weakling broke their brotherly moment with, “So you’ve met this…Odin?” 
 
    As if it weren’t obvious.  “I serve him, fool.” 
 
    Jessie gave him a curious look. “And he told you he made women for men?  I mean, it sounds too good to be true—I just wanna make sure I’m not missing anything.” 
 
    “You miss nothing,” Björn barked.  “Unless they carry swords of their own, women were made to serve men.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jessie asked, looking sufficiently impressed.  “Then, what, we own them or something?” 
 
    Björn nodded agreement.  “As is the natural order.” 
 
    “And he made men first?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Björn said, blinking. 
 
    “Of his creations, he made men before women?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Björn said.  “Men can’t birth warriors to share mead in Odin’s hall.”  Gods he wanted some mead. 
 
    “But you know,” Jessie said, after several minutes, “…if you think about it from the other direction, if women were made first, didn’t Odin make men for women?” 
 
    “Ridiculous.”  This was obvious.  “Women exist to please their men with a good night of sex after a romp on Hjaðningavíg.  A man owns whatever he takes in battle, and women are taken by men in battle.  It is known by even the smallest, weakling man to be thus.” 
 
    “What about the Valkyries?” 
 
    Björn went cold, thinking of those ball-crushing sword-demons and their silver-winged steeds.  “What about them?”  He actually had trouble forming the words, so tight his throat had become at their very name, as if speaking of them could summon the creatures forth. 
 
    “Were Valky—” 
 
    “Don’t speak their name!  Are you daft?!”  Björn bit down the surge of panic, then shook himself.  This weakling probably just didn’t understand, considering he, as a softling meat-fryer with no muscle to speak of, had never had cause to be hunted by the she-witches. 
 
    The man had stopped, mid-sentence, and was giving him a curious look.  “Were…those women… made for men?”  
 
    “Fuck no,” Björn still felt ill, thinking of his last, horrible encounter on the field with them.  “If they decide they like a warrior, the man best run for his life, for if he is captured, a thousand Valkyries might pierce themselves on his shaft for a thousand years before they get bored and send him back to Hjaðningavíg.”  He shuddered.  It had sucked. 
 
    But Jessie was watching him closely.  “Did that…happen to you?” 
 
    It had happened to him, and though it had nearly driven him mad, Björn was proud of his time with the Valkyrie, for it meant he was one of the finer specimens on the battlefield, desired by the sword-witches themselves.  He said as much. 
 
    “So…a thousand women raped you for a thousand years?” 
 
    Put so plainly, Björn was hit by the sudden feeling of sickness and despair that had come from their endless torments and he bristled.  “It wasn’t rape.  It was a great honor.”  After all, when he had returned afterwards, his friends had laughed and slapped him on the back and said as much.  To be chosen by the Valkyries, of all of Odin’s Chosen…  Very few could claim such a thing, and very few had escaped the distinction, once made. 
 
    “Sounds horrible.” 
 
    Surprised, Björn twisted to face the human, surprised.  “It does?” 
 
    “Well…yeah.  I mean, did you want to be there?” 
 
    “No.”  He’d spent most of it chained to a bench, a plaything for women stronger than him.  It had been humiliation at its greatest. 
 
    “And they had sex with you?” 
 
    Remembering how many times they’d had sex with him, Björn felt ill.  He looked away.  When he spoke, his voice was not as strong as usual.  “I was a virile male and the vǫlur had the power to make my shaft hard at the slightest touch.  Of course they had sex with me.” 
 
    “Why did no one stop them?” 
 
    Björn made a disgusted sound, remembering the hopelessness.  Even a full assault by all of Odin’s Chosen wouldn’t be enough to bring Guðrhöll and its sword-witches to heel.  He’d spent decades accustoming himself to this, knowing that his friends weren’t coming to rescue him.  “They’re too afraid.”  Again, his voice was too quiet, almost a whisper.  He must need something to wet his throat.  He coughed, trying to clear his larynx.  Blood.  Yes, he needed to wet his throat with blood.  Maybe they could stop at another burger shop… 
 
    “Why are they afraid to stop something like that?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “You can’t stop the Valkyries once they get something in their heads,” Björn snapped.  “They do as they wish.  They are sisters to the Norn.  Even the gods fear them.  Why do you ask these stupid questions?”  Reliving those memories were making him agitated and angry, and he didn’t know why.  It was all he could do not to rip off the offending human’s head. 
 
    Jessie’s look was one of painful understanding.  “Did they really have you for a thousand years?” 
 
    “Seven hundred and sixteen years and eighty-two days and three hours,” Björn said, automatically recounting the number by heart.  He had been forced to leave his best friend Eirik behind, chained to Brynhilder’s throne in the Valkyries’ Guðrhöll, in order to make his escape.  And, as far as Björn knew, Eirik was still there, a daily plaything for the entire hall, and it raked rot through his guts every time he thought of it.  He looked back out the window, dropping his hand from the door as he remembered the pain in his best friend’s face as he’d watched him flee from Brynhilder’s throne, the shame in his own heart as his friend had nonetheless kept silent as Björn crept over the vǫlur’s sleeping bodies so he could escape without him. 
 
    Björn had loathed his time in Guðrhöll, but he had simply been an amusement.  Eirik had been the favored pet, and as such, once captured, he had never been allowed to leave Brynhilder’s sight.  When he thought of what the she-demons had done to Eirik, Björn’s bowels twisted with self-loathing that he had allowed it to happen.  That he had left him there, helpless to the advances of the she-demons… 
 
    It was an honor, Björn told himself.  To be chosen by Valkyries is an honor, one most men are never afforded.  He remembered how his friends had laughed and toasted him at his return, how he’d been congratulated… 
 
    “Like I said.  Sounds awful.” 
 
    Björn’s lips tightened in a line.  “You’ll never understand the ways of a warrior, weakling.  It’s beyond the grasp of a meat-fryer like you.” 
 
    “Probably true,” Jessie said.  “But nobody likes to be used like that.  That’s pretty universal, I’d think.” 
 
    Björn’s mouth opened to argue, but then he closed it again with a grunt.  He hadn’t enjoyed it, it was true.  In fact, it had changed the way he made love to women afterwards, made it difficult to look them in the eye as he copulated, when he even took it upon himself to enter into such an act.  Nowadays, he usually didn’t bother.  Since the Valkyries and their games, the sight of female flesh often had the opposite effect on him than it had on his brethren in Valhöll, and while his drinking companions were bouncing wenches on their knees and spanking or groping comely asses or bosoms that happened to wander by in the mead hall—or fucking chained Valkyries they had captured in war—Björn was often in his corner at the dicing pit, pretending he was not trying not to be sick. 
 
    It was why he had been so surprised when Odin had ordered him to take a mate.  He’d shown no interest at all, for centuries. 
 
    And, if he were truthful, Björn had gone to the ceremony that night thinking that he would find the sorceress as unappetizing as the rest of the female species, so he hadn’t even bothered to tell Odin he wasn’t interested—he figured he’d simply sell her to one of his brothers for a good set of armor or a nice drinking horn.  Instead, when Freyja led her delicate female form up to the snowy valley shrine separating their two kingdoms and he’d seen her willowy body for the first time, he had been totally struck dumb by the innate passion he felt towards her.  The instinctive drive to touch her, to feel himself inside her, had been almost unbearable… 
 
    Freyja’s gift to Odin had been a peace offering, a way of mending some tear that the constant battles of Hjaðningavíg had ripped into the tapestry of Fate, probably because her Valkyrie had been responsible for beginning the tusen dødsdager, as both sides had begun to call it.  The Thousand Death Day.  When a man or Valkyrie was singled out and forced to die, over and over, as gruesomely as possible, until his tormentors got bored or her compatriots could rescue her… 
 
    Björn shuddered at those harsh memories, of finding his best friends babbling incoherently on the ground, no longer even attempting the call for resurrection because they were too mindlessly afraid.  And then, for the cowards’ sin of breaking during battle, Björn had been called to destroy them with Skofnung before they could pass their cowardice to others.  He had relinquished the magnificent blade to Odin when he left Valhöll, unable to perform his duties as the slayer of his brothers any longer.  And now, hundreds of years later, even despite the exquisite blade’s power and the great honor it was to carry it, the memories of using it on his own brethren continued to burn in Björn’s heart like a seductor’s poison and he still found no urge to reclaim it.  He doubted he would ever hold the gods’-blade in his hand again, such was his despair for having to use it.  
 
    Björn bit back the grief of that, of watching his comrades for several Ages of Man beg for eternal nothingness at his hand, then froze when he realized that Jessie had been watching him throughout his reverie.  Immediately, Björn straightened and hid his revulsion, just as he had a hundred thousand times before.  After all, it was war, and war was not glorious if not bloody. 
 
    Jessie, who had quickly turned back to face the road when Björn had noticed him watching, cleared his throat.  “So this Valhöll you keep talking about…” Jessie offered, “They made you fight every day?” 
 
    “While I was there, yes,” Björn said.  “It’s expected to defend your lord’s house in the great game.” 
 
    “And this game is…war?” 
 
    Björn chuckled at the human’s ignorance.  “Of course.” 
 
    “Did you like it?” 
 
    Björn twisted to frown down at the little man again, incredulous.  “What?” 
 
    To his credit, the weakling only cringed a little bit.  “Did you like making war?” 
 
    “What kind of stupid question is that?!” Björn cried.   
 
    “I don’t know, I mean, seems like it’s kinda brutal.” 
 
    “Brutal?!” Björn cried, remembering the power of his killing rage, “It soothes something in a man’s soul to bash the brains of his enemies across the earth and to grind them into the cold morning ground like bloody porridge beneath your boots.” 
 
    “Huh.  So…getting resurrected hundreds of times…  Was that fun?” 
 
    Björn’s mouth closed suddenly and he felt his heart harden, remembering the times he’d been caught in the Valkyries’ tusen dødsdager.  There had been no sport in it, no opportunity for glory or honor.  Just humiliation, agony, and death.  Over, and over again.  Shamefully, he’d wanted to die in truth on those days, for it hadn’t been a battle so much as an ambush, and less fighting than organized torment, where a group of Freyja’s followers would surround a man who had strayed from the main battle and wait for him to resurrect, then kill him again and again, in ever more grotesquely painful ways.  Björn felt his gorge rising, remembering some of those ways.  “Of course it was not fun,” he muttered.  “Any man who tells you he enjoys dying is a liar.” 
 
    “Sounds like some horrible things were happening in that place.” 
 
    Björn snorted.  “It was why Freyja gifted her sorceress to Odin in the first place.”  Thinking of his lost companions, he added bitterly, “She was righting a wrong that can only be soothed with blood.”  And his sorceress would be made to pay the price, skewered by his shaft for seven hundred years. 
 
    “Ah.”  Jessie gave him a long look.  “You don’t look happy about it.” 
 
    “I told you.  She belongs to me, for the wrongs committed by Freyja’s forces.  I’ll do as I wish with her.” 
 
    “Is that why she’s in Eagle River?” Jessie offered.  “She ran from you?  From…what, Valhalla?” 
 
    Björn made a disgusted snort.  “Mardöll tries to fight the will of the gods.” 
 
    “Did she run from you, Björn?” 
 
    “I said she did,” Björn snapped.  If they hadn’t been driving, he would have plastered the man’s brains across the windshield.  As it was, he was having trouble not crushing his skull with a white-knuckled fist.  “What is with all these damn questions?!  Is this what you do with your life as a meat-fryer?  You ask pointless, inane questions as you needlessly fry meat?” 
 
    Jessie met his eyes, looked like he wanted to say something, then must have thought better of it.  His eyes fell on something outside the limo and his face lit with an idea.  “Hey, you kept mentioning how badly you wanted mead…  That’s a liquor store right there.  I think it’s 24-hour.  Wanna hop in and buy a few bottles?” 
 
    Björn frowned.  “You mean kegs?” 
 
    Jessie’s face fell a little.  “Erm…  Kegs, yeah.  It’d be my treat, considering how it’s my debit card and all.” 
 
    Björn made a face.  “Very well.  We can postpone your death a few more hours while you gift me with mead and I regale you with stories of my many battles.” 
 
    “You got it,” Jessie said, pulling the limo off the road and into the large, mostly-empty ‘parking lot.’  Without another word, Jessie unhooked his seatbelt and stepped out into the hazy light of early dawn.  Björn made a face, but followed him.  He, unlike most nightlanders, could withstand a bit of sunlight.  It hurt, but he was Odin’s Chosen.  He’d been trained to ignore pain. 
 
    The weakling hesitated and glanced behind him, catching on his smoking skin uncertainly.  “You, uh, are coming in?”  He didn’t seem enthusiastic about the idea.  Of course not.  Because he was trying to run from his fate.  Like a coward.  Björn actually looked forward to ending the man’s stupid questions with a few girly screams and spurts of blood.  After the irritating memories that the burger-flipper had dredged up, it would be a pleasure. 
 
    “I must make sure my next meal doesn’t run from me,” Björn said, gently slapping the limo door shut.  With a screaming twist of metal, it fell off the hinges.  He and Jessie both paused and squinted at it as the passenger side door slid to the ground, then toppled over into the parking lot. 
 
    “You’ve put me into a bad mood,” Björn noted. 
 
    Jessie swallowed hard, “Sorry.” 
 
    “Mead will help,” Björn grunted.  He started towards the building the little man had been aiming at. 
 
    “Uh, that’s the laundromat,” Jessie said, as Björn grabbed the door handle.  “It’s the one next door.” 
 
    Björn peered up at the sign, then at the steel drums inside, which he had mistaken for kegs.  Articles of clothing were tumbling inside a couple of them, spinning inside a glass case.  “Huh,” he said, allowing Jessie to steer him into the meadery, instead. 
 
    When Björn beheld the contents of the tiny cubby of a building, however, he felt his mouth go slack.  Rows of bottles—nay, aisles of bottles—lined every conceivable open space.  There was enough mead here to intoxicate even Thor, without the use of vǫlva magics. 
 
    His surprise must’ve shown, because Jessie laughed.  “First time in a liquor store?” 
 
    “That can’t all be mead,” Björn said, his suspicion rising.  “Some is green.  And red.” 
 
    “It’s every liquor known to man, essentially,” a helpful man at the front desk said, grinning.  “Welcome to Brown Jug.  We have whiskeys and vodkas and microbrew beers and imported meads from Poland—” 
 
    “I’ll take it all!” Björn cried. 
 
    Jessie’s face fell.  “You can’t take it al—” 
 
    Björn swiveled to face him and Jessie stopped.  “All.”  He retrieved his vampire queen’s debit card and handed it over.  Reluctantly, Jessie glanced down and read the card. 
 
    “This says Bonnie Stanford,” Jessie said.  “This nice guy right here might have issues with you using it to buy an entire store worth of—” 
 
    Björn allowed some of his shadows to roll from him, pooling at his feet in a billowing wave that crystalized the fake stone flooring beneath him in a sheen of frost.  “This is not a request.” 
 
    And, wise men that they were, the two began loading boxes into the limo, until the chariot-of-steel was so heavy it could not hold another box.  Björn decided that was enough for now—far less than he had first envisioned—but definitely enough to enjoy for a few hours.  With the passenger door busted, Björn rode in the back, in between the boxes.  He plucked a brown one from a random box, opened it, and began swigging it back.  “Oooh,” he cried, wiping his lips, “this one is strong.” 
 
    Jessie watched him through the rearview.  “Pretty sure that’s aged Scotch.” 
 
    Björn held the bottle out, still feeling the fire in his stomach.  “I approve of this ‘Scotch.’”  He drank the rest of the bottle. 
 
    “Hey, uh, maybe you should slow down back there, buddy…” 
 
    Björn tossed the bottle aside and reached for another one.  “It’s either this or listen to your prattling, girlish questions,” he growled.   
 
    “Just trying to get a better understanding of what I’m dealing with,” Jessie said.  “It’s a couch-man thing.  In order to fix the problem, we’ve gotta know the problem, you know?” 
 
    “What problem?” Björn asked, confused.  “I have no problem.”  He popped the cap from another bottle and drained the amber fluid to the last drop, then tossed the empty bottle out the window, where it hit another car and made it swerve.  Grinning at this new diversion, Björn picked up another bottle, took aim at the other driver’s head and… 
 
    “Women problems,” Jessie blurted, watching him take aim through the rearview mirror. 
 
    Björn hesitated, frowning down at the bottle in his hand, remembering that first crushing moment where Mardöll had refused to approach him, where Odin had been forced to cross the boundary between kingdoms and drag her back to his land.  He remembered the fine skin of her hand, trembling in his, the look of horror on her face as she stared up at him… 
 
    Saying nothing, Björn popped the cap and swigged down the bottle.  So what if the only woman he’d craved in a millennia looked at him with revulsion?  He didn’t need her love, just her obedience. 
 
    He must’ve squeezed the bottle a little too hard, because glass crunched in his fist, biting into his hand.  He caught Jessie watching him through the rearview and quickly dropped the broken bottle into an empty box, wiping the blood on the beige upholstery.  “I don’t have women problems,” he said.  Even as he spoke the words, however, he knew it was a lie. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Jesse demanded.  “Every guy has women problems.  You show me one guy who doesn’t have women problems and I’ll show you a gay man or a eunuch.” 
 
    Well, that was true enough. 
 
    Mulling that over in silence, Björn found a black bottle, opened it, and sniffed.  Immediately, he made a face.  “What kind of man adds cream to his alcohol?” 
 
    “Uhh,” Jessie said, “it’s a girl thing.” 
 
    “Figures.”  Björn capped the bottle and tossed it out the window in disgust, to the screech of tires and a series of honks.  As Jessie twisted to peer out the limo’s back, Björn pulled forth a bottle shaped like a jewel.  “Now this,” he cried, tugging it free, “this is a drink fit for Odin’s Chosen!”  He took a sip, gasped at the heat, and chugged it down with reverence. 
 
    Turning back from the sounds of crunching metal behind them, Jessie’s eyes fell on him a moment, unreadable, then the couch-man turned back to face the front, quiet. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Jessie watched the monster-man down his thirty-sixth bottle of hard alcohol before his eyes rolled up in the back of his head and he slumped forward against the partition, snoring. 
 
    Immediately, Jessie stopped the car and got out, heart hammering uncontrollably as he quietly set the lock and started backing away. 
 
    Whatever the fuck it was, it was bad news. 
 
    And, he had discovered over the course of six extra hours and six loops around Anchorage, totally broken.  Like PTSD on a galactic scale. 
 
    Jessie looked up at the area where he had finally pulled off the road.  He’d taken the limo down Birchwood Loop and pulled onto the relatively abandoned dirt road that went to Beach Lake.  He honestly hadn’t known what else to do—this thing was obviously capable of massacring police, and just who did you call on a guy who ripped off heads and dripped living ice-shadow like a fog machine? 
 
    About ninety-eight percent of him wanted to run.  Just say ‘fuck it,’ bolt for the highway, and hitch a ride to New Zealand.  The other two percent—the two percent that would be graduating from UAA with a Psychology degree this fall—saw an opportunity to do some good in the world. 
 
    But after listening to the monster drunkenly detail out the litany of abuse he had planned for his lovers and enemies alike, that ninety-eight percent of him was essentially beating the two percent to death with a crowbar. 
 
    He couldn’t just leave the guy in the middle of nowhere for some unlucky Schmoe to stumble across, though.  That was irresponsible, and definitely bad Karma, though he was definitely re-thinking the Karma thing when Buddhism had been so thoroughly trumped by severed heads and writhing tiger-stripes.  There were still red smears on the passenger side of the limo from where the beast’s blood-soaked body had sat down after—he said—killing eight paramilitary Catholic guys out in the woods, getting shot multiple times, and dressing in their shredded clothes. 
 
    Inside the limo, the monster was moaning, apologizing to somebody called Eirik.  When Jessie leaned forward to look, the man’s eyes were shut, his shoulders quaking in some drunken internal struggle. 
 
    It was the wretched agony in his face, however, that kept Jessie from just turning and leaving him there. 
 
    Hands shaking, he got out his cell phone and dialed the number for Bonnie Stanford, the one who had left him the message about a guy who ate people. 
 
    The phone never picked up.  Damn.  When it came to voicemail, he hung up and tried three more times.  Nothing. 
 
    “Yeah, this is that guy you talked to at the gas station,” Jessie said, finally leaving a message.  “Um, yeah, your creepy friend made me drive him back up to Eagle River.  I’m out at Beach Lake right now—guy scared the crap outta me, didn’t wanna leave him somewhere populated.”  He hesitated as the heavy sound of snoring began rumbling from the open window.  “Was drinking a lot.  Pretty sure he’s out cold.  Please call back.  Soon.” 
 
    He hung up, waited, but nobody called back.  Damn!  He called the café, instead. 
 
    “Jessie?!” his boss demanded.  “Why the fuck aren’t you at work, man?!” 
 
    Odd, Jessie thought, blinking.  He would have thought the first thing out of his boss’s mouth would have been, ‘Gee, I see you left me a severed head on the cash register, Jessie.  Are you trying to drop a hint about that raise we talked about?’ 
 
    “I…uh…”  He frowned.  “Was there something on the counter in there when you showed up?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Anything strange at all?” Jessie demanded.  Then, wincing, “…blood?” 
 
    “What blood?”  As if he’d just said the Pope had shat on his front porch. 
 
    Jessie flushed, but if it was with relief or embarrassment or sheer animal terror at the realization that someone had cleaned up the mess and he therefore had to be in the middle of something way too big for a line-dancing country kid from Ohio, “There was a weirdo last night…” he paused to glance back through the window at Björn, “…guy was making me nervous.” 
 
    “If you’re not gonna come to work, you call,” Dave snapped.  “I’m here all alone, Jessie.” 
 
    Jessie, who had spent the last ten hours driving through the night, stalling for time doing endless circles in Anchorage, peeing himself in terror, and head-fucking a demon, oddly found himself removed from giving much of a shit, probably because he didn’t really have the frame of reference to really care about Dave’s problems at the moment.  He said as much. 
 
    “Frame of reference?!” Dave demanded.  “Are you looking to get fired?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Jessie said, quickly backtracking because he needed that job, “I just had a long night and I can’t really—” 
 
    “Yeah, screw your excuses, Jessie.  I don’t care you’ve got kids and you’re in school and you need this job, yada yada horseshit excuse, horseshit excuse.  You’re gonna get here, in twenty minutes, or you’re fired, Jessie, you understand?” 
 
    “But I’m four hours away!” Jessie shouted, finally losing his temper.  It didn’t happen often—after all, he’d been trained to never lose his temper—but the unrelenting terror and adrenaline of the overnight road-trip from Hell had left him feeling strangely distanced from his life of just the day before. 
 
    “Then you’re fired.”  It was cold, efficient, brutal.  “Don’t bother coming in tomorrow.  You wanna go on a last-minute gallivant across Alaska without so much as telling me?  Fine.  Find someplace else to work.  You obviously don’t need this job.” 
 
    The sudden dial tone was like a slap to the face.  Jessie pulled the phone from his head and stared at it, fighting the sudden impulse to throw it to the ground and stomp on it until it was nothing but pieces of glass and plastic. 
 
    “Was that the place that hires couch-men for gold?” Björn slurred from the car. 
 
    That the monster had heard the exchange was startling—he was over ten feet away. 
 
    “Uh, kind of,” Jessie said, quickly putting more distance—and sun—between them.   
 
    Björn groaned and dragged his head up to squint at him from inside the limo’s shadowy interior.  “So your services are now for hire?  You are beholden to no lord at the moment?” 
 
    That was…weird.  And scary.  Jessie swallowed hard.  “I don’t think you tried the vodka yet.  It’s that clear stuff in the back.” 
 
    “Fuck the vodka,” Björn slurred, sliding a burly arm through the collection of empty bottles in the back seat, shattering some of them and spilling others.  “I need a woman.” 
 
    Pretty sure she doesn’t need you, Jessie thought, but didn’t say it. 
 
    “You!” Björn shouted, drunkenly pointing a massive finger in his direction.  “I decided I do have a problem, couch-man.  My woman won’t bed me, so I’ll hire you to solve this problem for me—” 
 
    Jessie grimaced and immediately started to say, “I’m pretty sure I can’t help you with—” 
 
    “—for three chests of gold and a Firstlander villa I won from Loki in a game of dice eight hundred years ago.” 
 
    Jessie’s denials died in his throat.  All he could say was, “Huh?” 
 
    “My problem,” Björn insisted.  “This woman.  Mardöll.  I want to stake my claim and breed her, but she runs from me.  You will help me find a solution before it destroys me.” 
 
    Jessie flinched at the creature’s crude words.  But even under the vulgarity, he saw a flash of those layers of shame and self-disgust that had been laid so naked in the drive, layers of trauma that the man-beast didn’t even seem aware he had, but seemed completely willing to share. 
 
    For a brief, crazy moment, Jessie thought maybe he could help. 
 
    …for three chests of gold and a Firstlander villa… 
 
    “Well,” he said, his mind going into overdrive, “let’s start right there for a second.  I’m not an expert, but I think part of the problem might be in your approach…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16:  The First Favor 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said slowly, “so you’re saying all you want is for me to go lose my virginity on either Theo or the barghest—have them break me in first—empty my venom sacs completely by re-enthralling Björn, and then have sex with you so you no longer look like a dog.  That about sum it up?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded happily, thrilled that a small-minded Thirdlander simpleton had understood so easily. 
 
    The vampire queen gave him a protracted stare.  “Get out.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blinked.  “What?” 
 
    She lifted an arm and pointed at the door, scowling at him. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen opened his mouth to argue, to tell her that was the favor he wanted from her, when the door to the front door rattled and Theo stepped inside… 
 
    …followed by a Nightlander magi that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had only read about in books. 
 
    Svartr Buðlungr, he thought, tensing all over, the Duke.  Was this the vampire lord that Theo had gone to subjugate?  He couldn’t imagine that had gone well, or that Theo had gone to do so willingly… 
 
    “Hey Bonnie,” Theo said.  He was smiling and looked pleasant enough, but his jaw had a tension to it that didn’t seem…right.  When Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked, he saw that the vampire lord’s hands were tightened into white fists.  And, when he looked very carefully, he saw blackness laced through his body along the lines of his veins. 
 
    Blood magic, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen realized, his panic ramping up a notch.  He’s bound by seiðr. 
 
    But Bonnie seemed completely oblivious.  “So who’s the Dungeons & Dragons dude?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen sidled up to Bonnie, watching the Duke with apprehension.  As far as blood magics were concerned, there were very few magi that could best him, especially not a discarded lordling like Tl'oghk'etnaeyen. 
 
    “Introduce us, Theodore,” Svartr Buðlungr said.  Immediately, the strands of black hanging between them tightened, and Theo, like a puppet on a string, blurted, “This is Svartr Buðlungr.  He’s a Duke of the Third Realm.  A vampire lord.” 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” the Duke said smoothly, reaching out, his hand awash in writhing tendrils of black seiðr. 
 
    He’s going to bind her, too, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, on a surge of horror. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Bonnie was halfway to reaching for the elegant man’s hand when Angus started to growl.  Like a dog.  Like a human actually pretending to be a dog.  “Grrrrr…”  Frowning, she glanced over her shoulder.  “Angus, what the—” 
 
    “Dogs are naturally disinclined to appreciate the denizens of the Nightlands,” the Duke said smoothly.  He stepped forward, closing the distance between them, hand still out in greeting.  “I’m actually surprised he’s not attacking me.” 
 
    “He’s got a couple screws loose,” Theodore muttered.  “Please don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Please don’t…hurt…him?  Bonnie jerked back to look at Theo.  He was standing there stiffly at the door, pleading in his eyes as he met the other man’s gaze.  Confused, Bonnie looked at Angus.  Why would he… 
 
    Then her gaze caught that of the vampire lord, still a full step away from her, and she saw something odd in his face, something that shouldn’t have been there, that automatically set off her Creep Alarm.  She took a quick step back. 
 
    If in doubt, strike the groin, Masaaki’s words had repeated, again and again, on endless loop in the back of her mind since he had started brainwashing her.  If we must, we can always explain later.  That monologue had always been accompanied by several hours of mind-numbing lessons on stomping, kicking, punching, elbowing, kneeing, or biting a man’s testicles into oblivion. 
 
    The vampire lord’s face darkened and he reached for her. 
 
    The creepy look on his face sent Bonnie’s leg into an automatic spasm, and before she had a fully-formed thought, she’d kicked the Duke of the Nightlands in the nuts. 
 
    “Oh shit, I’m so sorry!” Bonnie cried, reaching out for him as he folded to the floor.  “This crazy neurotic samurai dude has been brainwashing me to—” 
 
    “Kick him again!” Theo shouted, still standing stiffly by the door. 
 
    Bonnie hesitated in reaching for the Duke and glanced at her friend.  Theo was sweating, his brow slick in the light, a strangled sound in his throat.  Slowly, she glanced back down at the Duke, saw the look of concentration on his face… 
 
    Ninety-nine percent of those who come to you will not have benign intent, Masaaki’s voice repeated.  You must be willing to defend yourself. 
 
    Then Bonnie saw the black snakes slithering from his fingers, seeping across the floorboards towards her feet.  She remembered similar snakes, sliding from her fingertips, taking out entire swaths of forest… 
 
    Even vampire lords have a weakness, Masaaki had said, while showing her how to snap a kick to the apex of the legs.  Use it. 
 
    Bonnie kicked him again, hard, then three more times, until the black snakes slithered back into his hand and he was moaning on the floor in a fetal position, clutching his groin with both hands. 
 
    “Now thrall him!” Theo screamed.  “Do it now!” 
 
    The vampire on the floor made an enraged sound and fisted his hand and Theo started choking, the veins in his neck bulging as he remained utterly bowstring-tight, every muscle taut.  Already, the lord was starting to unfold on the floor, staggering to his feet with a look of vengeance in his eyes… 
 
    Bonnie had a split-second to realize she could either stay and fight or run away.  Her instincts said run.  Masaaki was screaming at her to kick him until he stopped moving. 
 
    Samurai do not run, she thought, they kill their enemy the first time, or die trying, so that others will not have to run in their place.  She glanced again at Theo, who was trembling all over, sweat slick on his face, struggling with something she didn’t understand. 
 
    “Ah fuck it,” she said, dropping onto the robed man’s back.  She tore his robe away and, even as he was howling and twisting to throw her off, drove both fangs into his back and squeezed. 
 
    Even as the pleasure of releasing her venom started coursing through her, however, it was abruptly cut short. 
 
    “Off!” the vampire screamed, rolling and bodily throwing her through a wall before her venom had a chance to penetrate.  He was panting and wide-eyed as he climbed back to his feet, robes hanging in tatters from his belt, horror-filled gaze fixed to the icy silver dribbling from her wrists to spatter the floor by her feet.  He glanced at his back, saw the dribbles tracing down his skin, and returned his attention to her with a mixture of fear and disbelief. 
 
    He was too fast, she thought, still feeling the cold venom still sliding in pulses from her fangs, along with the tides of pleasure that came with it.  Dammit.  Panting, desperately fighting the arousal, she balled her fists, willing the fangs to slide back into her forearms.  They only retracted partway, stubbornly staying within view. 
 
    The Duke was already wrapping himself in writhing bands of shadow, roiling around him in a terrifying swath of living darkness that made the very walls sway and vibrate like something out of The Mummy. 
 
    Should’ve run, Bonnie thought, nervously taking an unconscious step backwards at the roiling power unfolding between them.  Yep, Captain, totally should’ve run…  Who the hell was she to fight some vampire dude who could sling black snakie things out of his fingers?  She should’ve gotten the hell outta Dodge… 
 
    But, for some reason, even with all the power roiling between them, the vampire hesitated.  His eyes flickered to the blood staining her wrists, then back to her.  There was a long pause, like he was waiting for something.  
 
    He could obviously squish me, Bonnie thought, feeling the very house roared with the swirling blackness coming from the man.  Why isn’t he squishing me? 
 
    Then she watched as the stranger’s fear slowly faded from his face, replaced by a somewhat sheepish grin. 
 
    “I forget how young you are,” the stranger said, relaxing.  “Theodore, go hold her down.” 
 
    Immediately, Theo lunged forward and slammed her to the floor.  He wasn’t as strong as the barghest—not by a long shot—but he was fast, and he hit her hard enough to knock the wind out of her.  Theo is enthralled? her startled mind panicked.  She had thought only another queen could enthrall a lord.   
 
    “Tighter,” the Duke warned.  “I don’t want her kicking me again.” 
 
    And Theo, grinding his teeth and his gaze begging her for mercy, did exactly as he was told, cracking ribs with the sudden force of his hug.  Bonnie gasped and scrabbled to loosen the vampire lord’s arms from her chest, struggling for air from how tightly he squeezed her ribcage, pinning her to the floor.  It was like trying to fight an iron statue of a pissed-off Spartan. 
 
    “Theo, what are you doing?!” she gasped, unable to get enough air.  “Let go.” 
 
    “It’s not his fault,” the man sighed as he stepped closer.  “It’s a clusterfuck all around.  Pretty sure the gods are involved—it reeks of their arrogance, and I can’t wait to drop the butchered heads of their champions at their feet for wasting my time.”  Then, casually, he squatted beside her.  “But, until then, we can’t have you trying to enthrall me again…” and, with a practiced flourish, a blade of darkness extended from one of his palms, shaped like a wickedly-curved dagger.  “Pity.  You reek of latent seiðr.  In another place, another time, I would have enjoyed training you.  As it is now, of course, I have strict instructions to burn it all out of you.”  The void-black dagger flared with silver-orange veining too bright to look at, illuminating a face that appeared apologetic.  “Theo too, while I’m at it.  His new master is no master of seiðr and he wants to keep his hide.” 
 
    Beside her, Theo’s whole body tensed. 
 
    Looking almost regretful, the vampire lord reached for her throat, placed his warm fingers on the side of her jaw, twisted her head so that her temple was facing him.  Then, slowly, he lowered the blade to the skin just behind her eye. 
 
    Searing agony drove through Bonnie’s whole body from that single point, tightening her lungs in a scream. 
 
    “Hold her,” the lord warned, when Theo’s grip loosened.   
 
    “Fuck you,” Theo whispered.  But, though his face twisted in agony, his arms tightened again. 
 
    “Just another moment while I cut it out…” the Duke said, slowly sinking into her mind, his face tight with concentration. 
 
    Then Angus’s voice clearly rang out, “You want to banish the knife.” 
 
    The orange-laced shadow disintegrated from the vampire lord’s hand and he frowned down at his palm in startled confusion.  Then, eyes widening suddenly, he spun to face Angus, who had been watching the scene from across the room, a bubble of firefly-green energy glimmering around him. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    With total calm, Angus continued, “Bonnie, the first favor I collect of you is to lick the blood from your wrists and swallow it.” 
 
    The strange vampire lord’s eyes widened further and his attention snapped back to her, his expression shifting from surprise and accusation to horror. 
 
    But the green energy that had settled into her chest was now powering her, operating her body around her like a puppet, and Bonnie had her mouth to her wrist, slurping in the dribbles of vampire lord’s blood that still stained her wrists, swallowing them like sips of ambrosia. 
 
    Where there had once been patronizing and disdain in the vampire lord’s eyes before, now they were filled with horror.  He released his hold on her jaw and scrabbled backwards across the scratched hardwood floor, attention fixed on her, mouth open. 
 
    “Bonnie, the second favor I collect of you is—” 
 
    The vampire lord shrieked and, in a coiling blast of shadow that toppled everyone in the room, vanished. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck!” Theo screamed, un-cinching his arms and crab-crawling away from Bonnie.  “Fuck!  Bonnie I’m so sorry fuck.”  He glanced around them, looking almost panicked.  “Where’d the fucker go?  Why’d he stop?”  He twisted to look at her again, the blood-web of his body afire with pressure and the hammering of his heart.  “Did he cut you?”  He reached up, touched her temple, and came back with blood on his thumb.  “Oh no…” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Angus said.  “The blade didn’t cut past the skin.” 
 
    “But you must be fine,” Theo said.  “The blade didn’t get deep enough.”   
 
    Bonnie turned to look at Angus with a frown.  What in the…? 
 
    The dog seemed content to sit there and watch them placidly. 
 
    Sounds of savagery made her turn back to Theo.  Even then, the vampire lord was tearing at his own wrist, biting the skin away, revealing blood, milking his arm like a farmer milked a cow… 
 
    “Gotta cleanse his spell from me before he comes back,” Theo said, glancing nervously over his shoulder as his body started pumping his own lifeblood onto the floor.  In it, she saw writhing snakes of darkness, flopping around like flatworms with nowhere to go.  “Ech!  Fuck!”  He quickly sloughed more of the worms from his body, then kicked them across the room, then lunged to his feet. 
 
    “We’ve gotta go,” Theo said, grabbing her by the arm and bodily hauling her from the floor.  His damaged wrist, Bonnie noted, was already almost healed, probably spurred by adrenaline.  “I don’t know why he left—probably some sort of fucking trap—but we have to go.  Now.  Before he comes back and brings that native shithead with him.” 
 
    “Angus did it,” Bonnie said, frowning and trying to push Theo’s grip from her hand. 
 
    Theo hesitated.  “Angus?”  He glanced across the room. 
 
    Angus wagged his tail and woofed. 
 
    Theo seemed to melt in a tide of relief.  “Oh, he’s still alive.  Odin’s hairy asshole, I saw Svartr try to kill him and I just about lost it.”  He went over, oblivious to the green upside-down bowl of energy sizzling around the mastiff, and rubbed Angus’s fuzzy head.  “Good boy.  Good dog.  We’ll take you home and get you some vampire lord steaks, how about that?!” 
 
    Angus woofed again, jowls dripping. 
 
    “Yeah,” Theo said, moving agitatedly across the room to check the door.  “Crap, that almost really sucked.”  Now he was swirling with shadows, though they did not hold the same intensity as that of the Duke.  “Come on, Bonnie, we gotta get out of here.  Now.”  He turned to glance at the ‘dog’ over his shoulder.  “Angus, come.” 
 
    The mastiff obediently got up and trotted over to follow them out the door. 
 
    “What happened to Masaaki?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Theo said.  “He might still be in the truck.  Fuck what I wouldn’t give to be able to walk the Void right now.” 
 
    Thinking of the infinite tapestry of luminescent threads inside the freezing darkness that Angus had called the ‘Void,’ she said, “Angus can walk the—” 
 
    Angus stomped on her foot, hard, with a paw. 
 
    “Ow!” she cried. 
 
    Theo frowned and turned back to her.  “Ow what?  You twist your ankle or something?” 
 
    Scowling at Angus, she muttered, “No.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, picking Angus up and slinging him over his shoulder, “’cause things are about to get rough and I need you to keep up.”  And then he started to run, and Bonnie had to struggle to keep pace. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17:  Hunted 
 
    “For the love of—stop running!” Bonnie snapped behind him.   
 
    Theo, realizing that Bonnie was finally unable to keep up, knew he could either slow or leave her behind for Svartr Buðlungr to catch and turn into that Firstlander asshole’s puppet.  With intense reluctance, Theo slowed, looking behind them uncertainly.  “Catch your breath.  We need to keep going.” 
 
    “What…the…hell…” Bonnie panted, grabbing her knees, “Theo, where’s Masaaki?” 
 
    “Hopefully he’s still in my damned truck,” Theo said, but inwardly, he knew the chance of that was pretty much nonexistent.  “But honestly, I don’t think that’s very likely.  It’s been almost twelve hours—he’s probably running mindlessly through the forest screaming my name and sobbing curses to my ancestors by now.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave him in the truck?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    Why had he left the yatagarasu in the truck?  It had been a moment of chivalry, an act of what he thought to be generosity at the time, a manly statement that he didn’t need other people to fight his battles for him, but now was starting to look rather stupid on his part.  “It’s complicated,” Theo said, blushing. 
 
    Over his shoulder, Angus—who had been remarkably patient so far, considering—started to wriggle.  Theo considered holding onto him anyway, then let the dog down to stretch his legs. 
 
    “Okay,” Theo said, “we need a plan.” 
 
    “Who was that guy and why did he try to shove a knife in my head?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    This wasn’t going to go over well.  Theo took a deep breath, let it out between his teeth, and said, “There’s a natural-born vampire lord in Kenai.  Wiped out the last nest that lived there, took it over for himself.  Captured my friend Mandi two days ago and I went to knock some heads together, only to find out the guys who captured her weren’t the same guys I thought were there and the girly-haired fucker had somehow summoned a Duke of the Nightlands as his own personal little butt-buddy and I got fucked, okay?” Theo finished panting, not having been able to think straight ever since Svartr Buðlungr had taken his blood and made him dance like a puppet. 
 
    Remembering that—and the way Bonnie had threatened Buðlungr—he glanced at the queen nervously.  “So your parents taught you blood-magic?  That why you drank his blood?”  He wasn’t afraid, per se, but the idea that she had hid that from him, masked by innocence and naivete, was almost as agitating as the idea that Svartr Buðlungr was even then probably a few hundred yards off in the forest, waiting for an opportunity to finish what he started. 
 
    She made a grossed-out face.  “Ew, no.  I did it because Angus—” 
 
    Angus headbutted her in the crotch looking for pets, as was his habit.  She oofed and stumbled back, glaring at the dog. 
 
    He likes her, Theo thought, grinning at his dog. 
 
    “Big lug just wants attention,” Theo said idly, returning his attention to the woods.  “His whole world just turned upside down—just looking for a little reassurance, that’s all.”  He ruffled the dog’s fuzzy head, still keeping an eye out for Buðlungr.  Though Theo hated to admit it, he might have to leave the dog behind if the Duke returned and they needed to run again.  He really wasn’t looking forward to abandoning the brute, but if it spared him another stint as a marionette… 
 
    “Okay, so what’s our plan?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    Theo, of course, didn’t have a plan.   
 
    He didn’t have a plan because they were fucked.  Fucked with a wrought-iron nailbat.  He didn’t have friends in this world.  He’d ditched that whole scene eight centuries ago for some peace and quiet out in the wilderness of Bumfuck, Nowhere, Alaska, trying to keep his head low and hope another Thirdlander queen didn’t discover his whereabouts and send a team to capture him, drag him back to the Nightlands, and enthrall him so she could add another general to her army. 
 
    “Look,” Theo said, turning back to face Bonnie, “that Firstlander lord…I think he might actually be stronger than me because he was born here.  And don’t even get me started on the Duke…  He could rip me in half with his mind without breaking a sweat.”  The fact that he hadn’t suggested that Svartr Buðlungr was not a willing participant in Stars Flying Lightly’s power grab.  He shook his head.  “We’ve got no backup, no muscle, no magic, no defenses.  They’re eventually gonna track us down, and when they do, they’re gonna enthrall me and take you back to Kenai to start their army.”  He squinted up at the dim light overhead.  The sun would be rising again in an hour or two, giving them only a couple hours of hazy darkness each night in summer in this sun-soaked land.  “Probably our best bet is to board a flight to Australia and go hide out in the desert or something.  Maybe find a feylord that would sponsor you for refugee status in the Second Lands after you swore to have his babies for him or something.” 
 
    Bonnie went pale, swallowed hard, and her eyes flickered to Angus, who had sat down beside her, head against her thigh, drooling big trails of slime down her leg.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s gross,” Theo commiserated, “I know.  You get used to it.  Carry a towel.”  He tugged off his shirt and tossed it at her, still concentrating on the forest to make sure they weren’t being followed. 
 
    “Sooo,” Bonnie said, clearing her throat, “is now a good time to tell you I enthralled that barghest?” 
 
    Theo went totally still.  The Firstlander lord had grilled him about the barghest—how to find him and where, both of which Theo didn’t know—with supreme interest, much more than should have been allotted to a mere beast, even if he was first-tier.  Once the tawny-skinned native had gone off to do some sweat-lodge ceremony with a group of his fourteen-hundreds drinking buddies, Svartr Buðlungr had boredly let it slip amidst babysitting duties that the barghest was supposedly one of Odin’s Chosen, and that there was some greasy-skinned old hermit’s prophecy from a couple centuries back that a barghest with the Mark of Odin would screw up some chaos god’s Master Plan.  Very slowly, he turned to face Bonnie.  “What did you say?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she backed away from him.  “Look, I’m sorry,” she started babbling, “I know you guys told me not to, but he was being abused and I took him home and he bit me and it was just a reflex and I rammed my fangs into him and that icy shit came out and I’m sorry and please don’t tell Masaaki.” 
 
    “No, back up,” Theo said, waving all that off.  “That barghest that we saw in the slave stable?  You went back and got him?  Brought him home?”  Suddenly, the idea of a barghest out there, slinking through the shadows, made every hair on his body stand on end. 
 
    “Uh…”  She swallowed hard.  “Yes?” 
 
    “But you enthralled him?”  This was…awesome!  Perhaps the gods loved him, after all.  Theo could see it now.  “Hey Buðlungr, say hello to my little friend…”  He found himself grinning at their good luck.  “Where is he?” 
 
    The sudden wince on Bonnie’s face was enough to tell him he wasn’t going to like the answer.  “I left him trapped in a limo on the Seward Highway right before a bunch of guys in black combat gear attacked me and tried to shoot me in the head.” 
 
    The Inquisition.  If Odin cared enough to shit on Theo’s day, this is what it would look like.  “So the Christians have him,” he muttered. 
 
    Bonnie opened her mouth, then closed it again, looking guilty.  “Maybe?” 
 
    “Freyja be merciful,” Theo whispered.  “He’ll kill everyone between here and Seward.” 
 
    She gulped.  “I…” 
 
    “We have to find him,” Theo said.  “We have to sic him on that damned nest before they come after you.” 
 
    “Look, maybe we should go back home, grab some of those guns in my parents’ room and call a cab…” 
 
    Theo glanced around them.  They were approximately two miles from the highway, high up in Highland Valley, heading along the relatively unpopulated mountains to avoid people and homes.  “We can’t go back there.  You can bet your goddamn ass they left a guard.”  Or, if not a guard, some sort of nasty web of seiðr.  “You got money on you?” 
 
    “No.  Left my debit card with Björn in case he wanted to buy a soda or something.” 
 
    Theo cursed, having been stripped of his wallet, keys, and valuables by the Duke of the Nightlands, who had proceeded to ceremonially burn them, just in case Theo had enchanted them with a couple nasty surprises for would-be Thirdlander kidnappers.  Which he had.  He cursed again.  “We need a car.” 
 
    Bonnie glanced behind them, out at Eagle River beyond the valley.  “You know, I’ve got this friend from Eagle River who lives up here in Highland…  Works at the coffee shop.  Always trying to get me out on a date.” 
 
    Theo squinted at her.  “Would he let you borrow his car?” 
 
    “Uh, well, I don’t know about that.  Probably not that desperate…”  She made a nervous laugh.  “I was kind of thinking just let us use his phone, maybe see if we can get hold of a rental.  And, you know, offer him a beer or something.” 
 
    Theo gave her a long look.  “Anyone we bring into this is going to die horribly.  Do you care if he dies horribly?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open in an O.  “Uh.” 
 
    “Then no, we aren’t going to go drag the Duke of the Nightlands to your friend’s front door.  We’re going to find a nice little old lady at a stoplight and hijack her car, and hope she’s old enough and feeble enough that those bloodletters pursuing us won’t waste their time on her, and if they do waste their time on her, at least she already had a long life.  Come on.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Bonnie really hadn’t thought Theo was serious when he had threatened to hijack the car of a little old lady, but two hours later, that was exactly what he had done. 
 
    “You parked your chariot-of-steel in a ditch,” Angus was telling the woman.  “Everything’s fine, but the crash was horrifying.  You’re lucky to be alive.  We’re driving you home in our chariot so you can call a wrecking service.  You like us very much and want to help as much as possible, and will completely overlook any oddities you may see because you know you’re getting old and your vision is failing.” 
 
    “What sweet young children you are,” the old lady said.  “That crash was horrifying.  It’s so nice of you to give me a ride.” 
 
    Theo glanced over the passenger seat at the woman who now rode shotgun, looking surprised and even a little guilty.  “I mean, I knew she was old, but what are the chances she had end-stage dementia?” 
 
    “Pretty low,” Bonnie gritted, glaring at Angus. 
 
    “The gods must want me to show that fucker Buðlungr where he can shove his blood-bindings,” Theo mused. 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s not the gods,” she said, holding the dog’s eyes until he coughed uncomfortably and looked away. 
 
    Theo frowned at her through the rearview.  “What’s with all the dirty looks you’re giving my dog lately?” he demanded.  “You guys have some sort of problem while I was in Kenai?  Did he shit on something he shouldn’t have?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Bonnie gritted.  She still hadn’t gotten over the fact that Angus had made her drink blood.  How gross and disgusting was that? 
 
    “I had to,” Angus said, leaning in close.  “He would’ve lobotomized you.” 
 
    And there he went reading her mind again.  Scowling, she drew a finger across her neck.  You keep reading my mind without permission and I’m gonna shave your nuts, hamstring you, and drop you off at the pound with a ball gag in your mouth and tell them you’re there to get neutered. 
 
    At the sudden way Angus’s jaw dropped open, her point had gotten across. 
 
    “Can’t believe that bastard almost lobotomized you,” Theo said, oblivious.  “Whatever that Firstlander lord’s hold on him, it’s gotta be strong.  There’s rules against that sort of shit.” 
 
    “But why the blood?” Bonnie demanded, still glaring at the illusioned feylord, who was now cringing into the side door. 
 
    “It’s how he controls people,” Theo told her.  “Seiðr.  Cord magic.  It can be used for all sorts of things, but it’s strongest with blood.” 
 
    “You take a man’s blood, you can control him,” Angus said.  “At least until you give him enough time alone to counter it.  It’s blood magic.  He wasn’t going to take the chance you knew how to use it.” 
 
    “My grandson does cord magic,” the little old lady said, smiling at Theo.  “He’s a divine guitarist.” 
 
    “Oh really?  Here in Alaska?”  As Theo struck up a conversation with the old lady, Bonnie squinted at the dog.  Why don’t you want to tell Theo? 
 
    Angus hastily swung his head to look at the vampire lord, then leaned forth and whispered, “He’d kill me.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    Angus looked anxious, licking his jowly lips as he watched the vampire lord chat it up with the ninety-year-old.  “He, uh, really doesn’t like feylords.” 
 
    “I fucking hate them,” Theo snarled, his suddenly hands tightening in white-knuckled grips on the steering wheel.  It creaked, dented, and folded inward under the pressure of his hands.  “Hate.  Them.” 
 
    “Oh no,” the old lady cried, slapping the vampire lord’s arm playfully.  “Metallica is amazing!  My son tried out for them and actually made the second-to-last cut.  He was almost chosen instead of James Hetfield.” 
 
    “See?” the feylord whispered, eyes on the crushed steering wheel.  “They hate us.” 
 
    “Hate,” Theo snarled, “Them.  Sniveling, meddling, mindweaving little cowards should be dragged out and eviscerated with spoons!”  He roared the last and put his fist through the dash, crushing plastic and popping the stereo out onto the footspace. 
 
    “I think you should keep your mouth shut,” Bonnie said, eyes wide. 
 
    “Why?!” Theo snapped, glaring at her through the rearview. 
 
    “Because the lady is telling you a story and you should listen to that and only that,” Angus said hastily. 
 
    Theo immediately turned to face the woman, nodding politely as she started talking about once knitting a guitar warmer for Jimi Hendrix. 
 
    Eying the splintered plastic of the dash and swallowing hard, Bonnie leaned close to the dog and whispered, “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “It’s more of a cultural thing,” Angus whispered, “not something I did personally.”  Then he grimaced.  “But then there was the time I kept moving the keys on him because I was bored and he was watching all the episodes of Star Wars back to back…”  He cocked his head.  “Or the time he couldn’t get the itching powder out of his favorite chair because I got bored because he was spending too much time in it.”  He seemed to think again.  “Or maybe the time I superglued his toilet seat down in the middle of the night so he had to pee in the sink, or the time I replaced his toothpaste with hemorrhoid cream…but those times were both just for fun.” 
 
    Bonnie slowly turned to look at the feylord, who gave her a sheepish, jowly grin. 
 
    “You do anything like that to me,” she said slowly, “and it’s the ball-gag.” 
 
    The mastiff immediately shut its mouth. 
 
    “Hate them,” Theo muttered again under his breath. 
 
    “So please,” Angus whispered, “don’t tell him, okay?” 
 
    Karmically, Bonnie wasn’t sure where holding her tongue ranked on the good-to-evil scale—forget to mention some pranks or effectively assisting in murder—but there was genuine fear in the dog’s brown eyes, so she grunted. 
 
    A couple hours later, they were back at the café and gas station where Bonnie had left the limo. 
 
    The limo was gone.  Bonnie, who had left her phone back at the house in Theo’s mad dash through the night, felt a cold chill as they pulled up to the café parking lot and got out.  “Stay,” Theo told Angus, taking the keys and slamming the door behind them.  Bonnie saw Angus turn to the old lady and hesitated. 
 
    “Coming?” Theo demanded.  Bonnie shook herself and hurried to the front door. 
 
    It wasn’t mutilated, she noticed, which was a good sign.  She stepped inside, enduring the little ringing bell overhead, Theo following right behind her. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll be right with you,” the guy at the fry counter said, sounding distracted.  “It’s just me today—having trouble keeping up.”  He was different than the last guy, who had been more pudgy and looked like he smiled more.  This guy looked kind of like one of those heavily-tanned, gold-wearing weasels that sold used cars and motorhomes. 
 
    “So this is where they abducted you?” Theo asked quietly.  The shadows, she noticed, were deeper around him, pooling around his hands. 
 
    “In the bathroom,” Bonnie whispered, gesturing. 
 
    Glancing around, Theo took the lead to the bathroom, then hesitated at the OUT OF SERVICE note on the door.  “This bathroom?” he asked, jerking a thumb at the sign. 
 
    “Hey, yeah, sorry, dude,” the guy flipping burgers at the griddle called to them, “some asshole busted it up and dumped like twenty pounds of shit in the toilet yesterday.  Waiting for the plumber.  If you can’t wait, there’s another one in the gas station next door.” 
 
    Theo gave Bonnie a pointed quirk of his eyebrow and Bonnie nodded.  She went to the front counter and sat down on a stool as the guy continued grilling with his back to them. 
 
    “So, uh,” Bonnie said, clearing her throat, “there was a guy working here yesterday—took my call about a limo?” 
 
    The weaselly guy cast her an irritated look over his shoulder as aerosolled grease smoke roiled from the frying items in front of him.  “You want Jessie.” 
 
    The disgusted manner in which the man spoke made the little alarm bells in Bonnie’s mind start going off.  “Is he here?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know,” the man said, flipping a mostly-cooked meat patty and smoothly adding cheese.  “Called up this morning, claimed he was in Eagle River.” 
 
    Bonnie felt herself go cold as she imagined what Björn would do once he realized he needed to get from Point A to Point B and couldn’t drive.  “Does he…live…in Eagle River?” she hazarded, hoping against hope. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” the man demanded.  “That’s like two hours from here.”  Just talking about the guy, it seemed, was pissing him off.  The tanned chef shook his head.  “Man, I’m so sick of that guy and his psychobabble bullshit.  Always trying to shrink the customers, like he was a fucking MD or something.  Fuck, man.  I told him to stop, but he said it was good to just let people talk.  Spent more time talking than frying.  Fuck.” 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, “can I get his phone number?” 
 
    “You’re the second one to ask me that douchebag’s phone number this morning,” the guy snorted. 
 
    The vampire lord tensed.  “Oh?” he asked, surprisingly calm-sounding, considering the way his body was taut as a bowstring.  “Someone else was asking?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s sitting over there,” he said, gesturing to the furthest booth from the counter, where a lithe woman in black combat gear was reading a newspaper. 
 
    Seeing that garb, remembering what it meant, Bonnie tensed all over. 
 
    “I see her,” Theo whispered to her, his jaw going tight.  Eyes on the woman, he went to the door, glanced outside, then came back.  Leaning close to Bonnie, he said, “Looks like they left her here to watch.  We should go.  Now.” 
 
    Confront your enemy head-on, Masaaki’s words repeated in her mind.  Conquer your fear.  Look at it, examine it, but never run.  Running means you’ve already lost.  Such is the way of the samurai. 
 
    “Running means you’ve already lost,” Bonnie said, narrowing her eyes at the woman whose brethren had tried to execute her in cold blood. 
 
    Theo, who had already been slipping towards the exit, hesitated.  “What?” 
 
    But Bonnie was already moving towards the self-serving hypocrite at the table. 
 
    “Bonnie?” Theo hissed behind her.  “Hey!”  
 
    She ignored him, striding up to the woman’s booth on legs powered by indignation and anger.  As she came to a stop beside the table, the woman glanced up, her gray eyes widened, and her hand reached for her phone.  Bonnie, faster, slammed her fist down on the device, crushing it into a useless paste on the tabletop, then smiled through her teeth.  “May I sit down?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18: The Inquisitor 
 
    “I’m told it’s a free country, démon,” Aimée said, her entire body stiff.  She had broken the Cardinal Rule of the Inquisitor—Forever be vigilant in God’s holy mission, for Lucifer’s followers walk amongst us.   
 
    Even knowing that the demon would likely return to the scene of its crime, Aimée had felt safe with the broad daylight beaming down outside the café and had allowed herself to become completely absorbed in a disturbing article about a priest of the Faith from that morning’s paper; one that had given her full-body goosebumps and commanded her full attention as an Inquisitor.  A young Father Erabus, with no prior history of depression or mental disorder, had gone to the local park yesterday afternoon and shot himself in the head immediately after delivering a perplexing sermon to his flock upon the rising of Satan and the sickness within.   
 
    Aimée set the newspaper aside so she had a better path to reaching for her gun. 
 
    The demon, oblivious, lifted her hand from the pulverized phone and shook bits of broken glass back to the table, then slid into the booth across from her.  “So.”  Deceptively—as creatures of darkness always were—she looked like just a girl, maybe nineteen or twenty, fresh out of high school, with death-pale skin and unnatural yellow eyes that were too big for her head and a halo of wild, shoulder-length red hair that was even then matted with dried blood and forest detritus. 
 
    “So,” the demon said, casually brushing bits of iPhone from her knuckles, “what’s up?” 
 
    Aimée scowled and said nothing.  On her belt, one of her Spaniard comrades back in Eagle River chattered to the others, their voices merely a fuzzy whisper.  Got the barghest in our sights.  Has that fey illusionist with him.  Do we take them both out? 
 
    The demon cocked her head at Aimée, then reached across the table and, holding Aimée’s gaze eye-for-eye, yanked the radio from her belt.  She turned the radio around, squinted at it, and turned the volume up. 
 
    Aimée’s heart hammered slightly at that.  Usually, Satan’s followers were too ignorant and behind the times to realize what a radio was. 
 
    Negative, I want the illusionist alive, Inquisatrice Deuxième Zenaida said, her voice carried clearly between the space in front of them.  Wait until they’re separated, then kill the barghest and capture the fey.  He seems to have some unique powers of compulsion we need to study. 
 
    The demon’s unnatural eyes widened.  She pointed at the radio.  “Are they talking about Jessie?” 
 
    Aimée lifted her head impassively, refusing to give the beast anything but her silence.  Let them kill me, she thought.  I have served my Lord faithfully…I am content to die. 
 
    “That guy who works the kitchen back there?” the demon demanded, shoving a thumb behind her.  “He’s not a feylord.” 
 
    Aimée snorted with total disdain for her lies.  “Of course he’s not a feylord.  Feylords don’t leave the Second Realm, and certainly don’t mingle with the likes of a barghest.” 
 
    The demon’s delicate brows furrowed in a scowl.  “Listen, you stuck-up French bitch.  He’s just some hapless dude that Björn kidnapped.  A cook.  Not a feylord.” 
 
    Allowing none of the demon’s words to penetrate her faith, Aimée just smiled.  “And yet, an entire helicopter crew returned to base yesterday saying they had not only killed you and your barghest and disposed of the bodies, but that the twelve dead men that I found in the woods about a mile from here had lost their Faith and fled the battle like cowards.”  It had been the first clue that something horrible—some Secondlander mind-magics, not the usual Thirdlander cord-magics—were at work.  Aimée folded her hands on the table and leaned forward.  “So, naturally, as the only ones present were you, the barghest, and the missing cook, the cook must be the one weaving minds.” 
 
    The demon’s mouth fell open, allowing Aimée a glance at her fangs.  Which—startlingly—still carried the extreme white of youth.  Could she really be that young? she thought, a bit stunned. 
 
    “It wasn’t the cook,” the demon muttered.  She sweated and glanced over her shoulder, where Aimée saw a second demon, a tall and brown-haired man in plaid sitting unobtrusively across the aisle, listening all-too-carefully while pretending to read the menu. 
 
    That’s the vampire lord we were looking for! Aimée thought, stunned as she recognized him from the single blurry picture that an agent had taken almost ten years before, at a rare moment when the creature’s image wasn’t warded against photography by a demonic haze of seiðr.  They had been tracking him for centuries, and he had always managed to uproot and slip away to some other part of the world just before they could close in.  He was a tricky, slippery, utterly devious foe.  Her hand twitched, slipping off the table towards her gun. 
 
    “Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the vampire lord said, without looking. 
 
    Aimée judged how quickly she could get the gun unholstered, hampered as she was by the confines of the table and booth, knew she only had a fifty percent chance of putting a bullet into one of the demons before the second one killed her, even more chance of firing into the group of kids sitting behind the vampire, and left her gun where it was, unwilling to risk the lives of innocents in the café around her. 
 
    “We should take this outside,” Aimée said, watching the little girl with pigtails wiggle on her bench as she ate her blueberry waffles only inches from the demon’s back.  If they were to murder her, at least they should do it in private, and not expose the café’s patrons to their brutal deviancies. 
 
    “No, I think we should do this right here,” the female demon insisted, like the selfish child of Satan she was.  “What’s your name?  Why the fuck did you attack me?” 
 
    “If I had attacked you, you would be dead,” Aimée said.  And, while pride in one’s work was a sin, time and again, it had been proven a fact that her Faith was one of God’s most efficient weapons.  She was, after all, the one called in to clear up ‘problems’ that basic Inquisitors found in the field, and Zenaida and Imelda were both busy in the north with the escaped Arabic werewolf and her pet djinni. 
 
    “Isn’t pride the deadliest sin?” the demon in front of her sneered. 
 
    Aimée leaned forward, smiling.  “It is not a sin to speak the truth, démon whore.” 
 
    The demon’s smile started to fade.  “You’re one to talk.  I’d never hurt anybody—well, maybe Masaaki, but he was mostly OK with it—before you gun-toting fuckers tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.”  Aimée snorted again, surprised the vampire was wasting time lying to her.  Then again, demons were such deceitful creatures… 
 
    The Thirdlander demon cocked her head at her.  “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “The words of Satan’s spies are seductive lies, all,” Aimée said, quoting one of her favorite passages of the Manuel Sacré de l'Inquisiteur.  “I’d be better served listening to the chitterings of a possessed hyena.” 
 
    “Wow you have an attitude problem.”  The demoness cocked her head at Aimée as if considering a problem.  Aimée smiled at her over her mug and sipped her disgusting, tepid American coffee, waiting for the right moment to draw her weapon and put a bullet between her unnatural yellow eyes. 
 
    From across the aisle, the Thirdlander lord said in his low Norwegian rumble, “Satisfied that they’re all just brainwashed sacks of shit yet?” 
 
    “Shush,” the queen said, still frowning at Aimée.  “You realize I’m one of the good guys, right?” 
 
    “I did not know that Lucifer’s children had taken up comedy.”  Aimée set her cup down and leaned forward.  “You’re a natural.” 
 
    “That’s it,” the vampire lord said, slapping his menu shut and standing.  “Bonnie, we’re going.  You too.  Walk or be dragged.  Too many kids here to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    The vampire queen frowned at him.  “What do you mean, what needs to be done?  We’re just talking to her.” 
 
    “Get up,” the demon said, coming over and snagging the radio off the table.  “Both of you.  We’re going outside before she axes the kids trying to get to us.” 
 
    Aimée blinked at the vampire lord’s unexpected intent to spare the children, then immediately felt her heart harden again, knowing it was yet another ruse, just an attempt to make her think he cared about massacring innocents in their holy war.  She certainly didn’t object, of course, since she’d much rather meet her Lord without those deaths on her conscience than see them die because she tried to struggle.   
 
    Still, knowing she went to her death, an unclean death that most Inquisitors ultimately met, one which would most likely end in her soul captured or tainted, her spirit banished from Heaven for its contamination, she had to fight a sudden shaking in her hands.  From her first days as an Inquisitor, she had known the possibility of an unclean death at the hands of the demons she fought existed, had even expected it, but nonetheless found its arrival sooner than she had anticipated.  To hide her sudden apprehension in the face of what was to come, she languidly plucked her napkin from her lap, made a show of slowly wiping her mouth, and stood, her expression as placid as she could make it. 
 
    The vampire lord easily swept in behind her and took her gun from her belt.  Without taking his eyes off her, he yanked the magazine free, and emptied the silver cartridge onto the floor.  All hidden carefully between her body and the booth, out of sight of the rest of the patrons. 
 
    “You don’t really think she’d kill kids, do you?” 
 
    Aimée couldn’t see the vampire lord’s expression, but by the face that the demoness made, it was enough.  “Oh,” the queen said, standing.  The look she suddenly gave Aimée was one of both nervousness and…disgust? 
 
    “I would no more kill a child than question an angel of the Lord,” Aimée said. 
 
    Behind her, the vampire lord laughed.  “Angels.  Right.  And barghests play with Barbies.  Just go.”  He shoved her with the muzzle of her own gun.  “Bonnie, lead her out.” 
 
    Aimée gave the two demons what she hoped was a fearless smile.  She knew, of course, what the vampires would try to do to her.  If she was lucky, the lord would enthrall her and proceed to rape her drugged and willing body until he grew tired of his new toy, then rip off her head. 
 
    If she was not, the demoness would enthrall her with the intent to use her as a spy against the Church.   
 
    It was why, as soon as they were out of sight of the children, Aimée would pull her backup weapon and start firing.  She could not turn the muzzle upon herself, but if she could goad the beasts into killing her prematurely, she would still be allowed to meet God. 
 
    “Silver,” the vampire lord said, holding up the magazine and looking at the queen.  “I know a couple somebodies who might enjoy one of these babies in the brainpan.”  He seemed completely oblivious to the gun tucked in the small of Aimée’s back, which was just as well.  Let him think he had the upper hand… 
 
    “Come on,” the demoness said, leaving the booth first.  Coolly, Aimée followed, careful not to let the other patrons see her distress.  As the uninitiated, this fight did not belong to them.  The queen stiffly led them to the door, the back of her head mere feet from Aimée’s body.  I will put a bullet in her, first, she thought.  It would be a simple thing…so close she couldn’t miss. 
 
    Then she was opening the door, stepping outside. 
 
    “Let’s go around back,” Theo said, gesturing to the right, around the building.  “This won’t take long.” 
 
    Yes, Aimée thought on a wave of hatred for the loathsome creatures.  Try to perform your aberrant ritual out of sight like a coward.  It will be the end of you.  She kept her face unreadable, but her kept her arms loose, ready to draw on the queen the moment they were around the corner. 
 
    The demoness, for her part, seemed utterly oblivious.  She turned the corner, Aimée close behind— 
 
    “Thank you for cooperating, Ma’am,” the vampire lord said as he yanked the gun from the small of her back, just before Aimée reached for it.  “I thought maybe if you thought you’re gonna catch us off guard and shoot us in the face, you might actually come along willingly.” 
 
    No, Aimée thought, on a wash of horror.  He knew about the gun all along…  She spun to kick him, then, but the vampire lord shoved her almost casually into the shadows beside the store, out of sight of the road, a dark look on his face.  He handed the gun and the walkie-talkie to the demoness.  “Hold this while I deal with her.” 
 
    The queen didn’t take the gun.  “What are you gonna do?” she whispered.  Like she actually cared about Aimée’s fate. 
 
    Probably because she wants me herself, Aimée thought, her heart starting to hammer.  She didn’t give the demons the satisfaction of seeing her fear, however, and instead fashioned a sneer to take its place.  
 
    The lord scowled at Aimée.  “Something I’ve been wanting to do to one of these self-righteous fucks for a very, very long time.” 
 
    Seeing the dark look in his pale green eyes, Aimée lifted her chin to face her fate, knowing it was better than that of falling prey to the poison of the demoness.  Still, when the vampire lord shoved her against the wall and drove his fangs into her thigh, Aimée screamed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19:  Wal-Mart, Meet Barghest 
 
    “So you actually think that this will help me subdue her.”  Björn held up the flimsy blue ‘jeans’ over the blood-caked, shredded black combat gear he had taken from his vanquished foes.  He had thought that being bedecked in the blood of his enemies would improve the fire in his vampire’s loins, but Jessie had spent the last thirty minutes arguing that it would do the opposite, after convincing him that before they could go back to the house to meet his queen, he had to be ‘presentable,’ whatever that meant. 
 
    “‘Subdue’ is the wrong word, and if she ever hears you say it, you can bet your ass she’s not gonna cooperate.  Come on, man.  We talked about this.  You gotta think about how she feels, okay?  Rule Number One.” 
 
    Björn grimaced, feeling the couch-man’s words grating on his spine like the bitter icicles of a jötnar’s hammer.  “Bed her,” he managed.  “You think it will help me bed her.” 
 
    “This is America, so there’s generally some courtship involved,” Jessie reminded him.  “Take it from me—if you go in there expecting to get laid, she’s gonna laugh in your face.” 
 
    “Then I’ll eat her!” Björn roared, feeling his control of the shadows slip and slithers of blackness dribble to the floor in a wash of ice. 
 
    Jessie carefully sidestepped the rolling pool of shadow and gave him a flat look.  “Dude, what did we talk about?” 
 
    Björn showed teeth and, through them, bit out, “No…yelling…” 
 
    He raised a brow. 
 
    “…or releasing the shadow around witnesses…” Björn muttered, reeling the blackness back in. 
 
    “Progress!  Awesome, Björn.”  The couch-man actually sounded pleased, which made Björn feel a little wash of pride that he’d managed to do something in this forsaken, sun-washed hellhole right. 
 
    “But why these plain, disgusting, clean clothes?” Björn demanded, hefting the jeans up again.  “Surely the women here want to see the carnage of my enemies as proof of my fitness as a mate!” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Jessie said.  “Girls don’t go for the uber macho slasher shit here.  They actually find it kind of disgusting.  And illegal.” 
 
    Björn frowned, lowering the jeans.  “I could make her go for it.” 
 
    “And we’re back to that again.”  Jessie sighed.  “Look, Björn, if you want her to willingly spread her—”  He choked as a woman with three daughters pushed a cart past him, all four of them staring up at Björn with wide-eyes.  Björn bared his teeth at them and the mother hastened her step, propelling the cart full of kids down the aisle. 
 
    Cowardly peasants, Björn thought, irritated.  Why did everything run from him?  He hadn’t noticed before, but after an afternoon with Jessie, he was beginning to think the couch-man was right.  Women and children feared him.  Needlessly.  When he wasn’t even hungry.  It was annoying. 
 
    Getting closer, Jessie lowered his voice and said, “If you want her to bed you, there’s rules all women go by.  They’re softies, real chickenshits at heart, so you’ve gotta remember to treat them the way you would want to be treated, if you were a softie and a chickenshit.” 
 
    Björn still didn’t understand that one.  He wanted her to bite him.  He couldn’t imagine a time when he wouldn’t want her to bite him.  “Fuck their stupid, mind-bending rules,” Björn growled.  “I want to throw her down, spread her legs, and plow her like the sharpened till to the field—” 
 
    “Right,” the couch-man interrupted.  “And that…” he gestured with a scrunched face at Björn’s gore-crusted state of attire, “…is not going to get in her pants.” 
 
    Björn glanced down at himself again, noticed the talon-marks in the Inquisitor’s clothes where Björn had shredded his enemies with his bare hands, then squinted back at the human.  “You’re sure?”  He thought it looked undeniably manly. 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m sure.  Pretty sure I see part of an eyeball clinging on to your left nipple there.” 
 
    Björn looked down, wrinkled his nose, and flicked it off.  Then, realizing he really had nothing to lose, then sighed and started to strip. 
 
    “No!” the couch-man cried, lunging to grab the waistband of his pants.  “Keep those on.  Wait for the dressing room.” 
 
    Totally perplexed, Björn blinked at him.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because nakedness is a crime here,” the couch-man said. 
 
    Björn frowned.  “A man is born naked.  How can it be a crime?” 
 
    The human held his mouth open like he wanted to say something, then just closed it and shook his head.  “Never mind.  Just trust me.  You don’t want to attract unwanted attention.  It will embarrass her.  Put her life in danger.” 
 
    Björn scoffed.  “I can protect her from the ineffective flailings of mortal apes.”  He started to change anyway. 
 
    “Okay, look,” the soft, chubby man grated, his face reddening.  “You want me to solve this problem for you?  You put the goddamn jeans in the goddamn basket and keep your goddamn pants on or I’m outta here, right here, right now.” 
 
    “You leave without solving my problem and I’ll eat you, little man!” Björn snarled, still undressing. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you haven’t paid me yet, so fuck it.”  The softling turned and started walking away with the cart, his pudgy body jiggling as it went. 
 
    Björn, in the middle of unbuckling his belt, frowned at the mortal’s impudence.  Then, the act grating against his very core, he re-buckled the belt and followed him.  “You irritate me, couch-man,” Björn snarled down at him, once he’d caught up.   
 
    “Look,” Jessie said, stopping the cart with a sigh in what must have been the sprite aisle, the clothes made for tiny people in a disgusting profusion of pastel pinks and blues, “you obviously don’t like me, but if you want me to be able to do my job, you’re gonna have to at least trust me to give you good advice.” 
 
    Björn felt his brow crease.  “Why do you say I don’t like you?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘why’?!”  The human peered at him, looking baffled.  “Because you’re constantly threatening to eat me!” 
 
    “You’re alive, aren’t you?” Björn pointed out.  “And contracted in my service.  Few mortals in the history of Man could ever claim the same.” 
 
    Jessie squinted up at him for some time, and Björn could see the cogs turning in the man’s mighty mind.  That, Björn knew—but would never admit—was why he had hired this man who solved problems.  It was clear that Jessie-of-Nowhere had the labyrinthine mind of a magus, constantly working, puzzling, thinking…  Whereas Björn was simply baffled by his queen’s repeated rejections, he could easily imagine this man finding him the solution to his soulmate’s stubborn refusal to breed. 
 
    And that, Björn knew, was worth any minor degradation.  To have her submit to him, spread her legs beneath him as he drove his cock into her… 
 
    “You threaten to eat people you like.” 
 
    “Of course,” Björn said, shaking the image of his willing soulmate from his mind.  He cocked his head, realizing there was a deeper meaning to the couch-man’s words.  “You don’t?” 
 
    “That’s generally not acceptable in my world, no.”  The human was still watching him, the magus’s mind working those gray eyes with incomprehensible complexity.  Then, clearing his throat, he said, “I think we need to work on our communication.  This whole time, I was pretty sure you wanted to eat me.  It was…distracting.”   
 
    “I was hungry.  Talking about eating people calms me.” 
 
    “With this girl of yours, you need to be calm without threatening to eat people.  It’s more relaxing.  And here, ‘relaxing’ means more sex.” 
 
    Björn supposed he could see that, considering how abominably pacifist this vile realm was.  “So…” he offered, struggling for the right response, “…in this Firstlander world of softlings, it relaxes people when I pretend I’m not hungry?” 
 
    “I guess threats in general are frowned upon,” Jessie said.  “I mean, you definitely shouldn’t be threatening people you’re not intending to hurt.” 
 
    “Oh.”  That was new to him.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re not immortal and we don’t come back a thousand times in a row when you kill us,” Jessie said. 
 
    “Sure you do,” Björn said, his frown deepening as the magus’s mind once more outpaced him.  “You simply find another body and forget about the last.” 
 
    Jessie opened his mouth to say something, then, casting him a curious glance, closed it again.  “All right.  Point is, you want a girl, you’re gonna have to play by her rules.  Unfortunately for you, her rules are different than your rules because she grew up here not in the Nightlands.” 
 
    “Then I’ll kidnap her back to the Nightlands and introduce her to my rules.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that would go over like a shit-filled bottle rocket.” 
 
    Björn squinted, then scowled down at a woman who inched forward to reach for a set of tiny socks near his chest, just out of reach.  Björn didn’t move, daring the filthy mortal to touch him so he could tear off her arm for the offense. 
 
    “Say excuse me,” Jessie said, watching the interaction. 
 
    Björn snapped around to look at him, fighting a stab of panic.  “Why?  You want to leave me already?”  As irritating as he was, Björn had already found himself growing used to the couch-man’s guidance and company in this baffling realm.  In a few short hours, he’d made more progress in the human realm than he had in a decade of hunting and slipping between bars, getting invited to drink by men who, invariably, wanted him to pay afterwards.  Like rag-carrying alcohol whores. 
 
    The couch-man gave him an odd little frown, those mental cogs turning again.  “No, that’s what you say,” he said.  “Excuse me.  It means you’re sorry to be in someone’s way.”  When Björn’s face immediately twisted to tell him he wasn’t ‘sorry’ to be in a mortal’s way, the couch-man quickly held up a hand and said, “Trust me.  Work within the boundaries she knows.”  He gestured at the woman in the aisle with them pointedly.  “Excuse me.  Try it.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes at the couch-man, Björn nonetheless sauntered up to the woman.  “Excuse me,” he snarled. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened and she quickly pushed her cart from the aisle, never to bother him again. 
 
    Feeling proud of himself for solving the problem, Björn grinned and turned back to his couch-man friend.  “There.  She left.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  Jessie sighed.  “She did.”  Surprisingly, instead of excited by their ‘progress,’ however, Jessie looked…tired.  Probably because the mortal hadn’t gotten any sleep that night.  He’d actually fallen asleep at a stop light on the drive to Wal-Mart, and by the time a honking car had woken him up, he’d already drooled all over the driver’s seat of the limo. 
 
    The couch-man yawned, touched his temple with a groan, then seemed to shake himself.  “Okay, gotta figure out…”  Jessie hesitated, giving him another of those analyzing looks.  “Empathy.  Hmmm.  Do you like to be scared, Björn?”  He started walking again, pushing the cart. 
 
    “I don’t get scared,” Björn chuckled. 
 
    Jessie laughed—laughed—and for a moment, Björn almost ripped off his head.  Almost.  He fisted his hand instead, remembering the couch-man’s caution that ‘showing your strength only shows your weakness’ in this disgusting realm. 
 
    The couch-man must have seen his fury, because he reddened and said, “So the Valkyrie didn’t—” 
 
    “I said don’t say their names!” Björn roared, his heart instantly stabbed with panic as he dropped into a hunting crouch. 
 
    Jessie gave him a flat stare for so long that Björn realized he must have said something wrong.  Straightening from his crouch, Björn backtracked in his mind.  “Oh.”  He used his ‘inside voice’ to whisper, “Saying their names lets them see you in the pool within Guðrhöll.  If they can see you, they can find you.” 
 
    Jessie continued to stare at him, before slowly lifting a brow and clearing his throat. 
 
    “What?” Björn asked, confused now. 
 
    The couch-man shook his head.  “Okay, so avoidance issues.”  He sighed and looked at the artificial lights of the ceiling, then leveled his stare back at Björn.  “Look.  Björn.  My head’s been pounding for hours.  See these rings under my eyes?” 
 
    Björn did. 
 
    “I’m about to pass out.  Think we could take this up later, when I’m not about to fall over?” 
 
    “But I need to know how to make my woman want to fuck me now!” Björn snapped.  “Before we go back to her hovel of a home.” 
 
    “You’re not trying to make her fuck you, you’re trying to make her like you.”  At Björn’s confused blink, the couch-man raised a palm between them and shook his head.  “Ugh.  This is just too much for one day.  Let’s get you to the dressing room, buy your clothes, and get out.  Much more of this and I’m looking at a complete mental break, and then I won’t be able to help you at all.” 
 
    Björn grimaced, but agreed, if only because it was clear the mortal’s feeble body was about to collapse beneath him.  He allowed Jessie to lead him to the ‘dressing room’ and was about to go inside and change when he caught a ripple of flittering, unnatural movement out of the corner of his eye.  He frowned and looked. 
 
    Striding through the shoe department, heading in the opposite direction, was a man in all-black attire, from his black, silver-embroidered boots to his silver-trimmed hat.  Björn, who had been sniffing the air to try and locate the source of the flittering, stopped, dead in his tracks, as the wave of despair washed off the man, like a tide of blood and rot. 
 
    It was a smell that Björn had taken in once before, on a bloody, intricate gold timepiece that Odin had solemnly held out for him to inhale. 
 
    “Look past the blood,” Odin had said with sober gravity.  “The blood belongs to another.” 
 
    It’s him… Björn thought, on a wave of shock. 
 
    Beside him, Jessie was saying, “…rule that you can only take in four at a time…” 
 
    Björn ignored him and, transfixed by the overwhelming reek of several millennium’s-worth of despair, followed the man in the hat. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Jessie was getting the last pair of jeans ready for the dressing room, fighting an exhaustion-headache from hell, when the barghest simply walked off. 
 
    “Hey!” he called at Björn’s back.  If the barghest noticed him calling to him in any way, the man-beast showed no indication.  If anything, he moved faster, ducking down amidst the clothing racks to keep from being noticed.  Realizing the monster-man was just gonna leave him there, Jessie almost threw the jeans down and walked away. 
 
    Then, as Björn hastily turned a corner, beelining for something on the other side of Wal-Mart, Jessie realized he probably needed to intervene.  “Oh goddamn it,” he muttered, throwing the jeans back into the cart.  “I’ll be right back for these,” he promised the lady at the dressing rooms, then hurried after the barghest. 
 
    Björn was going fast, but still walking, so at a brisk jog, Jessie was able to catch up.  He got within ten feet of the barghest when he realized Björn was making a bee-line for an Arab guy in a fancy cowboy getup.  The stranger, oblivious to Björn’s rapid approach, was pulling a novel off the shelf in the ‘Books’ section, back to them.  Björn walked up, fast, and as the guy was turning, an amicable smile on his tawny face, the barghest raised a brutish, tattooed arm the size of Jessie’s leg and batted off the man’s head. 
 
    Jessie stumbled to a startled stop in the middle of the aisle, watching the Arab cowboy’s head bounce down between the shelving units and finally come to a stop by the Travel section. 
 
    “Oh.  My.  G—” 
 
    Before Jessie could finish, the guy’s body exploded in a blast of finger-length crickets that roiled out of the aisle in a swarming, writhing cloud.  A moment later, the head did the same, and the two insect clouds combined overhead, shaping themselves into the form of a very pissed-off-looking cowboy.   
 
    “CHOSEN,” their slippery wings and bumping bodies hissed in a mind-numbing roar.  “YOU.  WILL.  DIIEEEE.”  The bug-man made a snarling face and a rattling growl vibrated the very air in Jessie’s lungs. 
 
    Then, translucent wings flashing as the man-shape ducked and boiled under the artificial lights, the cloud of yellow-orange crickets spun suddenly as one and churned towards the front of the store, a seething mass of insects that made people near the cash registers scream and bat at their face and eyes. 
 
    Björn turned back from the would-be corpse with a smug, self-satisfied look on his face.  Wickedly-curved, pitch-black talons the size of Jessie’s pinkies had slipped through the tips of the barghest’s fingers, and Björn was grinning as he wiped bug-gore from them onto his shirt.  “I got first blood,” he chuckled, walking back to Jessie. 
 
    “—od.”  Jessie swallowed, blinked twice, then the pounding headache he’d been fighting all morning intensified by a magnitude of thirty, he felt a weird pressure suddenly streak between his temples, and he felt his eyes roll into the back of his head as his knees gave out and he slumped to the linoleum. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20:  Simpler Times 
 
    “Theo, what are you doing?!” Bonnie demanded, taking several unconscious steps forward to stop him from enthralling the girl.  Even then, he could see the magic of his fangs puncturing the life-force of the woman’s leg like twin wells of blackness staining a flowing blue silk. 
 
    “Hey Bonnie?” Theo said, not taking his eyes off the Frenchwoman’s face.  “Go wait in the car.  The lady and I need a little time to introduce ourselves.” 
 
    “Go wait in the car?” she gasped.  “What, like I’m twelve?” 
 
    “This might get ugly,” Theo said, though it sounded like he was talking to the woman and not to Bonnie.  “I suppose if you want to stay for it, you can…” 
 
    He tightened his hand on the woman’s thigh and the Inquisitor shivered but didn’t cry out, her face filled with loathing as she stared Theo down, daring him to eat or enthrall her. 
 
    Seeing that, Bonnie swallowed hard.  Well, what did you think he was gonna do when he told you to walk outside? she thought.  Ask her nicely to stop?  And, remembering the ease with which this total stranger had called her a disgusting demon, Bonnie really had to side with Theo on this one. 
 
    I hope he doesn’t eat her to death, Bonnie thought.  Hope he just enslaves her and makes her play nice for a little while…  And then, realizing the horrible thought she’d just had, and how casually she had thought it, she immediately blushed and felt sheepish.  All this paranormal crap is rubbing off on me, she thought.  And not in a good way.  “Yeah, okay,” she said.  “I’ll go check on Angus.” 
 
    “Maybe let him out to take a dump, while you’re at it,” Theo said.  “Just don’t watch him—he hates that.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Bonnie said, making a face.  Then, with one last look at the vampire lord and his self-righteously defiant victim, her chin high despite the fangs, their gazes locked in challenge, Bonnie turned and left them there behind the shop.  Almost immediately, she heard the woman gasp and whimper, and Bonnie grimaced and moved faster. 
 
    When she got around the corner, Angus was not in the car.  The old woman, seemingly oblivious to the mastiff’s disappearance, had pulled out her bag of yarn and was knitting in the back seat.  Glancing around nervously, the sun only slightly beginning to burn with the second-hand taste of Masaaki that Theo had given her before getting into the old lady’s car, Bonnie nonetheless felt uncomfortable in the full sun of midday.  She walked over to the car and, glancing around for Angus, reluctantly opened the door. 
 
    “Hey, did that dog go looking for us?” she asked. 
 
    “He said he’d be right back,” the old lady said cheerfully, still twiddling her knitting needles together.   
 
    “He…did?”  Bonnie squinted at the old woman. 
 
    “I think he didn’t want anyone to see him pee,” the old woman mused in her feeble voice.  “Where’s your guardian?” 
 
    So the old woman was a lot more perceptive than she let on.  “Oh, uh…”  Thinking of how he was currently eating someone, Bonnie swallowed.  “Getting lunch.” 
 
    The old woman’s brown eyes flickered to Bonnie and she saw amusement there.  “I see.” 
 
    Bonnie straightened to look over the roof of the car, uncomfortable that Angus had just run off.  “Which way did he go?” 
 
    “I wasn’t paying attention,” the woman said.  “He’s very fast.” 
 
    “Yeah he is,” Bonnie muttered.  She considered seeing if she could smell where he went.  Theo seemed to be able to do it a little, though nothing like the barghest.  She glanced back at the café.  “Okay, I think I’m gonna go make a call.”  The only thing she could think of was calling her house and hoping the barghest had made it back without killing anyone. 
 
    Odin’s balls, this day couldn’t get any worse… 
 
    “We should talk,” the old woman said.  “We haven’t had a chance to introduce ourselves yet.” 
 
    Bonnie ducked back down to look inside the car.  She’d told the old woman her name, in passing, as they were hijacking her car, and the woman had seemed satisfied enough with it back then, probably because Angus had told them everybody was old friends.  Bonnie squinted at the old lady, wondering just how much of the woman’s brain they had broke. 
 
    “Come on, child.”  Holding her knitting in one hand, the old woman patted the seat beside her.  “Join me.  Your friend will be busy for a while—you have time to talk.”  She smiled up at her encouragingly. 
 
    Bonnie glanced down at the guns and radio that they had taken off the Inquisitor, then glanced at the café, wondering if she could safely leave them with the old woman while she went to make a phone call. 
 
    “I won’t bite,” the woman said, grinning. 
 
    Oh, if only she knew…  But, seeing the twinkle in the old woman’s eyes, Bonnie sighed and slumped into the car, yanking the door shut behind her.  She piled the Inquisitor’s guns and radio on the seat between them and leaned back, head tilted towards the ceiling as she thought about just how screwed-up her life had gotten.  “Gawd I just wanna hit the RESET button.” 
 
    The woman glanced down at the guns as if they were two writhing vipers.  “What are these?”  The radio was still crackling with distant static here and there, but the old lady made no attempt to touch it or the guns, even going so far as to pull her knitting to the other side of the car. 
 
    “There was one of those guys from the Inquisition inside,” not expecting the old lady to know what she was talking about, but too tired to explain.  “Girl, actually.  Theo’s…having a chat with her.”  She still felt a little guilty for leaving the black-clad woman alone with him.  “God I just need a nap.”  Good thing Theo had given her that pick-me-up a few hours back.  In between getting attacked by paramilitary Church crusaders and finding out a dog-man wanted her to pop her cherry, she’d slept maybe three hours back at home before Theo showed up puppeteered by a lobotomizing shadow-warping asshole and dragged her into a lung-killing, pre-dawn nature run. 
 
    “You look tired,” the old lady commented in her feeble way, still weaving with the needles.  “Long day?” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” Bonnie blurted.  She glanced sideways at the lady.  “I mean, I could try to tell you, but I’m pretty sure you’d have some sort of hemorrhage and start bleeding from the ears.” 
 
    The old lady chuckled.  “Probably.”  She cocked her head at Bonnie, amusement twinkling in her rich brown eyes.  “You have a fine jaw for such a pale girl…  Do you have native blood?” 
 
    “Meh,” Bonnie said, waving a hand.  “Dad claimed he was like eight percent Cherokee or something.  Nothing really to write home about.” 
 
    But that seemed to make the woman smile.  “It’s enough.” 
 
    “Nah,” Bonnie said, “I always thought those white people who claimed Native American heritage because they were point-zero-five percent Chippewa or something were just posers.  We’re all mongrels here in America, we just need to admit it.  Even the natives aren’t really native anymore—they’re all a percentage of white somewhere down the line.” 
 
    “Not all,” the old lady said softly.  Her knitting needles had paused as she seemed to contemplate Bonnie’s words, her wrinkled face thoughtful.  And, now that Bonnie was looking, she saw that the loops she was weaving together looked like a chaotic mess.  Seeing the product, Bonnie couldn’t help but feel bad for breaking the woman’s brain. 
 
    “So tell me,” the woman said, seeming to shake herself.  “Are you a virgin?  Has a man yet taken your blood?” 
 
    Bonnie twitched, instantly uncomfortable at the ancient woman’s rapid conversation shift.  She knew old ladies—old people in general, actually—had generally stopped giving a shit about social mores and pretty much asked and said whatever was on their mind in their twilight years, but it still made her cringe.  Ever polite, however, Bonnie said, “Well, uh…I’ve, uh, got guy problems.” 
 
    “Oh?”  The old lady went back to weaving her tangled mess.  “What kind?” 
 
    “Oh, I dunno.”  Bonnie gave a nervous laugh.  Then, because the lady was old and probably going to die soon and she was nervous and Theo wasn’t in the car to hear it, she said, “Naked people make me panic.  Shrink says it’s childhood trauma, probably from seeing my parents…” she coughed, “…in the act.  So you can imagine how hard it is to…uh…”  She made a ring with her thumb and forefinger and put her index finger through it suggestively. 
 
    But the woman’s brown eyes warmed and her smile widened.  “I see.”  She seemed to contemplate her matted ball of yarn for a moment, then said, “You know, Bonnie, to be naked is to be without barriers to the spirits.  Every child is born this way, and to return to that natural state removes restrictions…opens your heart.” 
 
    Yeah, she so didn’t see it that way.  Still, the old lady was trying to be nice, so she timidly met her eyes and tried to go along with it.  “So, uh, you have kids?” 
 
    “No,” the old woman said, both amused and wistful.  “I was saving myself.” 
 
    “That…”  Bonnie winced as she looked the eighty-year-old over, stopping on the wrinkled skin of her arms and her too-big arthritic fingers.  To think of waiting all that time for the right guy, only to end up too old to have kids…  It kind of made her nakedness problems seem a lot less important, in the whole scheme of things.  “…must really suck,” she finished. 
 
    “Oh, I still have hope,” the old woman said, meeting her eyes with a quick wink and smile before looking back at her knitting. 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes went wide.  “You…do?”  She knew human medical science was advancing, but she was pretty sure that being eighty was disqualifying.  “I mean…are you even still having periods?” 
 
    The old lady laughed, spontaneous and genuine, from the chest.  “No.”  She shook her head, still chuckling to herself.  “No, can’t say that I am.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Bonnie said.  “You’re adopting.”  Still, it seemed not really fair to the kid, considering the lady was probably going to drop dead any minute. 
 
    “No, I still hope to find a mate.” 
 
    Ouch, sucks to be you, lady.  Bonnie gave the woman a look of pity.  Demented, she thought.  Or Alzheimer’s.  “So…” she began gingerly, “…just how…old…do you think you are?” 
 
    The old woman’s knowing, wrinkly smile was gentle.  “Seven hundred and thirty-eight next Tuesday.” 
 
    That was…oddly specific.  Then again, demented people were really good at remembering stuff that had never happened. 
 
    “That’s…old.”  She coughed.  She glanced over her shoulder looking for Theo, but he still hadn’t finished…doing whatever he was doing…with the murderer-chick. 
 
    The ancient woman went back to her gnarled ball of knitting and began poking it again with the needles.  “How old are you?” 
 
    “Nineteen,” Bonnie said. 
 
    The woman jerked, eyes wide, to face her.  “That’s…young.” 
 
    “Meh.”  Bonnie shrugged.  “Most girls nowadays are getting laid for the first time at like fifteen.” 
 
    The old woman continued to stare at her.  She seemed to clear her throat, then refocus on her knitting.  “And what is it that girls are looking for in their young men nowadays?  The modern courtship rituals…baffle me.  Things were…” she twirled some yarn around, “…simpler…in my time.” 
 
    I’ll bet, Bonnie thought, thinking she had to have been born around World War II.   
 
    Then the woman looked up at her and said, “When a man wanted to marry a woman, he’d simply kidnap her, take her to a house he made for her, and make her his.  Now, I hear that’s frowned upon.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed, despite herself.  “Yeah, yeah it is.  Pretty sure that would get the police involved.” 
 
    The elderly woman smiled with obvious amusement.  “The police.”  She shook her head.  “In my day, there were no such thing.  Just man, the sky, the earth, his family, and his tribe.  No one to tell us what to do except our own fathers, nothing to tell us how to behave but our own instincts.  Good people were made to lead, bad people were killed.”  She scoffed again, and her disdain was absolute.  “Police.  A white man’s contrivance, to control other white men.”  The old woman’s words sounded so bitter. 
 
    Bonnie squinted at her.  The woman didn’t look particularly native.  “So, your forefathers were Indian or something?” 
 
    More incredible, overwhelming bitterness.  “My parents were the blood that originally seeded this land.  Before the white men spoiled it.” 
 
    Bonnie got prickles of unease along the back of her neck at the old woman’s weird fixation on white men.  Softly, thinking to carve through the creepy cloud of dementia, she said, “What year did you say you born?” 
 
    But, without a hitch, the woman smiled longingly and said, “The summer of twelve-seventy-one, one week from now, in the year of great thunderstorms, in what is now called Tennessee.”  And, with those words, there was a weird intensity in the woman’s brown eyes, a calm and powerful knowing and sadness. 
 
    Immediately, the uneasiness became a wash of goosebumps of alarm up and down Bonnie’s arms.  And, she had realized in the last two and half weeks of dealing with immortals, goosebumps were Bad.  She glanced at the woman’s ‘knitting’ again.  It wasn’t, she realized, actual knitting, but rather, a wad of yarn that the woman was twirling around with the knitting needles. 
 
    And, now that she was paying attention, the old woman’s brown eyes were too intense, too…questing.  “It was beautiful then.  Simple.  Clean.” 
 
    As Bonnie was tensing, getting ready to punch first and ask questions later a la Master Masaaki, from the seat between them came, “Scheisse!  Scheisse!  Dieser Ficker der barghest just punched—barmherziger und gnädiger Gott—I think he just punched Pestilence in the face!” 
 
    The old woman—or whatever it was—blinked and looked down startledly, and Bonnie used that moment to grab a gun and yank it up between them, leveled on the woman’s wrinkly face.  With her other hand, she started sliding back against the seat, reaching for the door handle.   
 
    “Who are you?” Bonnie snapped. 
 
    The old lady tensed like she now held a viper, focused on the gun, making absolutely no move to reach for her.  If anything, she looked slightly irritated.  “We can either do this the old way or the new way,” the old lady said softly.  “Your choice.” 
 
    “Where’s Angus?” Bonnie said, letting herself out of the vehicle, “What’d you do with him and the old lady?”  She glanced behind her, saw that the parking lot was empty, and started backing away, towards where she had left Theo.  “Hey Theo!” she called, still keeping the old woman in her sights. 
 
    Theo didn’t respond.  “Theo!” Bonnie shouted, her voice raising a couple notches.  “We have a problem!” 
 
    “The lord is no longer your concern,” the woman in the car rumbled.  As she spoke, her image was shifting, growing taller and larger as she rounded the car.  Suddenly, the silver blood-web of a vampire lord was clear within him, laced with the gold of a yatagarasu and…green of a feylord?  The vampire looked like a full-blooded native, his tawny face amused, big chest bare and decorated with red and black paint, his movement towards her full of swagger and confidence.  “And since you’re choosing the old way—”  He popped his knuckles, grinning, and Bonnie knew if he reached her, he could overpower her just like Theo. 
 
    If you must run, Masaaki warned in her head, strike the knee hard first.  Try to dislocate it.  Those with ill intent can’t follow you if they cannot walk. 
 
    “—it will be my pleasure to introduce you to—” 
 
    No longer willing to take the chance that strange supernatural creatures had her best intentions at heart, Bonnie shot the huge native guy in the right knee until she ran out of bullets, then, as he was collapsing to the parking-lot in a spray of bone and cartilage, dropped the gun and bolted for the last place she’d seen Theo, leaving the native lord moaning and rolling on the asphalt.  
 
    When she rounded the corner of the café, however, Theo was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: Honor Among Demons 
 
    Aimée’s gaze was riveted to where the vampire’s big hand gripped her thigh, every part of her tense, stiff as she waited for that rush of venom she knew would come.  He’d put his fangs in her.  A demon had put his fangs in her.  One capable of using seiðr.  She could never go back, not unless the beast was killed and his soul completely exorcised of this realm. 
 
    That knowledge, the knowledge that she was irrevocably tainted by demon magic, that she could never be trusted again, that her brethren could not look at her as one of their own again, savaged Aimée’s heart more than the knowledge she was about to become a plaything for this monster.  A slave whose body was not her own, a deviant, demon-worshipping whore…  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    The vampire’s words cut through the thunder of Aimée’s heart, crisp and clear, and she jerked her gaze up to meet his eyes.  He was watching her, quiet and still. 
 
    The thought that he was enjoying this, drinking her fear, revolted her, and Aimée twisted away to focus on the empty alley behind the café, refusing to give him that satisfaction.  He had sent the vampire queen back to the car with the guns and radio, saying he needed a little ‘introduction time’ with his ‘new friend’.  They were alone together, and she knew he could—and would—do anything he wanted.  Anything at all.  To scream for help would only invite innocents to the slaughter, so Aimée held her tongue. 
 
    “Name,” he insisted, tightening his big hand painfully on her leg. 
 
    Shaking, knowing he would do whatever he wanted anyway, Aimée spat in his face.  “I tell you nothing.” 
 
    Instead of driving his poison into her veins for the affront, the vampire merely shoved her the rest of the way against the wall, his big chest crushing her to the cinderblocks like a butterfly under a boot. 
 
    “What,” he said, his eyes an inch from hers, breath hot on her face, “is your name?” 
 
    She spat on him again. 
 
    The demon didn’t blink, didn’t try to wipe the spittle from his cheek and nose.  Instead, he watched her through it, his expression made even more ominous by his lack of response. 
 
    “Kill me or enslave me, beast,” Aimée snapped.  “You’ll have me no other way.”  She actually hoped he would try.  While he was distracted by the carnal pangs of feeding, she would slip the slim silver dagger from her forearm sheath and stab him in his demonic heart. 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed,” the vampire said, “but I’m not killing you or enslaving you.”  He cocked his head at her with a flat stare.  “Wonder why?” 
 
    Pressed to the wall, the creature’s fangs penetrating her, Aimée refused to look at him.  She studied a pot of flowers that someone had put on the concrete barrier at the edge of the parking lot, trying to think of anything except this creature violating her. 
 
    The demon grabbed her by the chin and dragged her head back to face him with the inexorable strength of a steam engine.  “Do you wonder why I haven’t killed or enslaved you yet?  You even the least bit curious?” 
 
    She was, but she wasn’t going to say as much.  She knew he was probably just enjoying her fear, reaping it like a starving peasant harvested wheat.  “It’s because you’re afraid,” she gritted, trying to ignore the pain in her leg.  “Your powers are weakened in the face of a warrior of the Lord.” 
 
    He gave her a very long, flat look, his body still surrounding her like an iron maiden, his fangs still buried in her thigh.  “It’s because I’m not going to.” 
 
     “Because you’re afraid in the—” 
 
    The vampire drove his fangs in deeper, making Aimée whimper and flex to try and get away from him, showing pain despite herself.  “It’s because I’m not going to.  But I want you to see that I could.”  He cocked his head at her, his light green eyes looking almost curious.  “I wanna see, just once, if I can get through all that brainwashed bullshit and convince one of you mind-numbing fuckwits I’m not a bad guy.” 
 
    “Not ‘bad’,” she laughed, spitting again.  Then, at his darkening face, she sneered at him.  “You’re a vile, disgusting creature.  You all are.  Sick, twisted, abominations.  Your whole kind revels in killing, raping, and enslaving the innocent.” 
 
    “And yet look at me, not killing, raping, or enslaving you.”  He continued to hold her in place, looking more irritated than amused.  “Weird, huh?” 
 
    “You were just de-venomed in the Third Lands, which is why you ran from your own lands,” she laughed.  “Banished or on the run.  Either way, it’s clear you’re bluffing.” 
 
    “I’m not bluffing.” 
 
    Aimée laughed at him, bitter and cold.  “You forget—I’ve killed dozens of your kind in my time working for the Lord.  I’ve helped free nineteen of your brethren’s ‘harems’.  I saw their wretchedness, their degradation.  I know your disgusting habits firsthand.  If you could enslave me, you would already have done so.  You’re just trying to extract information to use against the Cause.” 
 
    He watched her a long moment, then, fangs still lodged in her thigh, he said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    She spat on him again.  “Nothing will leave my lips but curses for you, monster.” 
 
    This time, he had to wipe the spittle on her shirt or it would drip into his eye.  When he returned to face her, his gaze had darkened.  “I wanna show you something.”  He pulled his free hand up to where she could not help but see it, the inside of his forearm facing her.  Then, only inches from her face, he bent his wrist and extruded his revolting fangs.  And there it was, Aimée realized, clear as day, an unholy, glowing quicksilver dribbling from the hollow tips of each fang, spattering the ground beneath them in liquid ice.  A lord’s venom. 
 
    Wordlessly, the demon retracted his fangs and returned that same hand to her shoulder.  Aimée swallowed hard, glancing down at it, anxiously waiting for the fangs to sink into her flesh.  
 
    “So.  Any other ideas why I haven’t done it yet?”  He looked deeply into her eyes, searching for something, waiting… 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” she eventually muttered, once it was clear he wanted something.  Her confidence, however, was undeniably muted now that she knew the lord still had his ability to enthrall. 
 
    “I told you.”  He said it calmly, softly.  “I just want one of you mindless shitbags to see me for what I really am.” 
 
    “Go back to hell, demon,” Aimée snapped.  She tried to knee him in the groin, but his arm was in the way, clamping her leg against the wall with the immobility of an iron bar. 
 
    The vampire continued to give her that protracted stare, meeting her eyes in wordless thought, seeking something.  It went on for minutes. 
 
    Eventually, under the demon’s protracted stare, that inescapable threat of losing her will to this beast, her spirit quailed.  I don’t want to be enslaved, Aimée thought, despite her training.  God please deliver me from this monster.  Unbidden, a wash of fear hit her and filtered through her body with the spicy aftershocks of adrenaline.  She looked away again.   
 
    That seemed to be what he was waiting for, because his features softened a little.  “Come on,” he whispered, desperation clear in his voice.  “Aside from a couple pinpricks, I haven’t hurt you.  I’m not enthralling you—and you know that’s actually harder for my kind than just dumping the go-juice—even though I’ve got my fangs in up to the hilt.  Please just cut the shit and see I’m just a dude that happens to have big eyes and venom-sacs in his wrists.” 
 
    Aimée snorted.  “I will never see anything but a monster.” 
 
    The demon scanned her eyes, and must have seen truth there, because he sighed and dropped his head.  “Don’t know what I expected,” he sighed, shaking his head.  “All right.  Fine.  You win.  I’m an evil, mindless killing machine that’s better off dead.”  His words had a note of finality to them… 
 
    Aimée tensed, preparing herself… 
 
    …but nothing could have made her anticipate the way he suddenly pulled away and drew his fangs back into his wrist, then dusted himself off like they were simply drinking buddies catching up outside a bar.   
 
    Aimée blinked at him, unsure of this new game. 
 
    “Well, go on,” he said, gesturing at the parking lot.  He sounded tired and disappointed.  “You win.” 
 
    “I win what?” Aimée asked, inching away from him along the wall, careful to go in the opposite direction as he suggested.  He must plan to bind me, she thought, her horror rising a notch.  Bind my blood to his commands with seiðr. 
 
    He watched her retreat in silence, his pale green eyes alert, but showing no interest in following. 
 
    Aimée got a good fifteen feet away, then hesitated.  “Why are you letting me go?”  He probably plans to hunt me like we hunted him.  A spike of fear hit her at that.  It would be the ultimate irony, in this monster’s twisted mind.  Payback, she thought.  He’s looking for payback… 
 
    She refused to give him the satisfaction of running.  She stayed where she was, meeting the demon eye-for-eye, her hand surreptitiously on the hilt of her knife. 
 
    “I won’t chase you,” he said, gesturing with disgust.  “I really couldn’t care less at this point.” 
 
    Seeing he truly meant to let her go, Aimée realized he couldn’t weave seiðr.  It was the only explanation…  She opened her mouth to mock his obvious weakness. 
 
    “Just go,” he said, his voice thick with irritation.  “I’m not into killing defenseless girls.” 
 
    I’m not into killing defenseless girls…  Those words burned like fiery tar on Aimée’s soul.  She, an Inquisitrice of the Order, had been dismissed by a demon.  As if her existence was so irrelevant to him that her death didn’t even matter to him.  Like it wasn’t even worth his time to kill her. 
 
    Enfoiré! 
 
    “Defenseless?” she snarled, taking a step towards him.  “Go ahead and try it, connard,” she snapped.  “You will find me harder to kill than you may think.” 
 
    He raised a brow.  “Oh?”  He seemed to consider that a moment. 
 
    Then, in a movement too fast to see, faster than she’d ever seen a demon move, he had his hand at her throat and he was driving her bodily to the ground, at the same time ripping the dagger’s sheath from her forearm with such force the straps broke skin, then whipping her silver blade out of sight out into the forest behind the café.  And there, spread out on top of her, he had his big hand squeezing her throat like a metal vice, his too-heavy body pinning her to the ground, giving absolutely no leverage as he strangled her… 
 
    Almost before that had time to register, he let her up again, rolling his shoulders and popping his neck.  His flat look of boredom was unmistakable.  “You were saying?” 
 
    He’s old, Aimée thought on a wash of surprise, already feeling the bruise forming on her neck from what, to him, had been a light touch.  He could have killed me.  Like snapping a twig. 
 
    “So,” he said, giving her a long look, “ready to cut the bullshit?”  He cocked his head.  “Or are you gonna keep trying to goad me into killing you so you don’t have to go crawling back to your buddies and have to endure the humiliation of everybody wondering if I’ve bound you with seiðr?”   
 
    Aimée scoffed.  “You can’t weave seiðr.  If you could, you would have already.”  Such was obvious, and she wasn’t about to allow herself to be deceived. 
 
    Almost idly, the demon raised his forearm to his face and licked a little of her blood from his wrist, eyes on her face as the vampire tasted her thoughtfully.  He flexed a big hand and Aimée did a startled double-take as she saw darkness uncoil from his fingertips.  At the same time, she felt a sudden tug in her veins, a brief pull that nonetheless yanked her towards him like a marionette as he watched her over his own arm, weighing her reaction.   
 
    Non, Dieu miséricordieux non! that undisciplined part of her mind screamed, as she stumbled ineffectually against the pull.  Non… 
 
    Then, even as her panic was starting to rise, uncontrolled, he suddenly spat her blood out and straightened, releasing the bond that had started to form between them with such force she stumbled. 
 
    “Happy?” he growled. 
 
    She wasn’t.  She felt sick.  So the monster did know how to work the blood magics.  And he had his venom.  And he was older and faster than she had ever seen.  That he had spared her afterwards was…incomprehensible. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    He gave her a really long, silent look.  “Maybe, if you think about it long enough—give it a few decades—you’ll figure it out.”  Then, without another word, he turned to leave her there. 
 
    “Wait!”  No sooner had the word left her lips did Aimée cringe at her own weakness.  Curiosity.  That was how the demons always found a way in… 
 
    But the vampire turned, slowly, a dark brow raised in interest.  “Yes?” 
 
    “You truly aren’t going to bind me?” she couldn’t hope for that, not after what she knew of vampires, especially lords… 
 
    He turned a bit more, facing her fully, now, curiosity lightening his features.  “I said as much.” 
 
    And there they were, at an impasse.  He, who had stated the impossible.  She, who had no reason to believe him but for the fact he’d done it. 
 
    “I…”  Aimée struggled with what to say next.  “Truly?”  All of her youth, all of her many, many afternoons with the priests, her thousands of hours storming nests of monsters with her fellow Inquisiteurs, her countless more hours reading of their deviancies in the sacred libraries…none of it could have prepared her for standing in front of this vampire lord who had three times been able to harm her irreparably, and three times had let her go, instead. 
 
    Mind games, a stubborn part of her insisted.  She had been taken in by the Church at the age of eight, after a matagot had entered her family home under the guise of a stray cat and slain her parents and sisters as they slept, stealing their souls as well as the milk they had laid out for it.   
 
    She knew the dangers of trusting demons. 
 
    Still… 
 
    “Look,” the vampire lord said, “I just wanted to see if it was possible to change your mind.” 
 
    “Never,” she bit out. 
 
    He sighed.  “Yeah, well, that’s pretty ob—” he frowned at something behind her and his eyes widened.  A moment later, he was shoving her, putting himself between Aimée and her rescuers. 
 
    “The queen is out front!” she cried, even as the vampire held her in place behind him.  She struggled against the viselike lock he had on her arm.  “She has my radio and guns!” 
 
    “Hello, Theodore,” a deep, mellow voice she didn’t recognize droned.  Aimée stopped struggling to free herself and looked around the vampire lord’s body to whatever he faced in the woods. 
 
    It was a shorter man, dressed in the tattered ruins of what was once an elegant black and purple Nightlander robe.  By the pale, smooth-skinned, big-pupiled look of him, he was another vampire, possibly even a lord.  Beside him, a large brown dog sat comfortably at heel, though its body was stiff, its mouth half open in a tight snarl. 
 
    “Get out of here,” the vampire lord bit out.  “Run!”  He shoved her. 
 
    Still, it took Aimée a startled minute to realize he was talking to her.  She took a confused step backwards, unsure what was transpiring between the two. 
 
    Her movement seemed to catch the other demon’s attention.  “Ah.  One of the hypocrites.”  He chuckled.  “Did I interrupt your meal, Theodore?” 
 
    “Fuck.”  The first vampire glanced at Aimée, then back at the other Nightlander.  “She’s not your problem, okay?  The lady and I were just having a chat.” 
 
    And, with that, Aimée realized startledly…  This demon has a soft spot for women. 
 
    She could definitely use that, and decided to put it in his file immediately, so that they knew to approach him with female agents next time… 
 
    “Were you?”  The other vampire seemed vaguely interested.  “I have grievances of my own with those fools, and your struggles have left me hungry.  I assume she’s untouched, considering your ridiculous honor code?” 
 
    The first vampire lord shoved Aimée again, harder.  “Run, goddamn it.” 
 
    “Oh, Theodore,” the other vampire chuckled, petting the mastiff with a lazy hand, “don’t you know you’re only making it worse?” 
 
    And then, in a flash of shadow, the vampire was there, grabbing Aimée with a glassy fist on her throat, slamming her bodily against the wall like a tank.  “Hello, darling,” he said, inches away.  “My apologies, but this child and his comrades have ruined my afternoon.” 
 
    …child?  Theodore Ósvaldr Hjörr, a former Baron on the Thirdlander Council of Lords, was easily the oldest vampire she had ever thought possible.  How could this man be calling him a child? 
 
    Then the robed man rammed his fangs into the meat of Aimée’s chest, puncturing her breast.  Aimée gave a strangled groan as she felt them extend to their fullest, brushing her rib cage. 
 
    “No, you motherfucker—” the first vampire snarled, taking a step forward. 
 
    This one’s using me as bait, Aimée realized, meeting the blue-eyed vampire’s gaze.  She’d done it to countless other demons before, just as soon as she learned their weakness…  “No, stay bac—” she started to shout, before the second demon’s grip tightened on her throat, crushing the sound from her larynx. 
 
    “Now…” the robed vampire said languidly, “to make you mine…”  With those words came a rush of cold in her chest, a wave of ice that found and clung to Aimée’s very mind, numbing it, caressing it. 
 
    Oh no… 
 
    Her whimper had the effect the newcomer was looking for.  Theo let out a blind howl and lunged—and, with practiced ease, the second vampire lashed out with a whip of void-black seiðr, catching the jeans-wearing lord off guard with a loop around the neck and driving him to the ground.  A moment later, a mass of shadows spun down the cord connecting the two lords, wrapping and writhing around Theo’s thrashing body, enveloping it, completely obscuring it from view.   
 
    As the second vampire looked into Aimée’s eyes, seemingly unconcerned by Theo’s thrashing, he smiled and whispered against her neck, “Patience, Theodore.”  He leaned close and licked the bruise on Aimée’s throat, and, horrified, Aimée felt her trembling body respond…  Smiling down at her with cold, malicious blue eyes, the second vampire lord said, “You’ll get your turn when I tire of breaking this silly little bigot.”  He stroked a finger down her trembling cheek.  “Eh?  You feel disavowed of your hypocrisy yet, Inquisitor?  No?”  He kissed her over the carotid artery.  “Give it time…”  He breathed into her ear, and Aimée’s mind screamed in revulsion even as her body melted in his grip.  “…it just takes time…” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 22: Conflict of Interest 
 
    Theo wasn’t there.  In the parking lot behind her, the vampire lord was vehemently cursing in some native language, groaning and holding his knee. 
 
    All right, Theo’s out of the picture, Bonnie thought, turning back to face the vampire lord.  Time to play What Would Masaaki Do? 
 
    Then she winced.   
 
    Well, aside from kill him. 
 
    Crush their testicles first, explain later.  You can always let them go if it’s a misunderstanding.  They will not always do the same.  It had been a kind of mantra for the samurai over their first couple weeks together.  At the time, she’d thought he was just being a backwards, overprotective warmongering jerk, but now…   
 
    You are daimyō here, not they, his voice chanted in her head.  Act like it. 
 
    She hadn’t really thought much of the samurai’s manly fourteenth-century grunts and mutterings at the time, but they were beginning to make a lot more sense when pitted against creatures that seemed to have no problems enslaving and eating people.  In fact, they actually were starting to seem like good advice… 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she went back to the car, skirting around the groaning vampire, and yanked out the other gun—grateful, for once, that the Inquisition used silencers when they tried to kill creatures like her.  Then, because she wanted him distracted, Bonnie emptied the clip in the vamp’s other knee.  Like the first time, not all the bullets hit—she wasn’t a marksman—but enough got him that he went down in a blubbering heap on the asphalt. 
 
    Bonnie knew from experience why…  Silver really sucked.  Like, bad.  Kind of like having the worst kind of salt rubbed into the worst kind of wound, then doused in gasoline and set on fire. 
 
    He was gonna kidnap me, she thought, tossing the gun back into the car and refusing to feel bad.  She walked carefully around the lord, who wasn’t paying much attention to anything but his destroyed kneecaps at this point, and got behind him.   
 
    “I’ll explain later,” she promised him.  Then, even as he turned to get a better look, she dropped down behind him and rammed one of her palms into his back, releasing the venom. 
 
    While this time she expected it, Bonnie still wasn’t ready for the wave of pleasure that followed.  She moaned and fell forward over him, rubbing her body all over his carnage as he lay there shuddering and bleeding out. 
 
    It was the bone chips that finally got through to her.  They were poking out of his legs, pricking her as she ground against his thighs…and he seemed perfectly willing to let her do it, caught between a pained whimper and a groan of pleasure, his brown eyes locked somewhere between adoration and agony. 
 
    Jumping away before she could make the same four-hour mistake she’d made with Theo, Bonnie cleared her throat and sloughed as much of the bone and gore from her shirt and pants as possible.  The lord lay on the ground, hyperventilating up at her, clutching the pavement on either side of his prone body with both white-knuckled hands. 
 
    Like a guy seeing an angel for the first time, Bonnie thought, feeling a little guilty. 
 
    “So, uh,” Bonnie said, “tell me what you did with Theo.” 
 
    “The Third Lander was going to subdue him for me,” the lord replied immediately. 
 
    “Soo…Buðlungr.”   
 
    The man on the ground nodded, still pumping blood out onto the ground. 
 
    He really needs to get that taken care of, she thought anxiously.  “Where’s Angus?” 
 
    “The Duke bound him, told me he wanted a pet to take back home with him,” the vampire said. 
 
    That definitely didn’t sound good.  Bonnie swallowed hard.  “Look, normally I wouldn’t do anything like this, but I couldn’t find Theo or Angus and the shit was hitting the fan and you got the short straw.  Sorry.”  She cocked her head at him, as, unlike Björn he didn’t seem to be fighting the enthrallment at all. 
 
    Probably has no experience with it, she thought.  Didn’t build up an immunity…  This was the First Lands, not the Third Lands, after all… 
 
    Still, that the guy was staring up at her in adoration as he literally bled to death on the ground was a little creepy.  “Hey, uh, fix your knees and, uh, don’t move from this spot until I come back.  Mmmkay?” 
 
    The vampire lord nodded, mouth open in wonder. 
 
    Okay, now she felt bad.  She cleared her throat.  “I, uh…”  Swallowing, she glanced back at the corner where she’d last seen Theo.  “I gotta go.” 
 
    “Take me with you!” he blurted, crawling on his shattered knees towards her, unconcerned by the bone chips he trailed in his wake. 
 
    Really bad.  Looking around to see if anyone in the diner had seen the zombie-man crawling across the parking-lot trailing a smear of gore and bone shards in between a tan minivan and a green sedan, Bonnie took several steps backwards, feeling even worse.  “Uh, no.” 
 
    “I looked for you,” he blurted.  “Seven hundred years.  Please.” 
 
    Yeah, uh, no.  “Stay here,” she ordered.  “Don’t move unless I tell you.” 
 
    The vampire lord immediately went stock-still, clearly intending to do just that, right down to his own breath.   
 
    “But breathe and heal yourself while you sit there,” she clarified.  “Pick the silver out.” 
 
    He did as he was told.  Without question.  Just started digging his fingers into his own legs, tearing muscle to get at the silver. 
 
    Odin’s nutsack, I really need to go easy on that stuff, she thought, feeling a new wash of guilt as she looked down at her bloody wrist. 
 
    And, while Bonnie wanted to know more about this old-timey dude who had supposedly been looking for her for seven centuries and how he had managed to pretend to be the old lady, she had a bad feeling she needed to find Theo before the shit hit the fan.  So, despite his whimpers of protestation, she left him there, picking bone from his own kneecaps, to go find Theo. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shivered under the iron-tight grip of a blood-binding, unable to so much as twitch without permission. 
 
    Be silent, the Duke had commanded the moment the vampire had taken his blood.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had been idly chatting with Beatrice when Buðlungr had punched through the window, grabbed him by the neck, wrenched him from the car, and driven his face into the asphalt.  A second later—just a second—and the vampire had tasted his blood and bound it, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was doomed to dance to his whims like a puppet. 
 
    Even now, merely the thought of opening his jaws to speak left sweat standing out all over his body. 
 
    Come drink of this coward before I think better of it, the Duke had growled to someone over his shoulder, as he had held him with his face pressed to the tar-stone.  Then another lord had dropped beside him, and without even the slightest hesitation, had sunk his fangs into Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s body and brutally drained him almost dry. 
 
    Like I’m meat to him, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had thought.  Not even worthy of learning my name… 
 
    “We’ll have the queen bind him later,” the Firstlander lord said, straightening, wiping Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s blood from his wrists.  “I want his obedience, not his mind.” 
 
    “Now come, dog,” the Duke had sneered, standing.  “Your new lord has business to attend to, and I don’t want you getting in the way.  Heel.” 
 
    And Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, humiliatingly, he had. 
 
    “Sit,” the Duke eventually said, as coldly as if he were talking to a disobedient animal.  And Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had sat.  The Duke looked down at him then, a smile of disdain on his face.  “Ah, to see the tables turned so poetically.  We should record this for posterity.  Any bards around?  No?  Ah, well, I supposed I shall be forced to enjoy it alone.”  The Duke turned back to watch the back of the café, face thoughtful.  Idly, he said, “How long shall you be a dog for me once I return to my homeland, my curious little fey pet?  Ten?  Twenty centuries?” 
 
    Oh Gaia’s toes, he’s serious…  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who had been commanded not to speak, the bindings of seiðr wrapped tightly around his jaw, could not respond.  As of yet, though, it appeared as if Buðlungr hadn’t realized that he was a feylord, seemingly still thinking he was a lower class of fey, which might work in his favor later… 
 
    “Speak, dog,” the Duke said. 
 
    Bound by seiðr, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen heard himself bark.   
 
    “Again.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, unable to hesitate or even think, did. 
 
    A slow, cruel grin spread across the vampire lord’s face, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen felt himself recoil in humiliation.  “Good dog,” the Duke said.  And then, with disgusting familiarity, he reached out and rubbed Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s head like a favored hound.  “We’ll see how you like my kennel bitches later.  I’ve always wanted a halfbreed.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s heart gave a startled hammer of disbelief.  He can’t be serious, his panicked mind babbled.  He can’t. 
 
    But he was, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen knew it.  Third Landers—especially royal Third Landers—were known for their deviant cruelties, especially to upper-tier Second Landers.  It was part of why Tl'oghk'etnaeyen and his kind harassed them as much as they did, whenever they got the chance.  From childhood, every denizen of the Summerlands had heard the stories of Firstlander princesses getting caught, bound by seiðr, and made to submit to Thirdlander masters, princes being strutted out as a plaything for a queen’s favored courtesans, Gaia’s most powerful immortals made to prance and sing like fools.   
 
    Or, in the worst cases, bred to beasts for the entertainment of the entire court. 
 
    Fuck me, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought.  Fuck…  He, as studious, untraveled, and risk-adverse as he was, had always considered himself the least likely target for a Thirdlander blood-binding, and had actually considered himself smarter and better than those who had. 
 
    Yet here he was, squatting on the ground on his hands and knees, compelled to act like a beast by one of the most terrifying magi of the Third Lands. 
 
    And, like any good magus, the Duke’s thoughts were shielded by a reflective wall of indifference.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen could no more seek out or alter his new master’s true intent than he could lift his hands from the ground or force open his jaw without breaking it. 
 
    The Duke gave him another cruel smile, then re-focused his attention on the back of the café.  Sure enough, Theo and Bonnie came walking into view, taking refuge behind the building as they led a black-clad woman between them—   
 
    That’s an Inquisitor, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, on a quick wash of hope.  Where there was one, there was usually twenty, and anything that would break up the Duke’s concentration long enough for Tl'oghk'etnaeyen to walk the Void would be a welcome diversion. 
 
    The Duke noticed the same.  “My.  They found one of the hypocrites.  How splendid.”  The Duke didn’t attack immediately, however, seemingly content to watch and wait. 
 
    After a few short moments, Bonnie appeared to get into a brief argument with Theo, then shook her head and headed back around the café. 
 
    Bonnie, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen agonized, knowing what awaited her there.  The natural-born Firstlander vampire lord, upon taking Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s essence, had re-shaped the air around him to hide his true shape, taking instead the identity of the doddering old Beatrice, whom Duke Buðlungr had dumped in the woods and forced Tl'oghk'etnaeyen to compel to start walking.  Still believing that she had been driven two hours out of her way by her very best friends in the world, the dying old woman would now walk, endlessly, until her feet bled and she starved to death or Tl'oghk'etnaeyen told her to stop. 
 
    For that, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen felt wretched.  It was one thing to meddle good-naturedly with the lives of the arrogant.  It was quite another to cause misery just for misery’s sake, especially in one so naturally kind and selfless, and the fact that he had been party to it, however unwillingly, made him sick. 
 
    “Good dog,” Duke Buðlungr said, petting him again absently.  “Pant for me.” 
 
    That hoary spawn of a sprite’s testicle, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, as his body immediately started panting enthusiastically.  The Duke, who could catch vague glimpses of Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s thoughts through the blood-binding despite his efforts to conceal them, looked down at him with a smug grin.  “So how does it feel to have your mind subdued by another, dog?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen bristled.  It wasn’t his mind being subdued, it was his body, and if the Duke gave him half a chance, he would weave his tiny Thirdlander psyche in a tapestry so tight he thought he was a maggot for the next ten millennium. 
 
    The Duke must have caught wind of that thought, because he laughed.  “A challenge.  I’ll enjoy breaking your spirit, boy.  It’ll give me something to do.”  He cocked his head at the distant café, a slight frown coming over his face as he concentrated.  “But first…” 
 
    Theo had shoved the girl to the ground and put his hand around her neck, which Tl'oghk'etnaeyen found surprising, all things considered.  Part of why he had stayed with Theo for so long was that he had seemed, on the whole, decent.  At least as so far as Third Landers were concerned, Theo was decent.  Time and again, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had watched Theo release mortals instead of enthrall them, knock heads together instead of kill.  Choking a mortal girl, threatening her with his fangs, hadn’t seemed like something Theo would do of his own accord. 
 
    And, indeed, Theo let the woman up after only a moment, and they squared off uneasily a few paces apart. 
 
    “He didn’t take her,” the Duke said, shaking his head, bemused.  “I will never understand that boy.” 
 
    Theo licked his wrist and the girl stumbled. 
 
    “Oh, he intends to bind her,” the Duke said, still watching from the alders like a voyeur behind a privacy screen.  “How delightful.” 
 
    Then Theo spat and wiped his wrists, and the Duke looked disappointed.  “One would think he had unicorn blood.”  Oblivious to the Duke’s commentary, after another exchange with the girl, Theo turned to walk away. 
 
    “Ah, I think it’s time for introductions,” the Duke said.  “Come, pet.  Heel.”  He walked forward, and, humiliatingly, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen clambered on all fours beside him, his arms and legs compelled to motion by the worming blackness coursing through his veins. 
 
    “Stay,” the Duke said, once he’d made his presence known, then had advanced towards the other two. 
 
    Run, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen willed Theo.  Just leave her and run…  It was the only way any of them were getting out of there with their freedom—Theo had to make it out unfettered.  He had more knowledge, more will, more power than the inexperienced little queen.  He needed to escape. 
 
    But, sickeningly, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was forced to sit there, hunched on all fours, and watch helplessly as first the Inquisitor, then Theo, were bound and haltered. 
 
    “Come, my pets,” the Duke said as he led the two others back to where Tl'oghk'etnaeyen huddled near the forest’s edge.  “You too, dog,” he said as they approached.  “Let’s go see if my gracious contract-bearer has finished binding his queen yet so I can go home.” 
 
    Then, with Theo and the Inquisitor walking with the same stiff, jerky motions as Tl'oghk'etnaeyen himself, they made their way around the back of the building to the other side, where the car was parked. 
 
    “Stay here for a moment, my little inquisitive whore,” the Duke said, stroking a finger down the Catholic woman’s face.  She went stiff all over, biting her lip.  There was sweat on her brow and tears on her cheeks.  The Duke chuckled and took a deep breath over her shoulder.  “Ohhh how I love that smell.  You reek of fear, hypocrite.  It’s magnificent.”  He grabbed her chin roughly, then, and kissed her, rough and lacking any passion. 
 
    “Leave her alone asshole,” Theo gritted. 
 
    The Duke, still claiming the lips of his unwilling subject, smiled and gave Theo a sneer over her shoulder.  “Oh you have no idea what’s in store for this arrogant harlot, Theodore,” he said.  “Trapped in this realm, forced to do the bidding of a child…” he bared aged yellow fangs, and looked back at his prize.  “I must entertain myself somehow.”  He kissed her again.  And the Inquisitor, despite her whimpers, started to meld into him, reaching for him, pressing her curves passionately into his… 
 
    He took his time, enjoying putting his hands where he shouldn’t, enjoying the Inquisitor’s whimpers of terror. 
 
    After several minutes of her shaking, whimpering body grinding itself against him, Duke Buðlungr shoved the woman violently away, making the startled Inquisitor stumble and hit the grassy ground hard on her ass.  The Duke wiped his lips on the back of his arm like he’d touched them to the ass of a mule.  “Stay here, whore,” he growled to her.  “You move, and I’ll bind your blood, too.”  He looked up at Theo and Angus.  “Same for you.  Stay.  My pets.”  He cocked his head at Theo.  “I already have a dog…how would you like to be my pony, Theodore?”  And, at that, the Duke strode away around the corner of the building. 
 
    “Damn,” Theo whispered.  “Goddamn.”  His fists were balled and trembling. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked over at the vampire lord, wishing he could do or say anything but sit there in mute silence as his friends got hurt.   
 
    Minutes went by, then the Duke came hurtling around the corner of the café, looking furious.  He stopped at Theo, grabbed him by the throat, and snarled, “Come here, Hjörr.  Your queen needs to be reined in before I eviscerate her.”  Then, without another word or glance at Tl'oghk'etnaeyen or the Inquisitor, he turned and stalked back around the cafe, dragging a choking Theo by his grip on the baron’s throat. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen glanced at the Inquisitor, who was still shivering on the ground, fighting some internal battle within.  Her mind was an incomprehensible babble of shame, despair, and self-loathing. 
 
    I’m sorry, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought.  I’d help if I could… 
 
    But he couldn’t.  All he could do was sit there like a lock-jawed animal. 
 
    “Angus.  Psst.” 
 
    The words came from the edge of the forest behind him.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen turned his head, his eyes widening when he saw Bonnie hunkered there amongst the alders. 
 
    “Angus,” she whispered.  “Come here.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, of course, could neither move nor speak.  All he could do was cringe inside, knowing that the hunters were already on her trail, and that it would be only minutes until she was found and subdued like he had been. 
 
    Bonnie frowned when he didn’t move, but didn’t take a hint.  She actually started to leave the edge of the forest. 
 
    Angus shook his head as hard as he could, but he was unable to so much as whine, the Duke’s ‘Be silent’ still gripping him in an inescapable iron fist. 
 
    Bonnie frowned at him, then her attention slipped to the Inquisitor, who was frozen in place, watching the queen as she wiped tears from her cheeks. 
 
    Bonnie turned back to him.  “Angus,” she hissed.  “Come on, you gotta get us out of here.” 
 
    The Inquisitor cocked her head at Angus, then her face started to shift with understanding.  “He’s the feylord, isn’t he?” she asked, swiping tears from her eyes. 
 
    Bonnie gave the woman an uncomfortable look, then took another step towards him.  “Angus, what’s wrong?” 
 
    Go back, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen willed.  Please go back.  Run as far and as fast as you can…  The idea of Buðlungr getting hold of the queen was too much for him to bear.  If he managed to take her back to the Nightlands with him, she would probably end up the entertainment of another queen, a curiosity to be shown off in chains. 
 
    After all, at last count, there were only fourteen of them in the Third Lands, and none in the First Lands.  That census was over a hundred years old now, though… 
 
    “He’s probably blood-bound,” the Inquisitor said, turning her head away, but not before Tl'oghk'etnaeyen saw her face twist with loathing.  “If I were the magus, I would have immediately removed his ability to speak.” 
 
    Spoken like someone who’s done it before, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought bitterly.  He nodded at Bonnie, though. 
 
    “Leave him and go, if you still can,” the Inquisitor said.  “He’s useless to you now.  There’s no way to fight a blood-binding.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded at her again.  Run, he willed.  Run, run… 
 
    But the vampire queen took another hesitant step out of the foliage, completely exposed, now.  “I can carry you,” she said to him. 
 
    As much as he wanted that, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shook his head emphatically.  Too simple for Buðlungr to trace, too easy for Tl'oghk'etnaeyen to betray her. 
 
    But the queen, damn her, just kept coming.  “All right, look,” she whispered, “I’m just gonna carry you until we get out of range of his spell or something.” 
 
    This time, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s head-shake was so emphatic that he almost fell over. 
 
    “The bindings of blood-magic work regardless of distance,” the Inquisitor said bitterly.  “There is literally nowhere to run, once the cords of seiðr are tied.  That lord owns him now.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that,” Bonnie said, and took another step closer, reaching for him.  At the same time, she jerked, looking up at something rounding the building, headed towards them… 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Bonnie was an arm’s-length from the feylord when Duke Buðlungr rounded the corner with Theo in tow.  He looked pissed.  Really pissed. 
 
    In Buðlungr’s grip, Theo looked weak, his blood-web flickering like a dying flame. 
 
    They took it all, she thought, frowning.  Even her own essence was now missing from her consort’s veins. 
 
    Then the Duke’s eyes caught on Bonnie, and Buðlungr froze, mid-step.  Meeting the blood-magus’s cold blue gaze, Bonnie’s heart skipped a beat.  She had thought he would stay to help his friend get the silver out of his shattered knees.  Instead, it looked as if he’d simply taken Theo over for the native guy to drain almost to death.  Even then, Theo was pale, wobbling as he walked, and smoking from where the sun touched his skin, no longer protected by Masaaki’s golden glow in his veins. 
 
    “You,” Buðlungr snarled, pointing at Bonnie.  “Come here.” 
 
    Bonnie giggled at the hilarity of that.  “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Come here,” the Duke snarled, “or I kill your consort.”  He grabbed Theo by the throat and lifted him completely off the ground with the ease of a man hoisting a fish. 
 
    Seeing Theo bat ineffectually at the Duke’s arm, feet kicking as he choked, Bonnie hesitated.  She really didn’t want to see Theo die.  He seemed like one of the good guys… 
 
    There are always two roads, Masaaki’s words rang in her mind, even if one is invisible.  Don’t take the stupid road, daimyō.  Too many people lose everything because they never bother looking for the second road, they only see the stupid road. 
 
    At her feet, Angus was trembling so hard he was almost falling over, his breaths coming in tight, agonizing pants.  He was obviously fighting some deep, instinctive terror of the man in front of him.  In his contortions, his blood-web flickered between the brown-gold ambiance of a dog to the blazing green of the feylord—laced with the nasty black tapeworms that she had seen writhing in Theo’s blood.  She squinted down at him, then up at Buðlungr. 
 
    “I have no patience with children,” the Duke snarled, squeezing Theo’s neck until his face and ears turned purple.  “Don’t test me.  Come.”  Like she were a dog.  Like he had treated Angus and Theo. 
 
    And, remembering how Buðlungr had treated the Inquisitor, Bonnie really couldn’t see putting herself in the same position, regardless of what he did to Theo.  That was…dumb.  Hell, if Theo’s rantings on the drive here had been any indication, Theo would rather be dead than blood-bound by a Third Lander… 
 
    There are always two roads, Masaaki’s words reminded her again. 
 
    Angus continued to hyperventilate at her feet, whimpering. 
 
    The Duke’s eyes narrowed.  “Dog, come here,” Buðlungr snapped.  “She doesn’t do what she’s told, I’ll kill you first.” 
 
    Angus immediately got off his haunches and started forward with jerky efficiency. 
 
    All hail the second road, Bonnie thought, dropping down and grabbing Angus by the hips.  Spinning the feylord around, she pinned him to the ground and rammed the fangs of her other wrist into what she hoped was his chest. 
 
    “Teleport us!” she snapped, injecting him with all the venom she had left, careful not to suck any of the blackness back inside her.  “Now!” 
 
    Angus’s eyes went wide and he raised a paw to the air… 
 
    “The fuck?!” Buðlungr screamed, dropping Theo and storming towards them, the rags of his robe billowing outward as shadow started to coalesce around him.  “He can—  Don’t you dare, you impudent shit.  Do not walk the Void.  Do not.”  With the Duke’s words, the dog seemed to go into a mini-convulsion as the conflicting orders warred within him. 
 
    Remembering her dealings with the barghest, Bonnie grabbed the dog by the jowls, pulled him until his face was an inch from hers, and said, “If you love me, you will teleport us right now.” 
 
    Angus froze, going still beneath her.  She saw that same sudden clarity, the blind devotion of the barghest.  His paw came up, and he expertly drew a circle in the air around them.  The air between them and Buðlungr fell away, replaced by that cold, miserable superhighway of colored energy lines. 
 
    Bonnie picked the dog up and hurled him into it, ducking in after him just as Buðlungr’s arm reached through to grab her. 
 
    “Close it!” she screamed, even as the extreme cold started to singe her skin.  “Close!” 
 
    “Leave it open!” Buðlungr snarled, starting to drag her out. 
 
    Angus, for his part, looked like he was about to pass out, his eyes actually starting to roll in his fuzzy forehead from some great internal strain. 
 
    So much for the second road, Bonnie thought, as she struggled, grabbing the glowing threads in a freezing fist to keep the Duke from pulling her back out into the grass. 
 
    It was the Inquisitor who saved her.  Throwing a slender leather sheath aside that she had plucked from the ground, the Inquisitor stepped forward, darkness in her face, and stabbed the Duke in the clavicle with a silver blade, then again in the neck.  The Duke howled and Bonnie had just enough time to see Buðlungr turn on the Inquisitor, grabbing her face with a malicious fury before the portal snapped shut, sealing Bonnie and the dog in the icy darkness. 
 
    “Angus,” she gasped, on lungs already starting to freeze.  “Please…”  Her parents had left her that On the Use of Blood book in the basement, which she assumed was about blood-magic, and if there was one thing she knew, it was that she needed to level the playing field.  I might be able to get the worms out of you, she thought, as hard as she could.  But you’ve gotta take me home.  “Please…” 
 
    It was the last thing she was able to say before her vocal cords froze, and for a long, horrible minute, Bonnie thought it would be the last thing she said, ever.  Then, almost tentatively, she felt a warm hand on her frozen skin, tugging on her stiffening arm. 
 
    Glancing back at her, Angus—who was starting to turn green as her eyes blurred—grabbed a luminescent strand laid out before them seemingly at random and tugged.  Then, like light-speed in the Enterprise, all the mishmash of intersecting cords blurred and they were moving unbelievably fast… 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 23: Taking on Pestilence 
 
    Jessie opened his eyes to a splitting headache.  He groaned and reached up to touch his temple, but his hand was stopped by a beige, leather-clad steering wheel.  “Huh?” he managed, disoriented.  He wasn’t in his bed, instead propped up in somebody else’s once-fancy-but-now-beat-to-shit car, and he could’ve sworn he just had the worst fucking nightmare… 
 
    “Hello, couch-man,” a spine-chillingly familiar voice said from behind him. 
 
    Jessie made a full-body cringe, then, with the slowness of a recovering psychotic hoping the delusion would go away before it could be made real, lifted his eyes to the rearview mirror. 
 
    The barghest sat sprawled comfortably in the back of the limo, dressed in black jeans and T-shirt, surrounded by a wall of stuffed animals, pots and pans, brightly-colored blankets and towels, camping gear, clearance winter jackets, gaudy dime-store jewelry, and other seemingly random Wal-Mart merchandise, merrily eating a bag of Cheetos.  “Good,” Björn said, as soon as their eyes made contact.  “You’re awake.  I have ‘decent’ clothes.  Go take me to my queen.  I will present her with gifts.”  The big man spread his arm wide to proudly include the random assortment of crap, then gestured with a Cheeto at the steering wheel. 
 
    Jessie didn’t even want to know how the barghest had acquired his ‘gifts’ or his new clothes.  In fact, the only thing that was currently going through his mind, over and over, was that he wanted out.  He’d seen Björn tear someone’s head off with no more warning than if he were slapping him amicably on the back. 
 
    And then, as if that weren’t bad enough, the guy Björn had insulted had become something straight out of an Egyptian horror movie and had flown off in a house-sized swarm to start eating crops. 
 
    Wow, I am in so far over my head right now, Jessie thought, watching the barghest dump the last of the Cheetos into his mouth and crunch up the bag, then throw it out the open window.  So completely out of my— 
 
    Jessie frowned as the Cheetos bag hit the Wal-Mart parking lot, his brain suddenly clicking into gear.  As a follower of Buddha, there was very little in this world that would genuinely irritate him, but casual littering by negligent idiots got under his skin every time.  “Pick it up,” he blurted. 
 
    Björn, who was yawning and stretching comfortably, stopped with a blink.  “Huh?” 
 
    “The bag,” Jessie snapped, jerking a thumb at it.  “Pick it up.”  After the last twenty-four hours Jessie had had, he was so far beyond giving a shit about being rational at this point that he scowled at the barghest through the rearview, daring him not to comply. 
 
    Björn blinked his cream-pale blue eyes, then looked out the window at the discarded Cheetos bag, looking genuinely perplexed.  “I don’t want it anymore.” 
 
    He doesn’t want it anymore…  Jessie spun in his seat so he could glare at the barghest directly through the divider.  “This isn’t the fucking second century, Björn.  You wanna look like a stray dog fresh off the landfill?  Fine.  She’s gonna see you as an honorless, shit-flinging barbarian if she sees you throw your own leavings around like a flatulent hillbilly.  There are trash receptacles for those things.  Grow some class.  Fucking goat-ass savage.”  Scowling, he spun back to face the front, his whole body stiff with annoyance. 
 
    Behind him, Björn hesitated.  “But…”  Through the rearview, he saw the barghest glance out at the bag. 
 
    “But?” Jessie all but shouted.  “This planet was already on its death throes before you and your friends showed up to ruin what’s left—deserts expanding, polar bears starving to death, diseased little children gasping for goddamn air like dying fishes because we stuffed the atmosphere with so many fluorocarbons we’re giving them cancer because we’re overpopulated and can’t feed everybody and, gee, we’re poisoning what’s left with pesticides and our own blind stupidity, smearing the indelible stink of humanity across everything our ancestors once considered sacred, a necrotic virus on the skin of Mother Earth, and you just had to go show your indifference to the whole soul-crushing rot all around us by casually adding to it with your single goddamn bag of Cheetos like an asshole.”  Fuming, Jessie yanked his seatbelt off, got out of the limo, snagged the Cheetos bag, and threw it back through the window at Björn. 
 
    Björn blinked up at him.  “Sorry, couch-man…” 
 
    “And don’t call me couch-man!” Jessie screamed.  “I’m a goddamn psychologist, you dumb fucking brick, not your Stockholm-Syndromed, happy-go-lucky, you-betcha gopher-boy slave.”  Then, without another word, he climbed back into the limo, slammed the door shut, started the car, and wordlessly started driving them to the address the woman had left with him, ‘in case of emergency,’ fully intending to dump the striped cinderblock on somebody else’s hands and get back to his wife and kids. 
 
    Björn said nothing for so long that Jessie thought maybe he’d, oh, teleported out of the car and saved him the hassle of finding a new babysitter.  When he looked, Björn was staring at him through the rearview, pale. 
 
    “I had no idea the situation was so dire,” Björn said.   
 
    “We’re like locusts,” Jessie muttered, a little mollified.  “I mean, even fucking Antarctica is falling apart.” 
 
    “Then it’s as Odin warned…” Björn said soberly.  “Pestilence has gone unchecked in this realm too long, and now his sickness has spread to every corner of this realm.” 
 
    At first, Jessie thought the striped ingrate was talking disease and sickness in general, but then, upon catching Björn’s worried, thoughtful look in the rearview, remembering the bug-man composed entirely of ultra-large crickets… 
 
    “You mean that literally, don’t you?” he breathed.  “Pestilence.  The horseman.  Humans are his locusts.” 
 
    Björn frowned.  “I thought it was obvious.” 
 
    Apparently it was obvious to a meatbrained savage, but not to one of the bugs running around happily destroying the crops.  Jessie went quiet, watching the road ahead.  Eventually, he looked back up at Björn.  “Why did you attack him?” 
 
    Björn shrugged.  “It is my duty as one of Odin’s Chosen to kill him.  He breaks the balance.” 
 
    “But…”  Jessie swallowed, trying to piece together how you killed something made of bugs.  Pesticides, maybe?  “How can you kill one of the Four Horsemen?” 
 
    The big man in the seat shrugged again.  “Demigods are never easy.” 
 
    Demigods.  Great.  “And you thought you could just waltz in there and bash his head off, end of story?” 
 
    Björn chuckled.  “Of course not.  I wanted first blood.”  The big man got almost wistful.  “No, his death will be much more difficult.  It will require planning and weapons.  I might even have to reclaim Skofnung.” 
 
    “But…” Jessie asked, glancing back at Björn, who had no weapons but the wickedly-curved talons that grew from his fingers and the way the shadows boiled out of his tattoos when he was angry, “…how?  You’re just…one guy.” 
 
    Björn grunted.  “Loki said Nemesis and Freyja and Ra would be sending their Chosen to help, though I’ve not seen them yet.  I was told Gaia and Psyche would assist me, too, but you couldn’t get a feylord within a hundred feet of a barghest, much less one of Psyche’s limp-dick, blunt-toothed, brain-twisting book-fuckers.”  Björn chuckled to himself, waving disgustedly.  “And I’m fine with that—sniveling mindweaving cowards should all be skinned alive and made to choke on their own shriveled dicks.  They have no place in a battle.” 
 
    Jessie studied Björn through the mirror.  “I thought your soulmate was from Freyja’s court.” 
 
    Björn snorted with complete scorn.  “She’s no warrior.” 
 
    “Oh, okay then,” Jessie snorted.  “Matter settled.” 
 
    “Yes,” Björn said, with extreme confidence.  “By the way, I meant to ask you…  Do you think the soft-hearted woman will like my gifts?”  He held out a big pink teddy bear with a red CANCER AWARENESS heart on it for him to examine. 
 
    “You want my honest answer or do you want to feel good about yourself?” 
 
    Björn blinked at him, then blinked at the bear.  Sighing, the barghest turned to throw it out the window, then, at Jessie’s sharp look, hesitated, then sheepishly tossed it into the back of the limo.  “How about this one?” the barghest asked, holding up a multicolored umbrella.  “If you push the ring up the stick, it turns into a butterfly.”  He demonstrated, grinning widely and showing doglike canines.  “Women like butterflies, yes?” 
 
    “Pretty sure she’s not going to be as impressed with that as you are.” 
 
    Björn’s face fell and he glanced around him at his gathered loot.  “She won’t like any of this, will she?” 
 
    “Well, from what you told me—and from the fact we’re driving in a limo that probably cost more than somebody’s house—I’m pretty sure if she wanted to buy herself stuffed animals or umbrellas or kitchen sets, she would have done it already.” 
 
    The barghest looked devastated.  “I spent hours collecting these things for her.” 
 
    Jessie gave the barghest a long, considering look, debating whether or not to ask him what horrors he had perpetrated to fill the limo with shrink-wrapped shit from China. 
 
    After a bitter internal battle, Jessie chose against it, deciding he liked his conscience clean.  At least he hadn’t seen any girl scout cookies. 
 
    They finished the rest of the short drive up Eagle River Road with Jessie item-by-item nixing Björn’s ‘gifts’ until there was just one little multitool from the camping aisle left.   
 
    “This?” Björn had demanded, holding the plastic Leatherman packaging up in confusion.  “Of all of it?  Why this?!” 
 
    “Every Alaskan girl needs a Leatherman,” Jessie said, quoting one of his best friends at UAA.  She’d been an outdoors nut, the kind that disappeared in Denali for weeks on end.  Then, seeing the suspicion forming on Björn’s face, he quickly added, “And no, it’s not a man, it’s just the name of the manufacturer.  The brand.” 
 
    Björn squinted at the multitool as Jessie pulled them off the main road and took the gravel driveway slowly, so as to not throw rocks against the paint.  Though, at this point, with the inside of the vehicle slashed, drenched in alcohol, the passenger door missing, and bloodstains all over the front half of the driver’s compartment, Jessie didn’t know why he really cared at this point. 
 
    He pulled the limo to a stop outside the massive, dark wooden house looming within a shroud of birch and spruce forest, but saw no other cars parked in the circular driveway out front.  “Looks like nobody’s home,” he offered, on a pang of disappointment.  He had actually been looking forward to some answers—or at least someone else to take over babysitting duties.  He unbuckled and reached for his seatbelt. 
 
    Björn’s hand, suddenly driven through the partition between them, stopped him.  “Sshhh,” the big man rumbled.  “Don’t move.  I hear boots.”  It was the low, creepy sound of a predator.  Sure enough, when Jessie looked into the rearview, Björn’s face had shifted to something between canine and feline, and shadows were boiling out of the creature’s body as he watched the house.  
 
    The barghest’s tension infecting him, Jessie lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Boots are a good thing, right?” 
 
    “My woman doesn’t wear boots.”  The house had Björn’s complete attention, now.  Then, a moment later, the barghest’s head snapped to the right, taking in something in the forest.  Then to the left.  Each time he looked, his body bristled, and that low rattle in his chest increased like a pissed-off alien.  “Prepare yourself, Jessie,” Björn said, those long back talons extruding from his fingertips and the inside temperature of the limo dropping a few dozen degrees.  “There’s about to be blood.” 
 
      
 
    Check out Book 3, The Feylord, 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 3 and sign up for my mailing list for more content, including beta-reader opportunities! 
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    My name is Sara King and I’m going to change the world. 
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   Sneak Peek of Book 3: 
 
    Chapter 1: A Feylord’s Favor 
 
    Bonnie took a lot longer to thaw this time than the last, because this time Angus didn’t help her.  Instead, he had fallen to a crouch a few feet away, a full-grown man squatting on his hands and knees like a dog, shivering all over.  She could tell through her blurry vision that he wore some sort of embroidered yellow vest, and that his bare arms and face were tinted green, with his hair, lips, and eyes a deeper emerald.  The blazing firefly-green of his blood web was even then writhing with those black tapeworms, jerking and tugging at his limbs and body, trying to drag him out of the house. 
 
    Can you hear me? Bonnie thought, for her lips and tongue were still frozen from the extra-long journey. 
 
    Slowly, with great effort, the man on the floor nodded.  He was trembling, his green fists tight to the floor, his head down as he panted. 
 
    I need you to help me, Bonnie thought, desperate.  It was taking her body too long to melt the ice.  At this current pace, it might be hours, and they didn’t have hours…  Please… 
 
    Trembling all over, the green-skinned man crawled towards her and, with what was obviously a massive effort on his part, lifted his hand to her shoulder. 
 
    Instantly, a wash of warmth hit her in a welcome flood, the stiffness in her limbs beginning to ease, first in her smallest digits, then outward and into her deeper joints.  As her vision cleared, the man’s green skin faded, replaced by the fur and muted brown bloodweb of a dog.  Gasping, the feylord pulled away and collapsed back into a huddle on the floor, shivering like he was dying. 
 
    Though he hadn’t managed to concentrate long enough to melt her completely, Bonnie nonetheless found she could uncurl from her fetal position, her bones still aching with cold, her body awash in the burning fire of thawing limbs.  “How…” she croaked, eyes on the writhing black tapeworms thrashing within his veins.  “How do I get that stuff out of you?” 
 
    Angus shook his head.  Fighting the blood magic seemed to be taking his full concentration. 
 
    It’s trying to make him leave, Bonnie realized, watching the blackness push at his limbs, compelling him to move.  To go back to the Duke… 
 
    She decided to make it easier on him.  “Stay here.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    The command actually made the feylord’s body relax with a gasp of relief. 
 
    “Can the Duke follow us?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    Angus shook his head, his jaw clenched with tendon-tearing tightness. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Instead of speaking, however, Angus’s furry body went into a sudden convulsion and he made a low moan as his eyes started to roll into the back of his head. 
 
    “Never mind!” she cried quickly, realizing that it must have been a direct contradiction of whatever Buðlungr had told him to do.  “Never mind, you don’t have to talk.” 
 
    The feylord let out a low sob of relief and curled in on himself, shuddering violently as he hyperventilated on the floor.  He started crawling towards the front door, those same jerky, unnatural motions. 
 
    Not looking good, Captain… 
 
    She needed that book, and she needed it now.  But she also couldn’t leave him alone, just in case he lost control and wandered off.  Apologizing, Bonnie picked him up and, as he weakly tried to keep crawling, carried him down into her parents’ basement.   
 
    It was two stories under the house, through a foot-deep metal vault door, then down a concrete staircase that ended in a horror show of cages, sadistic devices, whips, chains, and iron maidens. 
 
    She saw a part of Angus register his surroundings, because his droopy mastiff eyes went wide and he started to struggle in earnest, gasping and panting.   
 
    “Hold still, dumbass,” she muttered, holding him easily in place.  She picked one of the biggest cages and pulled the gate open. 
 
    But she must not have given him a very strong dose of venom, because he was thrashing and biting her and Bonnie, startled, dropped him, checking to see where he had punctured skin on her shoulder. 
 
    Angus, free, was already scrabbling up the stairs, fast, and Bonnie realized she had to catch him, now, or lightning-fast leafy bastard was going to outpace her.  She lunged just in time to grab one of his legs by the ankle, dropping him on the stairs.  He kicked at her wildly—catching her in the face—as she then started dragging him back into the basement. 
 
    “Angus, what the hell?!” she cried. 
 
    But he obviously wasn’t thinking at this point.  He was flailing, kicking, snarling… 
 
    Hissing at the bruises he was randomly delivering all over her body, Bonnie threw him into the closest cage she could find and locked him in. 
 
    Once inside, Angus froze.  He was panting again, whining, thrashing at the bars… 
 
    “Just chill,” Bonnie said, wiping blood from her lip where a foot had connected with her face.  “Odin’s nipples, man, just chill out.  I just needed to hold you in place to keep you from running back to Buðlungr while I figure out how to fix you.” 
 
    Angus’s eyes met hers and she saw his anxiety laid bare, his naked fear, his pleading. 
 
    He thinks I’m going to trap him down here, Bonnie realized, shocked. 
 
    “No way,” Bonnie blurted.  “Trust me, not my thing.  This was my parents’ little hell-hole, not mine.” 
 
    He clearly didn’t believe her.  He was making that weird sound in his throat again, his forehead pressed against the bars and shuddering with each labored breath.  Even with his image masked as that of a dog, it didn’t look like he could take much more of whatever was going on in his head. 
 
    “I’ll fix you,” Bonnie promised.  “Just hang tight.”  Then she went looking for the book her parents had left her… 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Eyes closed, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen panted as he fought both the queen’s drug and the blood-seiðr, all while trying to keep his panic at suddenly discovering that Bonnie Stanford, the vampire queen he had thought he understood to be an innocent, maintained a dungeon under her house, one that utterly reeked of death, carnage, and misery.  The energetic imprinting of this place had been so extreme that it could only mean dozens—hundreds?—of creatures like him had died on those cruel metal devices lining the walls.  Sifting through it was like wading through rotting sewage, and it was already staining his mind. 
 
    She’s got me now, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, slung against the bars in defeat.  He was already fighting the queen’s mind-magics with everything he had, and to be locked in a dungeon where he could feel the brutal deaths of his wretched brethren soaked into the walls…   
 
    He hadn’t thought such deceit to be within her rudimentary mental capabilities, but here they were.  First Buðlungr, then a queen’s venom, now this…  Stupid.  So stupid!  She would literally be able to do anything she wanted to him, and if she put enough punch in her words, he would love every second of it. 
 
    Gaia, what he wouldn’t give to open his mouth and claim his last two Favors.  He even planned them out as he clung to the silver bars—which, at least, were silver and not iron—just in case he got a chance to use them. 
 
    Release your hold on me.  Forget I exist.  Two very simple, quickly-spoken, very effective Favors that, when used in conjunction, had oft gotten a young feylord out of a difficult situation many times before. 
 
    About five minutes later, Bonnie returned with a massive book, one obviously very old and well-used.  It was when Tl'oghk'etnaeyen saw the title that he froze, sheets of ice rolling over him, prickling his skin with a wash of goosebumps.  He couldn’t read the words, but he understood the symbol of the Thirdlander blood magi on the front: Freyja’s sacred boar, bound and bled on a wheel. 
 
    On the Use of Blood.  The Third-Lander equivalent of a how-to guide on enthralling the unlucky, a very rare prize usually never seen in the First Lands, as they were highly guarded by the blood-magi of the Third Lands.  Like all the books on seiðr, it had been originally smuggled from Freyja’s hall, stolen from the völvur, then copied by the vampires who craved the sorceresses’ power for their own, liberally altered for their own use.  Copies were still being made, but only at great price, because those magi found with them in the Third Realm were slaughtered by Valkyrie, their souls cast from the Third Lands forever, their books burned as abominations.  For that reason, once commissioned of a master, they were usually bound to the new owner’s soul so that no other magi could read them. 
 
    Great, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought.  It gets worse.  She wants to blood-bind me.  Good thing she would be too young and inexperienced to read the words and work the magics… 
 
    Then, like a waft of fresh air in the reeking mental imprint of misery of this place, he heard, Okay, so now to find the section on releasing someone from a blood-bind… 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen sat up, watching her warily as she moved her finger down the incomprehensible Table of Contents.  The book itself was written in the völvur’s arcane script, by a powerful magus, and despite Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s training, its symbols moved and twisted in his mind, refusing to hold still for anyone but an accomplished and determined Thirdlander magus trained in the language of the sorceresses.  
 
    But how could she read them?  Vampires, due to their ancient Firstlands blood, were not naturals in the use of seiðr, and she was too young to have been taught the discipline by an established Thirdlander magus… 
 
    Curious, now, he mentally tuned in as her mind seemed to skim what was on the page… 
 
    The Long-Distance Blood Binding…no.  Seeing Through Your Thrall’s Eyes…no.  Exciting Ideas on How to Bring a Stubborn Slave to Heel…no.  Illusions and Mind-Tricks…no.  How to Kill Via Blood…no.  How to Induce Euphoria and Other Emotions for More Intense Sexual Harvest…ugh, hell no.  How to Remove or Counter the Seiðr of Another…hey that might work.   
 
    Stunned, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen brought his eyes up from the nebulous, indecipherable text to study the little frown on the vampire’s face. 
 
    It takes her no more effort than reading a news bulletin, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen realized, stunned to the core. 
 
    Oblivious, the queen kept reading.  …the issue of how to release a blood-binding made on your stable by one of your adversaries is a common problem with several potential solutions.  The first—and obviously most desirable—is to kill the opponent who has bound your property.  (Or, in the case of your own incursion into his territory, the lord whose property you have acquired.)  The second is much more difficult… 
 
    “Here we go,” Bonnie said, stopping her finger on the page.  Then she grimaced and made a face.  “Man…  Okay, looks like I’m gonna need your cooperation for this.” 
 
    You have it, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, more than a little stunned.  Who is this child, who reads the books of a sorceress with the ease of a völva?  He’d only heard of something similar once before, when a Champion of Freyja had been loaned to Gaia to help put down a minor water god who had finally lost his mind… 
 
    A völva,” the thought, getting cold all over again as he watched her continue to turn pages with effortless concentration.  But if a völva was here and a Champion of Odin…  He got goosebumps just thinking what that could mean. 
 
    The sages in the Second Realms had agreed for almost a millennium that something horrible was happening in the First and Third Realms, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was beginning to think it was something that, if the fight with the river god had been any indication, could quite possibly end up leveling entire cities… 
 
    But then Bonnie was looking up at him, innocent consternation on her face, and said, “How much blood can I take from you before it kills you?” 
 
    That spell is too taxing for you, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen wanted to scream, but the seiðr binding his jaw made it impossible, so he could only sit there and watch, shivering against the strength of the Duke’s bloodwork, as the queen wasted his time. 
 
    “Okay,” the vampire said, taking a deep breath after finishing the passage in her book, “So it says if the victim’s not a blood-magus, it makes it harder.  Theo could control the seiðr of his own blood, and lured the Duke’s magic out that way, but you…”  She glanced down at the passage.  “I think I’ll have to destroy his hold on you altogether.” 
 
    Just kill me now, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought.  She was going to attempt to create a öndkar, which was about as likely as her forging the moon.  Better to try a re-binding, a cleansing, or even a Stíga Andlát—the walking death.  But no, she had gone for the hardest, most ridiculously overpowered spell in the unbinding section, because it ‘sounded good.’  Like killing a gnat with a sledgehammer because it was closer than the flyswatter.  He started bashing his head against the bars and moaning. 
 
    But, inanely, she went on, “It says for someone like Buðlungr, I’ll need to make a vessel to hold the worms as we pull them out, otherwise they can jump back in before I’m done.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned and dropped his head against the bars.  Gaia give me the strength of mind to deal with small-minded Third Landers. 
 
    “So, uh, sorry, but this is gonna suck.  I’ve gotta go grab a bowl and a couple other things and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Forging a öndkar is a master’s spell, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen willed her to understand.  You’re not going to be able to forge an öndkar your first day, without a virgin sacrifice and a week of preparation… 
 
    “Okay, be right back!” she said hurriedly. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned again and watched as the vampire jogged up the stairs, leaving him there to fight the Duke’s seiðr alone.  He waited, anxiously listening to the sounds of her feet moving around overhead, then let out the breath he’d been holding when she came jogging back down the stairs with a silver bowl, a knife, and a blowtorch. 
 
    Seeing her rudimentary tools, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen started laughing—or was it crying?—but his jaw was locked so tight that it sounded like the muffled grunts of carnal barbarian sex. 
 
    The queen gave him an odd look as she settled back down in front of him.  “You okay?” 
 
    He shook his head, then started banging his temple against the bars. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll hurry up.”  As if that would make him feel better.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shuddered and tried not to feel the worms of seiðr moving within him, dragging at him…   The only reason he wasn’t clawing at the walls in a flat-out frenzy was that the Duke hadn’t given him a direct order to come back to him.  All that was coming down the cord now was a vague instinct, the tingling echoes of Buðlungr’s last command just before the portal snapped shut. 
 
    Laying the bowl out in front of the cage, the vampire read the passage in her book a third time—including the warning at the top about how the spell should be undertaken by the assiduously adept only, with ‘adequate preparation’.   
 
    “Okay, looks like I’ve got what I need,” she said.  Then, with only a moment of hesitation, she thought,  I wonder what ‘assiduously adept’ means?  A moment later, Oh well. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen started maiming himself with the bars again. 
 
    Then, grimacing, the vampire queen drew a tiny cut across her palm with the knife.  Seeing how little she planned to use, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen rolled his eyes.  For the love of Summer, I can’t take any more of this… 
 
    Using that tiny speck of blood, she painted a symbol on the bottom of the bowl.  Seeing its delicate frailness, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen pounded his head harder. 
 
    “Don’t worry, green dude,” Bonnie said, obviously mistaking his actions for the effects of seiðr.  “We’ll get you out of this.”  She picked up a blowtorch. 
 
    Like she thinks this is an instruction manual on fixing an errant refrigerator, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, remembering Theo’s curses and contortions as he’d replaced parts.  The fire has to be from a sacred source and you must apply your will…  But of course she didn’t know that because she had skipped the first twenty chapters on the basics of blood rites. 
 
    After consulting the diagram in the book a couple more times—like a mind-numbing neophyte—Bonnie cleared her throat.  “Here goes…”  She fired the torch, then lowered the blue flame to the blood, burning it to ash.   
 
    When nothing happened, as expected, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen rolled his eyes again.  Perhaps now she’ll attempt something more her level— 
 
    With a whomph that grabbed all the misery in the room and broke it apart into a fine spectral dust, the öndkar flared to life, burning with spectral fire so bright it hurt the mind’s eye. 
 
    “Sweet!” Bonnie cried, righting herself from where she’d been knocked to her back with the force of the artifact’s creation.  “I think it worked!”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, for his part, felt his mouth falling open, staring at the ethereal flame. 
 
    Gaia be steady, his startled mind stumbled, she made one.  A öndkar.  A soul-vessel. 
 
    “Okay, now your turn,” she said, quickly setting aside the torch and holding out her hand.  “I need your arm.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked at the bowl, which could be used to destroy souls, if used in the right way, then back at the girl who had made it.  He swallowed, hard. 
 
    She reminds me…of me.  Even without training, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s instinctive workings of the mind had often exceeded anything his father or brother had ever done, and Kesani'aan, like their father before him, had been gifted with the greatest tutors that Favors could buy, not locked in a forgotten villa with a dusty, mildewed library he could read through in a week. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was the same lack of education that now bound him to the illusion of man’s best friend as thoroughly as it did. 
 
    Bonnie was frowning, mistaking his reluctance for something else.  “I promise I won’t hurt you, okay?  I’m just trying to kill that shit inside you.  Please give me one of your arms?” 
 
    You can destroy me with that thing, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, meeting her eyes.  And you don’t even know it. 
 
    She wiggled her fingers.  “Give.” 
 
    Then again, if she had made an öndkar, with naught but a few lines of blood and a beat-up blowtorch, perhaps Freyja looked out for this vampire queen? 
 
    Gingerly, he passed his arm through the bars. 
 
    Bonnie took it gently, giving his hand a little squeeze.  “I’m not gonna hurt you, okay?” 
 
    And he believed her, because she said it while connected to a Horn of Truth.  Slowly, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen allowed himself to relax. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “now for the hard part.” 
 
    Knowing that making the öndkar was the hard part, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snorted.  It came out as a choked snuffle, and earned another look of sympathy from her. 
 
    Picking up the knife, she needlessly said, “I’ve gotta cut your wrist open, okay?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded. 
 
    Taking that for assent, the vampire pulled Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s arm through the silver bars of his cage until his wrist was over the öndkar and, as Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked away in uneasy distaste, she dragged a knife across his wrist and he felt his lifeblood start to spurt down his palm. 
 
    The öndkar flared, and blessedly, as his blood dribbled into the sacred well, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen felt a heat shoot up his arm and something inside start to thrash as it burned, mind-piercing reverberations hitting them from all sides as Buðlungr—bound to the öndkar by his spell—screamed on a psychic level. 
 
    “Ooh,” Bonnie mused, looking a little worried, “it didn’t say there’d be screaming.”  She started to release his wrist, looking down at the book. 
 
    With his other hand, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen quickly snapped a finger in front of her face, then, as she gave him a startled look, he jerked a finger back at his bleeding wrist.  Finish it, he willed her. 
 
    Bonnie, thankfully, got the point.  She plucked one of the writhing, fire-clad worms that was hanging from his open wrist and started to tug. 
 
    Instantly, Buðlungr’s magics started to fight her spell, wriggling back up the arm, towards Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s core. 
 
    Bonnie cursed and grabbed the wormy tendril in a fist.  Uttering something in a foreign tongue, she shoved the öndkar’s magic up his trail of dripping blood, and started to tug. 
 
    The sensation that followed was one that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen hoped he would never have to repeat.  The feeling of his own veins thrashing with ethereal fire left him sick to the point of passing out, and only the fact that his forearm was held in the wrought iron grip of a vampire kept him from yanking his hand away and crab-crawling back across the floor to howl mindlessly in a corner. 
 
    Bonnie’s presence, however, was…comforting. 
 
    “Just a little more…” Bonnie said, as the first fiery worm slid free and into the silver bowl, where it instantly flared white-hot and burned.  Somewhere distant, Buðlungr shrieked as his mind caught fire.  “There!” she cried, laughing.  “Got one!” 
 
    But one was enough.  A moment later, Buðlungr cut the spell, and the rest of the ropes of seiðr flopped into the öndkar in lifeless surrender, to be claimed by the spiritual fire. 
 
    Oblivious to what she had just done, Bonnie grinned at the ash in the bottom of the bowl.  “Wow, that was easy…” 
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