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

  

 
   
    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… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

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



 

 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…” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    By the time Bonnie pulled the wriggling black tapeworm from Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s body and dropped it into the bowl, where it immediately caught fire to the sound of someone shrieking, Angus wasn’t looking too good.  He was slumped forward against the cage, using the bars to hold himself upright. 
 
    I hope that shrieking sound isn’t coming from him, she thought, swallowing.  It sounded almost…human.  “Okay,” Bonnie said, seeing no more wriggling black cords staining his vibrant blood, “I think you’re clean.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen managed, barely more than a whisper.  He pulled his arm back through the bars and drew his finger across the wound, which immediately sealed with a flare of green.  He flexed his fuzzy jaw, working his tongue around in his mouth, as he looked up at her. 
 
    Unfortunately for both of them, Bonnie could still see her magic staining his blood silver, almost like it had stubbornly stayed behind where everything else, even his own strength, had drained out in the bloodletting.  “Look, uh,” she started, “you’re really not gonna want to hear this, but—” 
 
    “Your poison remains,” he said.  “I can feel it.”  Oddly, he didn’t sound too freaked out by that fact.   
 
    Bonnie frowned at him.  “You’re not mad?” 
 
    “Meh,” the feylord said, shrugging.  “It was bound to happen sooner or later.” 
 
    How casually he said that…  Bonnie found herself squinting.  “Umm…  Explain?” 
 
    The dog raised a fuzzy brow at her, then glanced pointedly at the cage.  “Perhaps I could do so somewhere other than the filthy, sorrow-soaked dungeon playground of murderous abominations?” 
 
    Bonnie flushed immediately, not having even thought about the fact that he was in a cage and she was sitting outside, talking to him through the bars.  “Oh crap, sorry!”  She went and got the key, then came back and put it into the lock. 
 
    The feylord grabbed her by the hand as she fiddled with the mechanism.  When Bonnie met his eyes, his doggy-brown gaze was intense. 
 
    “You realize,” Angus said, “you have me completely bound.  There is nothing I can physically do to escape you right now.” 
 
    Bonnie thought that was weird.  “Um…yes?” 
 
    “And you’re freeing me.” 
 
    “You’re free of those blood worms, aren’t you?”  She was really confused.  Cocking her head at him, she said, “Did I miss one or something?” 
 
    “No.  Why are you freeing me?” 
 
    It was a really stupid, really dumb question that made Bonnie’s hackles raise.  “Because I’m not like my parents, dickweed,” she bit out.  “I know I keep telling you guys this, but I’m not evil, and never will be.” 
 
    The dog’s golden-brown eyes met her for much too long.  Then, slowly, he released her hand. 
 
    Bonnie watched him a moment, trying to piece together what had just transpired, but then, failing to understand, unlocked the cage and let him out. 
 
    The feylord crawled out of the cage and stood, looking like a dog, but after twice now seeing the greenish-skinned man beyond the illusion, Bonnie knew better.  She actually felt sorry for him.  To be unable to shed the illusion, even when the person in front of you knows you’re not a dog… 
 
    It had to be soul-destroying. 
 
    The feylord’s dog-brown eyes stopped on her, weighing.  Then after taking one long look at his surroundings and all the devices there, the mastiff-shaped-man glanced at the stairs.  “I might need help getting back up the stairs,” he admitted.  Indeed, his body looked to be drooping. 
 
    Bonnie grabbed On the Use of Blood and hurried to throw his arm over her shoulder and help him up the stairs.  She helped him slump to the floor on the opposite end of the living-room, where he stayed without any indication of wanting to move.  His eyes found and followed the book as she sat down on the floor opposite him. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Bonnie said, laying the book between them and opening it again.  “Theo’s captured.  Masaaki’s missing.  The barghest is roaming the countryside, and you look like you’re one step from the grave.”  She took a deep breath and let it out with her teeth, deciding to tell him the full truth.  “And I’m already getting hungry again.” 
 
    He grunted weakly, though if it was fear or just agreement, she couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Agreement,” he said. 
 
    Odin’s hairy ass, she hated it when he did that.  “First question,” Bonnie said, deciding to think about something other than the fact the feylord could hear every thought.  “Can you use that teleport thingie to get us to Masaaki?” 
 
    “It’s called walking the Void,” the feylord said.  “And it uses ley lines, so all points of exit are stationary.” 
 
    “So no.” 
 
    “Do you have any of Masaaki’s blood?” the feylord asked.  “You can scry upon his location with his blood, then I could take you there.” 
 
    She thought of her time with the samurai and winced.  She hadn’t seen the arrogant, stuck-up martial artist bleed except for the times she had fed on him, and she’d always immediately washed any Masaaki-stained clothes afterwards to hide her shame.  “Uh…not really, no.”  She glanced down at the book.  “What about binding Buðlungr?  Can I do that from here?” 
 
    “Do you have his blood?” 
 
    Again, that was a no. 
 
    “Then no.” 
 
    Bonnie flipped through the pages of the book, frowning.  “Then this stuff is useless!” 
 
    “Not exactly,” the feylord said.  “One thing that a good blood-magus can do is take the magic of others and use them for himself.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a good magus—I just started today,” Bonnie said, flipping through the pages.  “Ooh, look at this one!  How to lay traps with seiðr.”  She frowned a little.  “What does ‘assiduously adept’ mean, anyway?”   
 
    “It is something I’d rather not explain right now.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Reading on, she felt her nose wrinkle at an illustration of how to properly dismember an interloper with nothing but a pinprick of blood.  “Odin’s nuts, whoever wrote this shit was twisted.  Look.”  She turned the book around and showed the dog the diagram.  “All they have to do is accidentally step on a tack and that is what happens to them.  Wow.”  She went back to reading, pointedly skipping the gross stuff.   
 
    The feylord was so silent she thought for a split second he had died.  When Bonnie looked up, however, he was just watching her with a face that was as pensive as a mastiff’s drooping, jowly face could deliver. 
 
    “What?” Bonnie eventually asked, starting to get nervous.  Then she realized—her poison!  “Oh, sorry,” she blurted.  “I forgot.  Maybe there’s something in here on how to dig it out…”  She flipped back to the Table of Contents with the icky red veins illuminated along the edges, as decoration.  
 
    “That’s not a priority right now,” Angus said.  “Later.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m a mind magus,” Angus said.  “I can do things to people, without trying, that most would consider impossible, especially in the First Lands.  I was even stronger than my father, which, looking back, I think is why he hated me and bound me the way he did.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay…?” Bonnie said.  Was he bragging? 
 
    “No.  I’m telling you that, while the poison you dosed me with is there, I can generally choose to surrender to it.  In other words, my mind is very hard to control.  Feylords in general, actually.”   
 
    “Buðlungr was controlling you,” Bonnie pointed out. 
 
    “Seiðr only works on the body.” 
 
    So she didn’t have a dog-shaped boytoy constantly wanting to get in her pants.  That was a huge relief… 
 
    “Not exactly,” the big dog said with a grimace, once again shamelessly answering as if she had spoken aloud.  “It means the idea of bedding you is constantly in the back of my mind, something that vies for attention with the same insistence as, oh, I dunno, keeping myself fed.” 
 
    Eww.  So they were back to the whole Help Him Not Look Like A Dog Project…  She opened her mouth to tell him where he could shove that particular idea. 
 
    The feylord held up a hand.  “I won’t use a Favor to ask for sex.  For what you’ve done for me this day, I swear that to you on my clan’s honor.” 
 
    Bonnie felt her jaw hanging open, her eyes wide.  She hadn’t even realized that was possible…  Then, remembering him making her drink blood, she got cold chills as a wave of alarm goosebumps swept across her body. 
 
    “I said I won’t.” 
 
    “But you can?” she gasped, scrabbling away from him. 
 
    “As if putting distance between us would help,” he laughed.  “I said I won’t.” 
 
    He said…  This was not cool.  So not cool!  Bonnie was feeling sick to her stomach. 
 
    “Kind of like,” the feylord added gently, “the way you said you wouldn’t hurt me when you took me into the basement and threw me in a cage.” 
 
    “Relinquish those favors,” Bonnie blurted.  She didn’t want to be anywhere near this guy who could make her have sex with him… 
 
    “I’d rather use them,” the feylord insisted. 
 
    Bonnie felt her heart skip.  She swallowed hard, her whole body tense.  “Use them how?” 
 
    “Something big is coming, Bonnie,” the dog said.  “The gods themselves are meddling in the First Realm, and the only reason you are still here, alive and unenthralled, not a gibbering lobotomized idiot, is because I used one of those favors to scare Buðlungr into letting you go.”   
 
    Bonnie frowned, but was still leery.  “Okay…” 
 
    “So…” the feylord watched her carefully.  “We should use this poison of yours, not try to negate it.” 
 
    Slowly, Bonnie felt it dawn on her why.  “It’s harder to enthrall two people at the same time than it is to pick them off one by one.” 
 
    The dog looked momentarily surprised, then nodded his fuzzy brown head.  “You owe me two favors that I can call at any time.  I am bound to you by your venom.  If one of us gets captured, the other can negate it.  It makes us harder to enthrall as a whole.” 
 
    Bonnie gave him a really long look, considering, then glanced back down at the book on blood magic.  She really didn’t like the idea that he could force her to have sex with him, with a word, but she didn’t want to be a hypocrite when, gee, he was constantly fighting something in the back of his mind that bound him to serve her like a puppy… 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I hate it when you do that,” Bonnie muttered. 
 
    The dog shrugged.  “I can’t help it.  Even if I wanted to, it takes a great distraction.  It’s like shutting off your ability to hear when someone is shouting in your ear.” 
 
    He’s a mind magus, she thought, her gaze flickering back to his again.  She fidgeted with a page of the book, more than a little nervous.  “So…you wanna team up.” 
 
    The dog nodded.  “Your strength, my brains.” 
 
    Bonnie jerked back to glare at him.  “Your brains?” 
 
    At least the feylord had the decency to look ashamed.  “My experience.” 
 
    “You said brains.”  Still, though, she had to admit she felt a lot more comfortable with the two of them working together the next time they saw the Duke.  She let out a breath.  “All right.  How do I give you more favors?” 
 
    The feylord froze, eyes going wide.  He seemed to choke. 
 
    “I mean, you’ve only got two left, right?” she reasoned.  “What happens if Buðlungr comes back and you need more than that?” 
 
    “Such things are…”  He coughed, and it sounded embarrassed. 
 
    Bonnie frowned, confused.  “What?” 
 
    “Willing Favors?”  He gave an odd, nervous titter.  “They’re, uh, only done between very good friends.”  He sounded acutely uncomfortable.  “A, uh, form of bonding, usually before the, um…act.” 
 
    The…act?  It took her a moment to make the connection.  He means lovers. 
 
    The dog nodded.  “It’s often a sign of one’s…intent…”  And there was no question of the hope in his voice, bared and raw.  “As the Favors, when given willingly, form a special connection of trust, and are often their own aphrodisiac.” 
 
    Bonnie was pretty sure her flush could be seen from space, because her ears were suddenly on fire.  “Yeah, okay, well maybe we can wait on that.” 
 
    “Of course, it can be done between good friends…” he hurriedly insisted, reaching out a paw to touch her ankle. 
 
    “Nope, can’t get the image out of my head now, that’s okay, thanks,” Bonnie said, still stuck on the word ‘aphrodisiac’, in conjunction with the idea of getting naked with a dog. 
 
    There was no mistaking the disappointment in his posture as feylord looked away and nodded.  Seeing that despair, she once more felt sorry for him. 
 
    “I’ll help you break your dad’s curse,” Bonnie muttered. 
 
    The feylord’s attention snapped back to her face, and for a moment, she saw a flash of green before the dog’s features took precedence once more. 
 
    “I didn’t say I’d have sex with you,” Bonnie quickly clarified, lifting his paw from her leg and dropping it back to the floor.  “I said I’d help you break the curse.” 
 
    But he was watching her closely now, silent. 
 
    She felt herself starting to fidget again.  “What?” 
 
    “I’m wearing a Horn of Truth,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2:  Facing the Fury 
 
    I want to help, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to have sex with you.  For some reason, however, she was unable to say that… 
 
    “If you’re not willing to have sex with me to help break my curse, then just say it and prove it.”  They’d been having this argument for almost ten minutes, now, and Bonnie was losing. 
 
    Because, apparently, some part of her was willing to have sex with him, because she couldn’t force her goddamn mouth to tell him she wasn’t.  It was freaking her out and pissing her off at the same time. 
 
    “See?” the feylord demanded, oblivious to her growing agitation.  “I’m right.  The Horn says so.” 
 
    The Horn says so…  That had to be the worst pickup line in the history of pickup lines.  Nay, the history of human language.  Nay, the… 
 
    “But we can do it at your own pace,” the feylord said, the picture of fucking genial magnanimity.  “Whenever you’re ready.”  He was like a kid at Yule, just as he had been ever since they had discovered that she couldn’t tell him she wouldn’t have sex with him whenever she was within two feet of his person. 
 
    “And I just want you to know,” the feylord went on obliviously, “I’ll make it very pleasant for you…after you lose your virginity to something that can handle it, of course.  No need taking that kind of chance.  Maybe we can find that barghest…” 
 
    He was talking fast, now.  Excited.  Like it was a business transaction. 
 
    Completely unnerved and creeped out that she couldn’t tell this dog-man that she wasn’t getting naked and having sex with him, Bonnie got up, mid-word, and stormed into the kitchen to get a drink of water.  Then, when water didn’t settle her stomach, she went upstairs to get guns, instead.  Maybe pointedly loading some hand-cannons would wipe that grin off his face… 
 
    She had let herself past Björn’s creative Modern Art additions to her hallway and into her parents’ room when she thought she saw something bright moving in the empty trophy room at the end of the hall.  She turned and froze, a sudden dread rushing through her at the sight of the blood-web slowly meandering through her father’s trophy room.  Whatever stood there, its back to her, it had an eye-searing vein-network of black mottled with red, and the sight of it left an unnatural pang of fear in her guts, one that, for the first time, did not make her hungry. 
 
    But, more to the point, the sickening blood-web extended up and out in two massive arms over the creature’s shoulders. 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t human. 
 
    She watched it pluck something off a shelf, the arm-veins shifting as it turned the item in a hand. 
 
    Bonnie, who had definitely begun adhering to Masaaki’s Kick First, Explain Later mantra, hastily went to the wall with the gun case and grabbed the biggest handguns she could find, then, as silently as she could go, slipped back out into the hall and over the splintered beams… 
 
    Tiptoeing back downstairs, she left the creature in her father’s trophy room and hurried to Angus, watching it through the floor. 
 
    “Angus,” she hissed. 
 
    “I told you,” he said, “my name is Tl'oghk—” 
 
    Bonnie slapped a hand over his mouth as his indignant words brought the attention of the thing upstairs.  Even through the floor, she watched the blood web twist and pause, listening. 
 
    There’s something up there, she thought at Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, swallowing.  It’s got four arms and the most disgusting blood-web I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Angus glanced up at the floor where she was looking, then at the guns she held.  He made no attempt to grab one.  With a paw, he carefully pulled her hand from his mouth and, quietly, whispered, “Four arms?” 
 
    Never before had a blood-web frightened her, but just looking at this one left her heart hammering. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Bonnie whispered, as the creature on the second floor sauntered from the trophy room and into the hallway, casually headed towards the stairs.  She started backing them around the corner, out of sight of the staircase.  “Take us somewhere.  Anywhere.” 
 
    Angus anxiously licked his muzzle.  “That probably wouldn’t go well for us.  You make a single mistake, and you get lost in the Void.  And I’m…tired.” 
 
    …because she had just drained most of the blood from his body.  Right. 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered, watching the being descend the stairs.  She backed them further into the adjoining hall, keeping walls between them and the four-armed creature as it moved through the house. 
 
    “There is something I can do,” Angus whispered.  “But you’ll have to stop moving.  No moving, got it?” 
 
    Bonnie, shaken to the core at whatever she was seeing in this creature’s blood, just nodded. 
 
    “Is it coming this way?” Angus asked. 
 
    Bonnie nodded, little goosebumps going up all over her body as it traced the steps they had taken, its boots making soft sounds on the hardwood floor, then the tile as it entered the kitchen.  “Like it can smell us.” 
 
    “Okay, hold on.”  Angus shoved her gently against the wall and put his hand on her head.  She saw a green flash, then a thin green haze unfurled around her, tickling the backs of her eyes.  “Stay right here,” Angus whispered.  “It will never be able to see me as anything but a dog, but you can be a wall.  Okay?  Don’t move while I go check it out.” 
 
    Bonnie wanted to run, but she nodded.  Angus gave her one last look, then slipped quickly into the hall and around the corner.  She watched his gold-brown dog’s blood-web round the corner and pause at the opposite end of the staircase.  The four-armed thing paused and turned to look at him. 
 
    Angus and the thing stood in mute silence a moment…then, without a sound, Angus bolted. 
 
    “Stupid dog.”  Chuckling, the thing’s arms expanded outward and it returned its attention to hunting her down.  Heart hammering completely out of control, Bonnie saw it round the corner… 
 
    And it was just a man.  A middle-aged man wearing a plaid shirt and a baseball cap, chewing gum. 
 
    Except… 
 
    This close, she could see a boiling rainbow of energy wrapped in tiny tubes inside the man’s belt, undeniably of hundreds of different sources, super-concentrated.  Unlike the blood-webs of, say, Masaaki or Theo, however, the energy in the vials had a putrid smell, almost like the basement under the house.  That, combined with the invisible arms, kept Bonnie utterly still against the wall, trying to keep her breathing under control. 
 
    The feylord’s spell seemed to be working, however, because the man in the baseball cap glanced down the hall, saw nothing, and turned back towards the living room, pausing here and there to pick up knick-knacks or move objects… 
 
    It stopped for a longer moment over the On the Use of Blood in the living room, just standing there, looking down at it.  “Huh.  Someone’s been studying…”  Bonnie could hear the man chewing gum.  Bonnie heard an electronic click, then static, then, in a woman’s voice, the creature said, “Remind me about Aimée’s mission here…was she hunting a blood magus?” 
 
    There was a blip and a moment of static, then, “Not that we know of, Inquisidora.  There was some sort of mind-weave, but the magic used was of fey origins.  None of our men were taken as spies.” 
 
    “Interesting.”  Bonnie saw the man nudge the book with a toe, then tisk.  “Inform Inquisitor Aimée that this demon she’s hunting is a blood-weaver.” 
 
    “Inquisidora Aimée has not responded for several hours,” the man with the heavy Spanish accent replied.  “She was not at the rendezvous point.  We’re sending a team to go find her.” 
 
    The man sighed deeply, squatting to flip pages in the book.  “Don’t bother.  If she’s not already dead, she’s the plaything of a blood magus.  I’m looking right at a copy of On the Use of Blood.” 
 
    There was a stunned silence on the other end of the radio.  Then, a whispered, “Mierda.”  Another pause.  “Would you like a team to remove the unholy thing?” 
 
    The man seemed to consider.  “No, I’ll take care of it.”  Then, to himself, mused, “So you tried to make an öndkar.”  The man tisked.  “Either very smart or very stupid…” 
 
    Then, leaving the book on the floor, the four-armed man stood and moved on.  Within moments, the creature had found the entrance to the basement, where it paused again, studying the massive vault door. 
 
    Then, after a couple moments running its hand over the metal slab, it descended the concrete steps into the basement. 
 
    The blood-web was so strong that it was still visible when it reached the bottom floor of the house. 
 
    There, the creature paused, obviously taking it all in.  Then, stepping forward, it ducked and picked something up off the floor… 
 
    The bowl I was using to banish the Duke’s magic, Bonnie thought, heart skipping a beat.  She watched as the creature turned the bowl in its hand, examining it, head cocked in thought. 
 
    Screw this, Bonnie thought, Whatever it is, I’m locking that thing down there.  She had started to move from her spot, headed for the vault door, when, even from the staircase, she heard the staticky sound of a handheld radio. 
 
    “Inquisidora Zenaida,” the man on the radio said in a Spaniard’s accent just as Bonnie was reaching the entrance to the living room, “the barghest and the feylord have arrived.” 
 
    The barghest and the…  Bonnie’s pulse quickened as she thought about Björn and the unlucky fry cook. 
 
    From the basement, the creature was moving up the stairs.  In that female voice, the man said, “Are they outside?” 
 
    “The demons sit in the driveway, watching the house.” 
 
    “Let them come inside,” the creature’s voice said, becoming louder and more clear as it breached the basement staircase.  “Do not attack.  I want to surprise them.”   
 
    “Yes, Inquisadora.” 
 
    Then the creature breached the basement staircase and Bonnie, who had inched around the corner to look, saw that something about it was lighting up the walls around it in a shimmering, flickering white glow. 
 
    Despite Angus’s illusion, the man met Bonnie eye-for-eye and froze.  Then, slowly, the man’s shock was replaced with a smug grin.  “You know, a disguise only works if your disguise doesn’t make you stand out like a fresh wall jutting into the hallway that hadn’t been there before.”  The man had Bonnie’s parents’ silver bowl in his hand, rolling it thoughtfully.  “You must not have made that illusion.”  Cocking his head, the man continued, still in that female voice, “Tell me who did.”  It was not a request, and it was cold, calculated, and dangerously cruel. 
 
    “What are you?” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    The man smiled slowly and set the silver bowl on the kitchen counter carefully.  Then, with the ringing sound of metal-on-metal, he drew a small, plain dagger from his belt.  Instantly, the brightness in the room increased severalfold.  The man, holding the dagger, tested the blade with his thumb.  “You know what the most important organs on a queen are?” the man asked almost idly as he examined the dagger in his hands. 
 
    Bonnie felt a coldness pool in her gut and she took several hasty steps backwards. 
 
    The man looked at her over the dagger, and there was no mistaking the evil there.  “I’ll give you a hint.  Combined, they weigh approximately four ounces and they have the power to enthrall someone to the very first thing the victim sees upon being dosed with them.”  The man smiled.  “Incredibly handy when trying to subdue a djinni and a wolf-cursed murderess.” 
 
    Bonnie, panting, unable to figure out why the room around them seemed to be aglow, stumbled a few more feet back.  She was just opening her mouth to respond when Angus trotted back into the room, tongue lolling. 
 
    “Oh hello, puppy,” the man said, his voice at once syrupy and a threat.  He was watching Bonnie.  “Come here, boy.  I’d like to show your mistress something.” 
 
    And, licking his lips, Angus changed course, moving towards the man with the dagger. 
 
    “Angus, no!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    The feylord ignored her, approaching the man with the blade with his head ducking, his tail wagging in that universal sign of canine submission.  Then, to Bonnie’s horror, he rolled onto his back, showing his belly… 
 
    The man chuckled and moved forward to squat beside Angus, rubbing his belly.  “Wow, you are a good dog, aren’t you.”  Readying his dagger, he gave Bonnie a pointed smirk.  “So trusting.” 
 
    “Angus…” Bonnie whispered.  “What are you doi—” 
 
    Then Bonnie saw the green tendrils moving up the man’s arm from where he idly stroked Angus’s stomach.  Swift, like spinning vines, they wrapped around the man’s arm, across his bicep, over his shoulder, and up his neck.  Once the vinelike tendrils reached the man’s ear, they dipped inside the head, into the brain.  The man flinched and blinked twice, jerking backwards, then shook his head as if to clear it. 
 
    “Stab yourself with the blade and throw it through the window,” Angus casually said, still on his back.  “Then go home and rethink your life.” 
 
    The man blinked, then grunted and looked down at the knife curiously as he turned it on himself.  His eyes went wide with surprise as he stabbed himself in the stomach, then hurled the dagger out the window across the living room, shattering the glass of the front prow window in a crystalline sheaf. 
 
    Then, lunging from the floor, the book on blood-magic in hand, Angus raced across the room to Bonnie and slapped her forehead with a glowing green paw.  “Let’s go!” 
 
    The moment he touched her, the feylord’s green energy ripped through her mind in an instant of mind-tumbling nausea.  Bonnie’s world rearranged itself as she stumbled to one knee. 
 
    But Angus was grabbing her with a paw, hauling her towards the exit. 
 
    “You!” a woman shrieked behind him.  “You little fucker!” 
 
    And, when Bonnie looked, an angel stood in the center of the room, dressed in the black garb of an Inquisitor, her eye-searing, luminescent wings splayed out in a wall of fury.  She clutched her gut with one hand, blood dribbling from a stomach wound. 
 
    “Oh my fu—” Bonnie started. 
 
    “It’s a Fury,” Angus babbled, desperately trying to push her ahead of him.  “Don’t try to fight it.  Nothing can kill a Fury but another Fury.  Run.” 
 
    Dropped to one knee, the woman was howling, holding in her own guts.   
 
    “Run!” Angus cried, shoving her ahead of him. 
 
    But then the angel looked up at them with a snarl of hatred and lunged at them, shrieking, not even bothering to go around the hallway wall in her single-minded rush to get at them, and, even as Bonnie turned to run, the house started coming down around them as the angel’s wings sliced right through the walls like they were made of light sabers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3:  Of Demons and Angels 
 
    A radiant sword came hurtling through the huge sheets of glass at the front of the house to tumble across the front lawn and lodge itself to the hilt in a massive ash tree.  A moment later, a feminine voice screamed in rage.  Even as the painfully bright luminescence was fading from the sword, Björn’s house shuddered with some tremendous inner blow and the central roof started to collapse. 
 
    Seeing that, Björn decided it was time to introduce himself before his weak woman let these interlopers break more of his stuff.  “Stay here, couch-man,” he said.  “I have people to kill.”  Then, wrapping himself in shadow as much as possible to protect against the blazing sun, he threw open the door and jogged to the house. 
 
    His skin was just starting to smoke when he reached the front porch and reached for the door. 
 
    Before he could take the knob in his hands, the door burst open and his soulmate and her stupid, flatulent dog bowled into him, then fell over like bowling pins, his masculine body unmoved by their tiny, weak forms.  Immediately, he prepared to give her the speech of forgiveness for her transgressions that the couch-man had coached him to give.  Tell her you're sorry and that you want to start over.  
 
    “Mardöll, I—” 
 
    “Run!” Bonnie screamed, jumping up and bolting like a terrified rabbit.  The dog followed, snagging up the book it had been carrying in its drooly jaws before bounding after her. 
 
    Björn frowned as the rush of the Nótt Danzleikr made him stumble to comply, a heady wave hitting his mind for the first time since she had abandoned him at the café.  He blinked after her, fighting the urge to bolt, baffled.  Had that command been meant for him?  Did she actually think he would run from a fight?  He guffawed. 
 
    “Who do you think I am, Mardöll?”  Chuckling to himself, he said, “I am Odin’s Chose—” 
 
    From inside the building came an avian shriek of rage and the sound of wood splintering. 
 
    Slowly, the little hairs on his back and neck rising, he turned to look. 
 
    The shattered inside of the house was being set aglow in ethereal white light, and he caught a glimpse of a flash of luminescent wings… 
 
    Björn felt his guts grow cold.  Odin’s hairy nutsack, that looks like a Fur— 
 
    The Fury hit him head-on, knocking him off the porch with enough momentum to carve a brown furrow in the lawn with his body.  “Out of my way, beast!” she snarled, shoving him aside.  Now that Björn was looking, he saw a putrid blood-web coursing through her veins, a rot of the very spirit. 
 
    Önd Sótt-Dauðr, he realized, stunned.  Soul-sickness.  He’d seen it enough times on the battlefield of Hjaðningavíg after one of Odin’s Chosen got caught in a tusen dødsdager.  It was the same thing he had seen, dozens of times, right before Odin called upon him to use Skofnung on his own brethren.  What in the fuck… 
 
    He’d seen it a hundred times before, but never in anyone who didn’t fight the daily battles between Valhöll and Guðrhöll.  He’d just assumed it was just an affliction of Ásgarðr… 
 
    The Fury flared her wings, fully focused on the queen and her dog, who were even then sprinting across the yard.  Snarling, she bunched her legs… 
 
    Realizing she meant to slay his soulmate, Björn grabbed the Champion of War by the foot, spun, and, with an overhand throw, slammed her full-body into the ground.  “Your fight is with me,” he snarled. 
 
    Matter sizzled out where the Fury’s wings pounded the earth as she tried to right herself.  “Barghest!” she screamed, flailing back to a crouch.  Something had wounded her in the stomach—which, Björn thought, was strange, since it was only a Fury’s sword that could effectively do such damage.  She lunged to grab him by the neck… 
 
    Björn caught her arm and threw her to the ground again, kicking her hard enough to lodge her into the wall of his house.  Ignoring the burning of his skin with the heady rush of a good fight, Björn grabbed her by a foot before she could recover and, spinning, hurled her six feet into the ground.  Instead of staying down, however, she launched herself from the crater, slamming her heel into his jaw, throwing him off his feet.  Then, as he lay there, spread out and smoking in the full light of the sun, she dropped on top of him and started punching him in the face, driving his head several inches into the ground with every blow. 
 
    Catching the Fury’s fists in one of his own, Björn laughed.  “It would’ve hurt more if you hadn’t blocked the sun.”  He punched her back, snapping her head back on her neck. 
 
    It was the wrong thing to do.  She screamed and started beating him about the head and neck with her radiant wings, obliterating the shadow he used to buffer the sunlight… 
 
    Before he lost his upper half to her wings, Björn shifted to the nearby shadow of the house, chuckling.  He cracked his knuckles as the Fury, her attention now fully on him, turned to locate him in the darkness.  It had been a long time since he’d had a good fight… 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Jessie was watching the exchange between Björn and the girl on the front porch tensely, wondering if he needed to intervene, when the girl just flat-out bolted, taking her dog with her.   
 
    Oh, this isn’t gonna be good, Jessie thought, knowing how poorly the barghest would take rejection after trying so hard… 
 
    Björn turned to scowl after her, and, seeing the hurt and shock on the barghest’s face, Jessie decided it was time for the couch-man to get out of the car and stop World War III. 
 
    He was halfway out of the driver’s side door when an angel burst out of the front of the house like an exploding Jack-in-the-Box.  She hit Björn head-on and, despite being less than half the size, plowed his huge body through the front yard like a meteor strike.  Then she stood, spread her shimmering wings like something out of a holy book, and prepared to take to the sky… 
 
    The barghest snagged one of her petite ankles and, spinning, slammed her into the ground like a toy.  She screamed another raptor’s scream and the ground itself seemed to disappear under the arcs of her wings. 
 
    Jessie stopped getting out of the car.  Then, as he felt the ground underneath him shuddering at the impacts of their fists to their faces, he quietly pulled the door shut again with a gentle click. 
 
    He had to be going nuts, he decided.  He subconsciously realized his wife had been fucking his best friend for years and he had a mental break.  Yeah, that has to be it, he thought, as Björn proceeded to throw the angel through the front of the house, leaving her half-embedded in the wall.  Psychosis.  It explains everything… 
 
    A hand-sized luminescent feather drifted down through the front windshield, cutting through the glass like a laser.  It hit the passenger seat and sizzled through the leather, disappearing into the upholstery, leaving a feather-shaped hole in the stuffing.  In trepidation, Jessie leaned closer to look down. 
 
    Through the hole in the passenger seat, he could see light and gravel.  A white feather was curling and smoking on the ground, turning brown and losing its luminescence as it melted. 
 
    Gingerly, Jessie touched the hole, found his finger able to poke through it. 
 
    Then the vehicle jumped around him as they were punching each other again, titanic thuds rattling the windshield and reverberating even through the limo’s fancy shocks with every blow. 
 
    I think I’m going to be sick, Jessie thought, realizing that just one of those blows would have left him a reddish pool of meat-paste on the ground. 
 
    Then she was beating Björn with her wings, and the swirling shadows protecting his face and chest were being beaten away… 
 
    From the forest, several men in black were stepping from their hiding places, sniper rifles hanging limply at their sides, their mouths open in raw reverence.  Several of them dropped to their knees as the barghest and the angel screamed and started choking each other, making the sign of the cross on their chests. 
 
    A knock on the windshield made Jessie jerk away distractedly from the struggle.  Huddled outside the door was the woman from the café.  She was frantically gesturing for him to follow her. 
 
    Hesitating, Jessie rolled down the window. 
 
    “You’re that guy from the café, right?” the girl whispered.  In the background, the barghest had hit the front wall of the house hard enough to bring it down, then dragged a beam out of the rubble, spun, and slammed it into the angel’s head, knocking her out of the air. 
 
    Jessie nodded. 
 
    “Come on!” the girl whispered.  “Angus knows a safe place nearby.” 
 
    Looking at the dog…who was dribbling drool all over an ancient leather-bound book…Jessie swallowed.  “What about him?” he asked, glancing at Björn, who was now rolling across the ground in full demon form, half cat, half dog, all claw and fang and shadow the size of a raging grizzly bear. 
 
    “Angus says leave him,” the girl said.  “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    And, indeed, Jessie couldn’t think of anything he could do.  “Is that an angel?” he asked, though it was a stupid question.  Björn was fighting an angel…  Had he been shrinking Satan?  He suddenly didn’t feel so good. 
 
    “Not an angel,” the girl insisted, shaking her head.  “Angus says there’s something wrong with her.”  Her eyes were fixed on the battle with terror.   
 
    Well, at least I’m not the only one who is shitting my own pants, Jessie thought ridiculously. 
 
    “Come on,” she insisted.  “We need to get out of here before she sees us.” 
 
    Jessie swallowed, suddenly unsure where to place his alliances.  On the one hand, he had spent enough time with Björn to realize that the guy wasn’t innately evil, just broken and brainwashed.  On the other hand, he was currently being throttled by an angel who was doing her best to drive his brainpan through a cinderblock retaining wall.  Björn, for his part, was tearing open his own chest, digging, trying to get at whatever was inside… 
 
    “I…” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened and she ducked away just in time to avoid Björn’s heavy body crushing the front of the limo and rolling to the ground nearby.  He must have taken a blow from one of the matter-vaporizing wings, because a good portion of one shoulder was missing, that arm limp.  Worse, the shadow was rolling out of him in uneven waves, now, sputtering as the sun crisped his exposed skin. 
 
    Seeing that, the girl and the dog bolted.  Jessie, who couldn’t get out of the car without stepping on Björn, stayed where he was. 
 
    The barghest groaned and started to push himself up with one arm.  “Ooohh fucking Furies—” 
 
    Then the angel was there, face twisted with uncontrolled rage, grabbing Björn by the foot.  
 
    Dazedly, he mumbled, “Oh shii—” 
 
    With an avian scream, the Fury flipped the barghest overhead in an arc and slammed him into a gravel-crunching thud on the ground that rocked the whole vehicle with the shockwave.  Wide-eyed as he watched through the front windshield, Jessie realized that Björn wasn’t going to last much longer.  Maybe if it weren’t broad daylight, but it was pretty clear the sun was taking the fight out of him pretty quick… 
 
    Björn’s gonna lose, Jessie realized.  He glanced in the direction of the two who had fled, then back at Björn. 
 
    The barghest was trying to crawl away, the skin of his body crisping and black from the direct sun exposure.  Jessie immediately felt sorry for him—he couldn’t help but experience a pang of regret, that loss of knowing he could have helped this creature break the cycle of death and violence he so claimed to adore, but Fate had decided to throw him right back into the chaotic mess that had broken him in the first place.   
 
    Jessie could have helped—he knew it in his heart.  Maybe it would have taken a month or a year, but the psychologist in him recognized that he could have helped this creature open his eyes to the horrors around him, recognize his own battered humanity, and heal.  Instead, Björn was going to die and go right back to that fucked-up never-ending battle, all the more driven to do death and violence because he’d yet again been denied simple companionship. 
 
    I could have helped him… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: Psyche’s Sacrifice 
 
    “Don’t crush the mushrooms!”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen stumbled to an exhausted halt inside a ring of toadstools, then collapsed, unable to move any further.  Beside him, the vampire frowned, slowing with him, but thankfully listened to instructions and avoided stepping on the fungi.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen quickly touched the closest one, channeling a surge of vibrant emerald energy from the Second Realm into the portal ring.  In an instant, the mushrooms started to glow like fireflies and a bubble opened up between the realms around them, making the forest fade to spectral clumps of birch trees overlaid atop the lush underground forest of the Second Lands, neither Realm more solid than the other. 
 
    We made it, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, collapsing.  The Fury wouldn’t give chase in the half-lands—it limited her power.  “We’re safe here,” he panted, dropping his face in the leaves in complete exhaustion.  “Will…hide…us.” 
 
    Looking back the way they had come, the vampire bit her lip.  “What about Björn and that cook?” 
 
    Tilting his head on the forest detritus to look in the direction of the house, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shook his head.  “That was a Fury.  We’re lucky to have our own heads.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bonnie whispered.  “So Björn…” 
 
    “The barghest is probably already dead,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, “and if he’s not now, he soon will be.”   
 
    I just left him to die, Bonnie thought.  Just ran… 
 
    At the mental wash of remorse that hit him with those words, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen decided to ease her guilt before she did something stupid, like tried to leave the fairy ring. 
 
    Careful not to suggest anything, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, “There is no shame in running from a Fury.  Besides, barghests are dangerous beasts.  If Björn had spent much more time in this land, it would have resulted in the deaths of innocents—honestly it’s probably better this way.” 
 
    And he said it with a Horn of Truth around his neck, so—after she had failed repeatedly to convince him she wouldn’t have sex with him that evening—he knew that she knew it wasn’t emotive feel-better bullshit, but rather cold, hard facts. 
 
    Still, Bonnie eyed the ethereal path back with concern.  “How long until we can go check on him?” 
 
    “Give it three weeks,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen managed, still not being able to lift his cheek from the forest floor.  “If that Fury catches us before I heal, we’re both dead.”   
 
    “Is there any chance he made it at all?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Against a Fury?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen laughed.  He shook his head.  “Sorry.  The Lord of War made those things to kill immortals that go bad.  Things like you, me, a barghest…that’s their specialty.  Björn will be a piece of cake.  He’ll be dead in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Bonnie glanced back, startled, and must have seen that he was serious, because she swallowed and said no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    He’d forgotten about the fucking sun. 
 
    Björn had been so excited to have a real fight for the first time in centuries and he’d completely forgotten about this cursed realm’s unholy ball of fire. 
 
    Björn was even then burning in his very bones, gasping as the sun tore the shadows from him and disintegrated them, in turn making the light penetrate even deeper… 
 
    He knew then that he was going back to Ásgarðr this day.  He grimaced at that thought, imagining having to come before Odin’s throne and tell the wise old One-Eye that he had failed. 
 
    And without Björn to fight the rogue earthbound demigod, the humans here stood no chance.  Nemesis, Ra, Psyche, Gaia…  All pussies.  Even Freyja’s champion was going to be a shit-flinging Valkyrie… 
 
    Björn chuckled at the thought of a Valkyrie, not affected by the darkness of this land, putting her booted foot through this prissy Fury’s face.  Now that would have been an amusing fight to watch… 
 
    Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to see it.  Björn flopped onto his stomach, trying to hide his face and chest from the unforgiving orb overhead.  Even as he gasped, trying to crawl to shelter, it was tearing away what was left of his shadows, leaving him weak, disoriented, dying. 
 
    Mentally, he prepared himself to break the news to Odin.  “Great Father, I have failed to kill Pestilence because I got battle-drunk and took a Fury’s sword in the ass…” 
 
    He wondered idly if he would ever see Jessie again.  Despite their short time together, the couch-man was one of the first in centuries that Björn felt he could consider to be a friend.  Unlike the rest of the world, it had seemed as if Jessie had understood him.  Not only that, he had seemed genuinely interested in helping him regain control over his soul mate. 
 
    And, despite all of Björn’s bitterness about Mardöll’s betrayal, the couch-man had actually allowed him to start believing that perhaps he could convince her to accept him as her mate and finalize the bond between them.  Like, perhaps it was as Jessie said and their differences were just a misunderstanding… 
 
    Thinking of Mardöll, however, Björn was instantly hit with a wash of regret.  Given the choice, he wouldn’t have died this day, regardless of the glory.  It left things unfinished between them, their bond unsealed, and he’d been alone so long already.  With Jessie’s help, he’d truly hoped…   
 
    But now, after waiting so many years, he wouldn’t even been able to enjoy the feel of her silken body against his.  He wouldn’t hear her whispers against his pillow, wouldn’t feel the warmth of her mead in his stomach.  He would remain alone to bear Odin’s burden, just as he had been for ages.   
 
    Thinking of how long it could be until he found the cowardly sorceress a second time, Björn felt that bitterness returning in a cruel, bilious rush.  After spending lifetimes looking for her, it could be centuries before he saw her again.  Or, if she continued to intentionally run from him, millennia.  His heart ached just thinking of it.  Perhaps Odin and Freyja had given him their ‘gift’ as a joke, an amusement to pass the time…  
 
    At least she had escaped the Fury, which meant she was still bound to this realm and her current body.  It would make it easier for him to find her again, should he manage to make it back from Ásgarðr before the weak fool stumbled over a rock and died.   
 
    Björn felt satisfaction in that, as he lay bleeding and burning on the ground, unable to escape the light of the sun.  He, at least, could do his job in their arrangement.  He, as her sworn protector, had allowed the weak woman and her stupid dog to escape.  Now she owed him a good bedding. 
 
    Unbidden, Björn remembered what Jessie had said about women in general not liking the idea they ‘owed’ a bedding.  Hmm.  He would have to find the couch-man again, once he returned from Ásgarðr, and ask him if that still applied if she actually did owe him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but imagine the way the sorceress, upon realizing he had sacrificed himself to save her, would spread her warm body out beneath him, inviting him closer, touching him with those tender lips… 
 
    Björn, who had been crawling across the yard towards the cover of trees for what had felt like centuries, realized in dismay that, in all of his struggles, he had only covered a couple feet.  And, even though the sun was sliding down on the horizon, this cursed land would still be fully illuminated by the sun for at least another two hours.  He definitely should have thought twice about going to battle in broad daylight, he thought dimly.  There had just been something about the idea of a good, honest fight for the first time in decades that had left him not quite thinking straight. 
 
    Except it wasn’t an honest fight.  He thought again to the way, mid-fight, the Fury had pulled something from that blood-stinking belt of hers and cocked her arm back as she aimed it at his queen, huddled beside the car as she whispered to the couch-man.  To spare her weak body whatever punishment the Fury had intended, Björn had lunged in front of the blow and taken it in the shoulder, instead, thinking it just some enchanted silver. 
 
    It had been nothing of the sort.  It had been silver, yes.  Enchanted, no.  Alive was more like it.  Holding a soul…  The living metal had taken hold in his chest, sinking in claws, and like an insect through meat, had started burrowing… 
 
    Then, as Björn had been trying to understand why a Fury had been using blood magic, frantically tearing the moving thing out of his chest muscle before it could get to his heart, the Fury had bowled him over with her wing, disintegrating a good part of one shoulder in the strike.  Gasping, Björn had shifted to a new shadow, the living metal burrowing into his body taking his full concentration.  He had grabbed it with a talon, pulled… 
 
    The Fury had swooped in and kicked him with the force of Thor’s hammer, tumbling him through the air like a rag doll. 
 
    As he’d been airborne, he had found the presence of mind to finish yanking the burrowing thing from his body and throw it at the Fury, who took it in the neck even as he tumbled away from her from the momentum. 
 
    Then he was hitting the front of the limo with a crunch of buckling metal and breaking glass.  He had rolled to the ground, groaning, bleeding, his whole body on fire. 
 
    A moment later, the Fury had him by the foot and was throwing down into the gravel again and again… 
 
    Why isn’t she killing me with her sword? Björn thought, vaguely surprised as the ground kept rising to meet him.  The whole time, he hadn’t seen her with a sword.  If she had, the fight would have been over in moments.  What happened to her sword? 
 
    Then he remembered the luminescent blade that had come hurtling out the window to bury itself in a tree.  He frowned.  Unlike the ridiculous movies that his queen had insisted he watch, swords were not thrown at an opponent.  That was idiocy. 
 
    Why did she throw her sword? Björn wondered, as the Fury left him there and went looking for it. 
 
    “There it is!” he heard the Fury snarl distantly.  His vision already narrowed to a tunnel, Björn watched her stalk up to the ash tree and yank her sword from the trunk.  Instantly, it flared the same beautiful, radiant white as her wings.  She spun, sword held in a white-knuckled fist, and stalked back towards him, death in her eyes. 
 
    “The Morning Star is here and I need that djinni and I do not have time to screw around with mindless.  Fucking.  Third Landers,” the Fury snarled, kicking him with each syllable.  Then, planting her feet, she took a steady stance near his head and raised her weapon, aimed at his neck. 
 
    I really would have liked to see her smile, Björn thought, reviewing his fleeting time with Mardöll in his mind as he prepared to return to Valhöll, just as he had done a million times before.  Just once, by my deed or action…a smile… 
 
    Just as the sword was coming down to sever his connection to this realm, there came the roaring thrum of an accelerating engine and a limo slammed into the Fury from the side, pinning her against the crumpled hood with her own weight as the vehicle careened across the churned front lawn, bottoming out on the torn tufts of earth several times before burying itself in the wreckage of the house. 
 
    Björn, blinking, forced his body into a dazed sitting position.  Seeing the unconscious human form slumped over the steering wheel, he froze.  “Jessie?” 
 
    Jessie had tried to sacrifice himself?  For Björn?  The fool!  Did he not know there was nothing that could stop one of the Lord of War’s Chosen, when she had been sent to kill? 
 
    Knowing it would not end well for the couch-man, Björn groaned and struggled to get to his feet.  “Jessie!  Get out and run!” 
 
    The couch-man remained lifeless against the wheel. 
 
    Even as Björn’s startled mind was trying to comprehend that, the scattered pile of debris at the front of the limo shifted as the Fury clawed her way out with a scream, her wings slicing through the wreckage like hot knives through mammoth fat.  She let out a snarl as she threw the last two-by-four from her shoulder and stalked around to the driver’s side of the limo… 
 
    Seeing that, Björn tried desperately to get to his feet.  “Fury!  You leave the mortal out of this!” 
 
    The Fury hesitated, glancing over at Björn with cruel, calculated cunning.  “This human is your friend?” 
 
    Björn didn’t like the look in her eye.  “Your fight is with me, not him,” he growled.  “He’s no match for you.” 
 
    “True.”  The Fury tore open the limo door, grabbed Jessie by the shirt, and yanked his limp, bleeding body out of the vehicle.  Dragging the couch-man behind her, she approached Björn with a triumphant sneer.  “But then again, the cowboy told me he’d handle you if I handled my sister, and yet here we are.”   
 
    The Fury casually tossed Jessie to the earth beside Björn and, surprisingly, turned and stalked back to the house to start clawing through the wreckage. 
 
    The cowboy…  Björn frowned, remembering Pestilence and what he wore.  As he did, a wash of cold chills prickled his skin.  Could this Fury, a Champion of War, be fighting for Pestilence? 
 
    No wonder the energy of this realm felt spoiled and rotten.  If Pestilence could corrupt a Champion…  He wondered how many others’ minds the demigod had twisted into fighting for him. 
 
    It could be dozens…hundreds… 
 
    Knowing that a Fury, one of the uncorruptible, had succumbed to Pestilence’s rot, Björn knew that he had vastly underestimated the gods’ playing field. 
 
    He was also, unfortunately, too late to correct his error.  With the Fury distracted digging through the rubble, there was really only one thing left for him to do.  
 
    “Jessie,” Björn said, grabbing the little man by the arm and shaking him.  “Get up and run, couch-man.  You might still survive this if you flee now.” 
 
    “Oohhh,” Jessie groaned, moving only a little.  “Fuuuuck.” 
 
    “Run,” Björn said, lifting him with one hand, trying to make him get to his feet. 
 
    “I think my leg is broken,” Jessie whimpered. 
 
    And, when Björn looked, he could see bone jutting from one of the couch-man’s shins.  He grimaced and started to climb to his feet, not sure what the Fury was doing as she excavated the rubble, but willing to take any opportunity to help his couch-man escape. 
 
    “Come on,” Björn said, throwing Jessie’s arm over his shoulder.  “I’ll help…” 
 
    Jessie, for his part, whimpered and sobbed like a blubbery little girl.  Normally, Björn would have cast such a coward aside to face his own fate alone, but he knew that this time, at least, it couldn’t be helped.  Jessie had shown courage in the face of overwhelming odds, and, to Björn at least, had earned himself a spot in Valhöll, were he to ever accept Odin’s favor. 
 
    “Come,” Björn said, shuffling them out onto the gravel driveway and towards the forest.  If he could get them to the forest, perhaps he could hide the couch-man in the undergrowth and distract the Fury long enough for her to forget about him, as she had forgotten about his mate. 
 
    “She’s gonna kill us, isn’t she?” Jessie said, a sheen of sweat standing out on his face as he struggled. 
 
    “It’s likely, “Björn said, still trudging along. 
 
    “And you’ll be going back to that Valhöll place?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Jessie grabbed the front of Björn’s T-shirt and pulled him until their faces were almost touching.  “Listen to me,” he said, his gaze intense.  “Break the cycle.” 
 
    Break the cycle?  What in Loki’s feeble green butt-paste did that mean? 
 
    “They put you back out there on that eternal battlefield, you cross right over to that other lady’s hall and bring those badass women some goddamn flowers, you understand?” 
 
    Björn snorted with disgust. 
 
    Jessie wrenched him closer.  “And be gentle with Mardöll.  It doesn’t sound like she appreciates murder.  You really want to be with her, you be nice to her.  You figure out what she wants and compromise.  That’s the best goddamn advice I can give you.  Be nice and compromise.  Take it to heart.” 
 
    Björn blinked down at the little man, immediately thinking of all the reasons why he shouldn’t capitulate to the frivolous demands of the fairer sex.  “But she doesn’t respect my—” 
 
    “Compromise, goddamn it!” Jessie snapped.  “Be nice.  Or you will always be alone.” 
 
    Or you will always be alone… 
 
    As Björn’s mind was trying to digest that, the Fury dropped to the ground in front of them, a silver bowl in her hand.  Without ceremony, she grabbed Jessie by the throat and ripped him away from Björn’s shoulder. 
 
    “You like picking fights with things that are stronger than you, little human?” the Fury sneered, her full attention on Jessie, now.  “I have a present for you.”  She held out a silver bowl between them, and Björn caught the flicker of something ethereal inside the rune-etched vessel. 
 
    Öndkar, Björn thought, on a wave of horror.  It was something he had never expected to see in the First Realm, a tool a blood magus used to fight the effects of other blood mages…or kill them forever. 
 
    “So, barghest,” the Fury said, watching Jessie with a sneer, “I want you to beg.  If I feel you are genuine enough, I might only use this on you.” 
 
    She is going to feed one of us to the öndkar, Björn realized.  The act would give it life, make it a stórröndkar, eater of souls—a terrifying artifact in the wrong hands.  She could then use it to kill by the taste of blood alone… 
 
    Björn met Jessie’s terrified eyes, knew that one of them was about to die forever.  He opened his mouth to tell the Fury he’d had enough lifetimes to serve a hundred men, and to harvest him, instead. 
 
    The Fury interrupted him with, “Oh, wait, that’s right, I don’t care if you beg.”  With her one hand, she grabbed the top of Jessie’s head, and even as the couch-man made a startled sound, she tore Jessie’s head from his shoulders and kicked his body away as hot blood splashed across Björn’s face and chest.  With the other hand, she casually held out the silver bowl, chuckling with profane pleasure as the öndkar started catching the blood dribbling from Jessie’s severed neck… 
 
    Instantly, the ethereal fire of the öndkar flared with the taste of Jessie’s soul, reaching out, claiming the spirit that was even then being pulled from the severed head as the Fury watched on in sadistic pleasure… 
 
    Seeing it, so unexpected and fast, Björn lost control.  With a wordless scream of rage, Björn dove under Jessie’s bleeding head, taking hot, wet spatters of his friend’s blood down his scalp and neck as he dislodged the bowl and took the Fury to the ground in a blind rush.  Bowl and head went rolling in opposite directions, but the ethereal flames continued to dance upon Björn’s skin, sizzling where the wet spatters of Jessie’s hot blood now were wreathed in spirit fire. 
 
    Björn grabbed the öndkar and, blind with rage, now, started slamming it into the Fury’s face, over and over, wrath powering his sword arm as he drove it into her head and neck again and again.  Her eyes widened as she tried to put up a defense, holding up her hands in an attempt to shield her face.  Björn, completely losing his awareness of anything but his warrior’s rage, grabbed one of her arms and broke it, then held the other aside as he climbed atop her, driving the bowl into her throat again and again, trying to use its rim to sever her head… 
 
    The Fury kicked him off her with a scream, her face broken and bleeding, her sword arm hanging limply from her shoulders.  She scrabbled to her feet, and Björn saw hesitation as she looked at him, then at the four Inquisitors that had witnessed the fight, still crouching in the grass.  Upon seeing her use the öndkar, they were getting to their feet, looks of confusion and horror on their faces. 
 
    They see her for the monster she is, Björn realized with satisfaction. 
 
    Snarling, the Fury bent to pick up her sword, making it flare with eye-searing brightness once more.  Björn snarled and held the öndkar up, ready to die with it in his hands. 
 
    Instead of attacking him, however, the corrupted Fury rushed the four mortals she had brought with her, ripping them open with her sword, beating them to pieces with her wings.  Then, as the corpses of her Inquisitor comrades slid, twitching, to the ground, she gave Björn one last look, then took to the sky, flying hard, leaving him snarling on the ground, the öndkar still in his fist. 
 
    Once it was clear she wasn’t coming back, Björn glanced back to his friend’s lifeless form.  The wound of Jessie’s neck burned with a steady blue-white fire, just as the blood slicking Björn’s body.  Seeing Jessie’s blood still afire with ethereal light, the bowl still consuming his essence, Björn let out a howl and started crushing the öndkar into the ground in an attempt to stop the process, flattening it, twisting it, tearing at it…. 
 
    The öndkar broke in half in his fist and the explosion that followed hit Björn like a dozen of Thor’s hammers to the head and chest.  He coughed, gagging, as the heat reverberated throughout his body, setting his innards on fire.   
 
    You fool…you just destroyed an öndkar with your hands… 
 
    Björn writhed as the sickening feeling spread, making the droplets of blood on his head burn ice-hot, gripping his mind, making him nauseous as he started seeing double. 
 
    The flames, however, had blessedly gone out.  And, after a few heart-pounding minutes of that spectral heat raking his insides, the fire in his bones, too, eased.  Björn slowly rolled back to his hands and knees and looked around. 
 
    The öndkar was broken.  Jessie was dead.  Seeing that, not knowing whether or not he had been fast enough in stopping the transformation, Björn collapsed under the blazing sun, finally allowing the Void to claim him. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5:  Starting Fresh 
 
    Bonnie was trying not to stare at Angus’s brown-gold blood web as he slept, unable to stop thinking about how thirsty she was, when, from the corner of her eye, she thought she saw the eerie, washed-out scenery around their bubble of color move in the distance.  She turned to squint down the hill from where they sat, trying to catch the movement again.   
 
    Something big and dark was sliding through the trees at the bottom of the hill, moving towards them.  Heart skipping a startled beat, Bonnie hurriedly put a hand on the dog’s shoulder.  “Hey, Angus.” 
 
    “Tl'oghk'etnaeyen,” he mumbled, clearly completely out of it. 
 
    The feylord had been asleep for hours and hadn’t stirred once.  Several times, she’d had to put her ear to his mouth just to see if he was still breathing. 
 
    “Angus!” Bonnie snapped, once again seeing the shadow moving through the ethereal forest beyond their bubble of color.  “I think something’s out there…” 
 
    “Won’t…see us…” Angus slurred.  “Sleep….ing.”  He rolled away from her and went back to snoring. 
 
    Bonnie made a face and watched for movement again.  She found it in the distance, coming up the hill, a big shadowy form with tiger stripes… 
 
    “It’s Björn,” Bonnie cried, excitedly grabbing Angus by the shoulders and shaking him.  “Angus, Björn’s out there…” 
 
    “Eh?”  The feylord groaned and blearily sat up, squinting out at the monotoned landscape beyond their fairy ring.  Immediately, he tensed.  “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “He’s dragging something…” Bonnie said, squinting. 
 
    Björn was advancing slowly, sniffing the air, a sack in one hand and something large and heavy in the other.  He trudged slowly and, as he got closer, she could see his face had a demoralized look.  When he got closer, it was clear he dragged a corpse. 
 
    The greasy white apron tied around the body made it pretty clear whose corpse it was. 
 
    “Oh no,” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    “It’s gotta be an illusion,” Angus said.  “The Fury was using the death-energy of a sprite to disguise herself—she could look like anybody.  Probably out hunting us, using the barghest’s image as bait.” 
 
    To Bonnie’s eyes, however, the man’s blood-web was almost invisible, like spangled, star-speckled night, at once both terrifying and beautiful.  “The blood-web looks right for Björn,” she whispered, lowering her voice because the figure was growing closer.  “No wings.”  Still, remembering the way the Fury had whipped Björn around like a locker-room towel, she actually hunkered down low beside the feylord, joining him prone on the ground just in case.   
 
    “A Third-Lander’s blood-sight can be tricked, if the will of the caster is strong enough,” Angus whispered back softly.  “If she knows that’s how you saw her coming, she probably put an illusion on that, too.” 
 
    Thinking of the way Angus’s blood-web was ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time a dull golden brown, only to flare to an overwhelming firefly green that lit up like a searing beacon in her eyes those few times his illusion had faltered, she believed him. 
 
    The newcomer followed the same path that she and Angus had taken up the hill, stopping only here and there to sniff the air or a patch of leaves before starting to walk again.  The figure was getting closer, making a beeline right for them. 
 
    “What do we do?” Bonnie whispered.  She was afraid to move, crouched as she was against the ground at the top of the hill. 
 
    “She can’t see us,” Angus whispered back.  “Can hear us, though…” 
 
    Meaning, shut up and don’t move and maybe they would live through this. 
 
    Beside her, Angus nodded. 
 
    The figure of the barghest continued up the hill until it reached the edge of the mushroom ring, then started walking through it, dragging the cook’s headless corpse with him by an ankle.  Bonnie hurried to get out of his way. 
 
    Angus stopped her with an arm on her shoulder.  “Stay down,” he whispered, a breath against her ear.  “Can’t hurt us or touch us here.” 
 
    The translucent figure of the barghest frowned and looked around at the last, still half-inside their fairy ring.  Then he dragged the ethereal corpse through it—through Bonnie, she realized, getting goosebumps all over at the weird tingly sensation of the corpse passing through her—and up the hill another ten feet.  Then the barghest paused, nose lifted, sniffing.  Slowly, the figure turned back around and looked down the hill with a frown. 
 
    “Shit,” Angus cursed under his breath. 
 
    Then, slowly, the massive figure of the barghest walked back to mere feet from where they lay, pausing and sniffing again, his frown deepening.  He glanced down and nudged a toadstool with a booted foot.  “Bonnie?” Björn’s voice asked.  He looked up at the top of the hill towards the direction he’d gone, then back down at the mushrooms.  “You hiding here?” 
 
    Angus met Bonnie’s gaze and put a finger to his lips, shaking his head. 
 
    This close, Bonnie was afraid to breathe, much less move or talk.  She lay inside the fairy ring, inches from the corpse of the fry cook, trying to keep her breathing under control. 
 
    “I didn’t kill the Fury,” Björn’s voice said.  He actually sounded…depressed.  “She killed my couch-man, instead.” 
 
    Couch-man? Bonnie mouthed to Angus.  The feylord gave her a baffled look and shrugged. 
 
    “I know you’re there, woman,” the barghest snarled.  “I can smell your tiny, flatulent dog.” 
 
    Bonnie slowly glanced at Angus, who was frowning.  Cautiously, the feylord said, “You want to tell us whatever you’re trying to hide from us.” 
 
    Björn sighed and dropped the dead fry cook’s ankle, where it crushed part of the fairy ring as the corpse’s foot came to rest with an uncontrolled thud.  “I suppose I should tell you I’m not a Champion of Odin.  I threw down Skofnung and left Valhöll behind because I knew they were eventually going to make me kill Eirik.  Odin put me in the body of a barghest as penance, and I haven’t been back to Ásgarðr since.”  Björn hesitated, staring down at the crushed toadstool, looking utterly depressed.  “For eight centuries, I thought it was coincidence, that my failed attempts to return were just bad luck.”   
 
    As Bonnie and Angus remained stalk still, afraid to move for fear it was a trick, the barghest glanced up at the hazy green-blue sky of the Alaskan midnight, located the sliver of moon overhead, then let out a sigh and lowered his platinum-blond head, shaking it.  “The One-Eye told me I couldn’t return until I found my soul mate and ‘took pleasure in surrendering to her’.”  He was talking idly, quietly, almost to himself.  “After the Valkyries, I just assumed he was joking, but dozens of times now, I should have died, but didn’t.  Truly should have died and gone back home.  I spent eight centuries in this hell as a beast, unable to change forms, unable to think past the urges of a monster.  Even today, when I should have returned to Ásgarðr, I woke up a cindered, bleeding mess beside my own severed head in the back of an Inquisitor’s truck and was forced to live, instead.”  The barghest paused for a long, pensive moment before saying, “So I think it may be true.  I think I am cast out.” 
 
    Angus slowly looked at Bonnie, who was equally as baffled. 
 
    He hesitated, then wiped his nose.  “When Odin brought me that watch and gave me the task to kill the last person to touch it, I thought for sure I was still one of his Chosen.  I thought that me being stuck in the barghest’s body was for some unknowable purpose of the gods and it would soon pass.  But now…” 
 
    Björn slumped into a cross-legged seat beside the fairy ring and dropped his head in his palms, his body a picture of sullen resignation.  “I think I’m cast out.”  His neck, Bonnie noticed, bore a wicked purple scar just under the larynx, in approximately the right place for a sword blow… 
 
    I think it’s him, Bonnie thought, only inches from the barghest’s left knee. 
 
    Angus shook his head.  Let’s wait this out, his gesture said. 
 
    “It makes sense, though,” Björn said, glancing up at the moon again.  “I wasn’t reveling with my brothers after the battles.  I was avoiding the women and the wine.  I didn’t dice or play cards.  Hell, I haven’t had a woman since those Valkyries chained me in their hall and made me crawl around at their feet begging for scraps.  I no longer gave a whoreson’s shit about Hjaðningavíg—I think I just wanted to die.  And this…”  He gestured disgustedly at the corpse.  “This is my punishment for my cowardice.” 
 
    Angus raised a brow at Bonnie, who said nothing, transfixed.  “Tell us more,” the feylord said.  At Bonnie’s sharp look, he grinned like a mastiff in a meat store.  “Tell us everything.  Especially your deepest, darkest, most embarrassing secrets.” 
 
    Bonnie elbowed him, making the feylord grunt. 
 
    Björn’s pale eyes flickered towards the grunt, but he said nothing.  He seemed to consider, then let out a deep breath.  “But there’s more.”   
 
    Bonnie cast an irritated glare at Angus, who was snickering behind his paw.  I can see why they hate you… 
 
    Obviously delighted, Angus just gave a doggy shrug and watched Björn, panting excitedly. 
 
    The barghest was totally solemn, looking troubled.  “Back then, I thought, when I heard Odin’s command to submit to a quivering deer of a woman, that the One-Eye, as wise as he was, would never be so cruel, and that it had to be just a manly jest.  I took it to mean he wanted me to do the opposite, to wreak vengeance upon Freyja’s followers for what they’d done to his Champions, to take her the same way her Valkyrie sword-sisters had taken me, to make one of Freyja’s own feel my humiliation for what was done to me, for that was justice.  Fool that I was, without my brothers, without a woman beside me, I spent eight centuries slowly losing my mind.  I think I knew deep down that I was being punished, but it took this…” he gestured with hopeless exhaustion at the corpse beside him, “…to make me realize I was condemned.  Doomed.  Cursed.” 
 
    Björn flopped his hand back into his lap.  His words were almost a whisper now.  “I willingly abandoned my lord and his hall, refusing to submit to what I knew would be his will.  I fled.  Like a coward.  I spent hundreds of years killing queens trying to regain Odin’s favor, yet never once thought he could be serious.  Not once.  I thought his reason for keeping me locked out of Ásgarðr was simply too complex for me to know, that it was all part of some great plan of the gods to put me in the right place at the right time.” 
 
    The barghest took a deep breath and let it out in a shuddering sigh.  “Now, I think he may have been serious, and that my punishment for abandoning Valhöll to the Valkyrie is to submit to a woman.” 
 
    “Don’t forget ‘and like it’,” Angus interrupted.  Bonnie shot him an irritated ‘what the fuck?’ look and Angus gave her a jowly doggy grin back, daring her to say something about it. 
 
    “And like it,” Björn said, looking defeated.  “Truly, the gods are cruel, for it wasn’t until today that I realized he had given me an impossible task.  For eight centuries, he had me trapped in this form, attempting to regain entry to Ásgarðr with brave acts, thinking my continued existence as a barghest was just some fluke of luck or perhaps a minor slap on the wrist for turning my back on my brothers in Valhöll.”  He closed his eyes and swallowed.  “But Odin never intended me to return, for I can no more submit to the will of a woman than I can walk inside the sun.”  He gave an unsteady breath.  “So, in fairness, vampire queen, I am here to tell you that you are free to go.” 
 
    Now Angus frowned and glanced at Bonnie, who wasn’t sure how to take that either. 
 
    “Free to go how?” Bonnie asked, hesitantly sitting up from where she had been frozen, motionless, on the forest floor. 
 
    Björn twitched, his eyes flickering towards her, but didn’t look surprised at how close she had been.  “Free to go.  I release you of your obligation to me.  I reject Odin’s ‘gift,’ for I would rather lose my mind in the tusen dødsdager than force myself to submit to another woman, ever again.” 
 
    Bonnie wasn’t actually sure if this was a good development or a bad one.  After how many times he’d threatened to force himself on her, she was generally thinking a good one.  Maybe. 
 
    She glanced at Angus, who shrugged his furry brown shoulders.  “So…” she offered, “you’re…leaving?” 
 
    Björn sighed.  “With Ásgarðr beyond my reach, I no longer have a home.”  The dejection with which he said it was heart-rending. 
 
    You need to let him see us, Bonnie thought, glaring at the feylord. 
 
    Angus ignored her, his furry face gleeful.  “You want to tell us more about how these Valkyries made you beg.” 
 
    Björn stiffened, and Bonnie saw him start to sweat.  His whole body started to tremble, and, frowning, she recognized the same signs she felt when thinking about naked people.  She twisted to scowl at Angus.  “Take it back.  Now.” 
 
    “Oh no, I really think he wants to tell us,” Angus chuckled. 
 
    “Angus!” she snapped.  “That is so not coo—” 
 
    But not even she was ready for the way the barghest folded over to the side in a fetal position, shaking as if he were dying.  “I really…don’t want…to tell you…any more…” he whimpered, “…but I…can’t seem…to stop…”  Then, suddenly, Björn burst into tears and started sobbing right there like a little girl. 
 
    Angus, who had been leaning forward, his tongue lolling in excitement, drooped with confusion. 
 
    “Fix it!” Bonnie snapped, nudging him hard.  Angus took the blow but didn’t turn from the barghest, looking stunned. 
 
    “They took everything from me,” Björn whimpered.  “My friends, my life, my manhood…  They withheld food…made me beg….  Humiliated me.  Forced me to…fuck my…friend…  Gods I don’t want to tell you any more but I can’t…stop…”  And then he devolved into a gibbering pile of twitching, tattooed muscle. 
 
    “You can stop,” Angus said, sounding deflated. 
 
    The barghest let out a long, painful, wretched sound, his big shoulders quaking against the ground.  “Even if I find a magus willing to send me back to the Third Realm, I can never go home.  The top of Odin’s Wall will be forever out of reach for me, no matter how high I climb, because I faaaaaiiiilllleed.” 
 
    Angus was just staring, mouth open, now, obviously not having expected this reaction. 
 
    Let us out, Bonnie thought at him. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  He’d kill us,” Angus whispered back, as the barghest sobbed in the background. 
 
    “What, uh, about killing that guy Odin told you to kill?” Bonnie asked, desperate to bring the big guy out of his despair.  “Maybe that could get you back.” 
 
    Björn laughed despondently.  “He tasked me to kill Pestilence.”   
 
    “Fuck,” Angus whispered. 
 
    “And if even the Furies fight for him, who knows how many other champions he’s corrupted to fight at his side?”  He sat up, sniffling as he wiped snot on his arm.  “And I…”  He swallowed, gesturing to his front.  “I don’t have my armor.  I don’t have my shield or my flask.  I don’t even have Skofnung.  All I have are the claws of a beast.”  He roared at the last and slashed at the ground, tearing away a head-sized chunk of earth and flinging it into the forest to explode in a burst of earth against a cottonwood tree. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Björn said, already wiping the tears from his face as he once more took on the hardened façade of a brute, “I learned today that I’m never going home, and the knowledge has burdened my heart.” 
 
    You wanna take that barrier down now? Bonnie thought, scowling at Angus. 
 
    “Not really,” Angus said. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “What?” Björn said, frowning. 
 
    “Just hold on a minute,” Bonnie said, giving Angus a pointed stare, “I’m bringing the barrier down.” 
 
    Angus grimaced, then, at her protracted stare, reluctantly touched the ring of toadstools and the portal between worlds once more opened around them. 
 
    As soon as she appeared, Björn’s pale eyes found her, but he said nothing.  He didn’t even look excited to see her, as he had the first few times they met.  He looked sad, depressed, even ashamed. 
 
    “You are braver than I thought,” Björn whispered.  He looked away and started plucking at the mosses he had torn apart in his despair.  “I didn’t think you’d ever come out.” 
 
    Because, of course, he didn’t realize she had a freakin’ feylord sitting two feet away feeding him instructions like a go-cart.  After listening to the barghest share secrets he hadn’t wanted to share, crying, Bonnie felt sick to her stomach.  I need to fix this.  “So, uh,” Bonnie said, her heart starting to pound with the knowledge of what she was about to do, “wanna start over?”   
 
    Björn jerked and squinted at her. 
 
    Knowing he could rip it off, Bonnie nonetheless gingerly extended her hand.  “My name’s Bonnie Stanford.”  She gave a nervous laugh.  “I guess I’m a vampire.” 
 
    Björn’s pastel eyes continued to watch her face a moment longer, then dropped to examine her hand, before eventually lifting back to her face.  For a long time, he seemed to be waiting for something.  Then, very reluctantly, like he thought it was some sort of trick, he said, “In truth?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bonnie said, acutely nervous.  It was actually hard to keep her hand held out between them—just being close to the dude made her anxious.  Like he was fire and she was matchsticks.  “Just no attacking me again, okay?” 
 
    Björn seemed to consider, then very gingerly—like he was touching a delicate flower—he reached out and took her hand in his.  “You have my oath, Bonnie Stanford.”  His massive hand was warm and scratchy with thick callouses, completely swallowing hers, and Bonnie tensed despite herself, trying not to imagine the vivid image of him using the leverage to tear her limbs off.  “Such that it is, without Odin’s favor,” he said, heavy regret weighing down his voice. 
 
    “It’s fine.”  All she could think of, really, was how their skin was touching and how easily he could hurt her. 
 
    The barghest held her hand a little bit longer than she was comfortable, watching her face with a curious look, then released it.  Slowly, a slow grin spread over his face as he took his sleeve to wipe the remnants of wetness from his eyes.  “My couch-man said this was possible.”  He patted the corpse’s ass.  “He was very wise.” 
 
    Both Bonnie and Angus glanced at the headless corpse resting on the ground beside Björn’s leg, then at the blood-soaked floral pillowcase containing something approximately the size of a head.  Neither one of them had the guts to ask why he was dragging it around. 
 
    “Now that we’re alone again,” the barghest went on, “perhaps you will help me with something?” 
 
    Bonnie immediately bristled.  “Dude, if it’s anything about sex, I’m totally not—” 
 
    “Jessie, my friend, was a brave man,” Björn said, patting the corpse again.  “I need to give him a proper send-off, even if it means invoking the Valkyrie to come get him.” 
 
    “You need help, erm, burying him?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    Björn recoiled.  “You do not bury a brave man.  You find him a vessel and send him to Valhöll on the flaming wings of Valkyrie.”  When she just blinked at him with incomprehension, he added, “I need a ship.  Do you know where I can find a ship?” 
 
    Vaguely remembering stuff about Vikings sending dead guys to the afterlife in burning boats, Bonnie grimaced, pretty sure she knew what the Anchorage Police Department would have to say about burning the body.  “We…uh…” 
 
    She saw his face harden and he started to get up.  “I can do it myself.  I wouldn’t expect a soft-hearted woman to—” 
 
    Bonnie touched his arm as he was standing, cutting him off and giving him pause as he looked at where her fingers touched his tattooed bicep.  Slowly, he looked back at her face. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Bonnie said, swallowing.  “I know a place.  And I’ve got…money.” 
 
    Björn’s brow furrowed as he straightened, towering over her.  “I was thinking of just taking one.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Bonnie babbled, trying to come up with a reason that would keep this angel-flinging brute from stealing somebody’s boat… 
 
    “That would be bad,” Angus said firmly. 
 
    “Then again, that might be ill-advised,” Björn grunted, looking thoughtful.  “It might alert those who hunt us to our presence.” 
 
    So would using a debit card, but Bonnie wasn’t about to argue semantics.  She planted her fists in front of her and started to stand. 
 
    A big, tattooed hand dropped in front of her face, palm up.  Bonnie stared at it a moment, before looking up. 
 
    The barghest loomed over her, arm extended in an offer to help her stand.  He said nothing, waiting to see what she would do. 
 
    Time to put your money where your mouth is, Bonnie thought.  She swallowed as she gingerly put her hand in his. 
 
    The barghest smiled just a little before he closed his fist and easily put her back on her feet.  “There,” he said, once more picking up the dead man’s ankle.  “Take me to these boats.  Jessie gets impatient—I can feel it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6:  The Right Boat 
 
    “But these are all made of metal.  I need wood.”  Björn was scowling at the riverboats lined up on trailers at the massive open-air gravel parking area of the Deshka Landing—the prized recreational vessels of thousands of Anchorage residents’ weekend warriors.  He was making a frustrated face as he paced down the rows of aluminum, flat-bottomed Sea Arks.  “None of these will burn.” 
 
    Bonnie had tried to explain that to him on the ride out here, of course, but the barghest hadn’t been listening.  Because, apparently, a ‘boat,’ to him, was made of wood.  Period.  These were bathtubs. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Björn finally said, coming to a slow dejected halt.  “Is there no boat-builder in this miserable land?” 
 
    Bonnie paused beside him and decided to try, again, to tell him that the world had moved on from wood. 
 
    “Okay, look.  When we discovered how to mine aluminum from dirt—” 
 
    “I’ll take this one,” Björn said, sounding almost desperate.  He stopped beside a large V-bottomed vessel with an inboard motor and fiberglass hull.  “It looks like it can burn.” 
 
    “Fiberglass doesn’t burn,” she informed him. 
 
    “Well then what does?!” the barghest roared, putting his fist through the fancy hull as he glared at her. 
 
    Seeing that, Bonnie grimaced and grabbed the big beefy angel-slayer by the arm and started steering him away from the expensive toys.  “Come on.  Let’s go see if they’ve got any canoes or something.  Sometimes they’re made of wood.” 
 
    “I don’t want a ‘canoe,’ I want a ‘boat’,” he argued.  “The biggest boat they have!” 
 
    “What’s his problem now?” Angus asked, trotting up from where he had been hanging out by the river, awing a bunch of onlookers as he skipped stones with his ‘mouth’. 
 
    He’s not happy with any of these, Bonnie thought.  He wants a wooden boat. 
 
    Angus sighed, deeply.  To the barghest, he said, “You’ll be happy with one of these.” 
 
    “No, it needs to burn!” the barghest snarled, starting to ooze shadow everywhere from those tattoos that, when they were flowing with darkness, looked like striped cuts into the Void. 
 
    Bonnie glanced at Angus, who was frowning a the barghest.  “You’ll be happy with a regular boat,” Angus said, frowning. 
 
    “No, the boat is wrong,” Björn insisted. 
 
    Angus was scowling, now.  He took a step closer, squinting up at Björn like he was a strange seven-foot bug.  “You will be happy with a metal boat.” 
 
    “I will not,” the barghest snarled, spinning on him and leaning down to put his fangs in Angus’s face, “and if you speak out of place again, dog, I will eviscerate you and feed on your butchered remains.” 
 
    Angus’s brown doggy eyes went wide and he scrabbled backwards until he fell on his ass in the dust.  The rage immediately cleared from Björn’s face and he chuckled jovially, “So your tiny flatulent dog is afraid of me.  I knew it was only a matter of time before he came to his senses.”  He turned and started wandering down another aisle of boats, whistling. 
 
    The behavior was so strange that neither Bonnie nor Angus had anything to say to that.  They followed Björn to the next row and watched the barghest’s broad back as he investigated each vessel, shaking his head before moving to the next. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Bonnie whispered, once the barghest was out of earshot. 
 
    Angus still looked shellshocked, his mouth open.  “I…”  He swallowed hard.  “It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes, when one tries to compel another in a way that goes completely against his core, subconsciously, they sometimes…erm…fight it.” 
 
    “Meaning his subconscious is on to you,” Bonnie whispered back. 
 
    Angus swallowed again.  “I think I’m going back down to the river.  Call me if you need any more help.” 
 
    Bonnie looked at the group of plaid-wearing outdoorsmen who had gathered at the boat launch.  One of them was trying—and failing—to skip the same rounded stones that Angus had been skipping with his ‘teeth’.  They all paused the moment Angus trotted up, laughing and cheering as the ‘dog’ picked up another rock. 
 
    He misses interaction, Bonnie thought, watching the feylord entertain the humans in such a simple manner.  She wondered how long he had been trapped as a dog. 
 
    Probably too long, she realized. 
 
    Shaking herself, Bonnie went looking for Björn. 
 
    Realizing the barghest was no longer in the same aisle as her, Bonnie went to catch up with him. 
 
    She found Björn slumped at the end of the next row, looking at the metal boats in despair.  As she watched, he hunkered in on himself and dropped his face into his hands. 
 
    Seeing that, feeling his misery, Bonnie set her jaw.  She pulled out her phone and walked off several paces so the barghest couldn’t hear her, then found the number for the leader of the local carpenter’s guild.   
 
    “Yeah?” a rough-sounding guy answered briskly. 
 
    “Hey,” Bonnie said, peeking between the river boats to look at Björn, who had dropped his hands between his legs and was once again staring up at the moon, “I know this is short notice, but I have a friend who needs something built tonight…” 
 
    “You realize it’s past midnight?” the man snapped.  That, of course, never stopped most Alaskans, who were often out and doing things until well past one o’clock due to the extended hours of the daytime summer sun, like the guys who had just come in from a two-week fishing trip along the Yentna and were standing around watching Angus skip stones, their boats already up on trailers.  Still, it was asking a lot… 
 
    Bonnie straightened, pulling out her inner rich bitch.  “It’s extremely time-sensitive and my daddy left me a lot of money before he died.  So, because I’m rich, impatient, and probably a little delirious from lack of sustenance, I am willing to pay you a lot of money if you can get enough guys together to finish it before dawn.  Something with four zeros.  Five if you make it good and fast.” 
 
    There was a very, very long pause on the other end.  Then…  “What do you need, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Björn, I need to talk to you,” his little queen said, grabbing him by the hand and trying to pull him away from the twelve-man crew that was—with magic tools—even then building him a boat.  It was a blocky, ugly thing, clearly not the work of masters, but they assured him it would hold water, which, at this point, was all he needed. 
 
    “I need to stay and watch,” Björn said, anxiously watching them place the planks and sealants.  “Make sure they don’t screw it up.” 
 
    “Do you know how to build a boat?” Bonnie snapped.  “No.  Come.  Here.  I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    Björn felt the tug of the Nótt Danzleikr and stumbled to face her, frowning.  After she had spent so much time gathering the men and equipment to build this thing for him, he was surprised she wanted to drag him away.  “Bonnie, this is importan—” 
 
    Then he saw how pale his little queen was, how she was sweating and trembling. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Bonnie whispered.  “It’s been too long, and I can’t feed on Angus right now.” 
 
    Björn made a face.  “Of course you can’t.  The blood of a dog wouldn’t last ten minutes.”  He thumped his chest.  “You need a real man.” 
 
    “Okay,” she babbled, “fine, yes, please just follow me into the woods for a moment and show me how real men goddamn taste—I’m having trouble not eating the help.” 
 
    Björn could commiserate.  He, too, hungered, and the blood-webs of the humans as they moved and flexed over his boat looked delectable.  “Very well,” he said.  “To the forest.” 
 
    Seeing her break out into a run to lead him to the line of alders, he jogged to catch up.  As soon as they were out of sight of the crew, she turned on him, panting, and put her tiny hand to his chest.  “Okay, on the ground, chest down, head down, I’ll just get this over with—” 
 
    Björn grabbed her gently by the wrist and held it until she looked up at him.  She swallowed hard, looking caught between the urge to try and force him and the urge to bolt. 
 
    “I would like to see you this time,” he said, as she timidly met his eyes.  “On my back.” 
 
    She immediately bit her lip and looked away, obviously not having considered that as a possibility.    “I…” 
 
    Björn cocked his head down at her.  “Then you’re not hungry enough to compromise?” he asked, praising himself for using his late couch-man’s word.  At her continued hesitation, Björn sighed.  “Then perhaps we can just wait until that vampire friend of yours comes back.”  He released her and turned to go, and this time, when she caught his arm, the grip was like iron. 
 
    “Okay, on your back,” she said, not looking at him.  She was, he noticed, shaking.  “I’ll do it, just don’t…take…”  Her eyes flickered to him.  “…advantage…?” 
 
    “I understand you have no control,” he said.  “It’s common in young queens.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” she gritted. 
 
    Björn, turning back, met her eyes for a long time.  Then, softly, he said, “I said I won’t.” 
 
    The vampire queen swallowed, then nodded and gestured at the forest floor.  When it was clear that she intended to follow through, Björn carefully lowered himself to the ground, then, when she didn’t bolt like a frightened deer, lay down on his back, stretching his arms up over his head and cupping the back of his skull with his hands as he watched her with interest. 
 
    For a moment, she just stood there, fidgeting like an anxious rabbit as she watched him.  Then, slowly, she crouched beside him and licked her lips with nervousness.  Her whole body was shaking.  She couldn’t meet his eyes.  “How much can I take?” 
 
    Straight to the point…she must be hungry.  Björn snorted.  “I’m not a vampire.  Take what you want.  As long as there is darkness, it will replenish.” 
 
    Gingerly, she stretched her arms out over him and put her small hands on the meat of his chest.  Björn said nothing, watching her.  She has a birthmark on the small of her throat, he thought, curious.  Often, birthmarks were a sign of how a soul died in the last incarnation, an energetic imprint that colored the skin. 
 
    “This okay?” she asked, still not looking at him. 
 
    “Wherever you wish.”  Then Björn winced, reconsidering.  “Well.  There are places I’d rather you didn’t.” 
 
    She made a nervous chuckle.  “Yeah, no.”  She took a shuddering breath and met his eyes and he saw the fear there. 
 
    “I gave my word,” Björn said. 
 
    That seemed to steady her, because a moment later, she glanced back down at his chest.  Then, taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and sank her fangs into him. 
 
    Immediately, Björn groaned at the sudden heady rush of a tiny dose of the Nótt Danzleikr, having forgotten how good it felt.  She has no control—she douses me with her poison again.  He tensed, despite himself, a reflex of past ages.  Immediately, her eyes flashed open in panic and she started to pull back. 
 
    “Keep going,” he managed, forcing himself to go still again.  He tilted his head back in his hands and looked up at the moon to give her privacy.  “A few drops won’t kill me.” 
 
    “I could let you drink my…erm…poison…” she managed. 
 
    “The day I need to drink the poison of a queen to keep my head is the day I no longer deserve it.” 
 
    Timidly, she tried again.  Again, he felt that icy thrill as she lost control as she drank.  Again—dangerously—he adored it. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whimpered, as more frigid poison entered his body.  She was shivering all over.  “I can’t keep the—” 
 
    This time, when she tried to pull away, Björn caught her hand and slapped it back to his chest.  “Drink.” 
 
    It was then that he realized how badly she had been struggling to control herself, because she groaned when her fangs re-entered the flesh of his body, low and deep, and she collapsed over him, releasing completely, now.  “Oh god,” she whimpered, tightening her hands in his flesh.  “God, god, god…” 
 
    And then she rolled her head back and started moving with a rhythm of carnal pleasure that electrified his skin and demanded he join her. 
 
    Björn tucked his hands back behind his head and forced them to stay there. 
 
    Panting, the vampire brazenly crawled on top of him, such a tiny thing, but so sensuous as she undulated across his body, bearing her tiny fangs in pleasure as she arced her back, touching, licking, smelling, rubbing… 
 
    Odin’s hat, Björn thought, as his body grew ever more aroused beneath her.  This is going to be harder than I thought… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7:  Compromise 
 
    “Bonnie.” 
 
    Bonnie felt every inch of her body as if it were on fire, her entire being surging with a pleasurable heat that was even then coursing through her, heating her nipples, building an exquisite agony burning in her groin as she flexed against something big and deliciously hard… 
 
    “Freyja be merciful please wake up.” 
 
    Bonnie froze, recognizing that voice. 
 
    Like something out of a bad dream, she found herself under the barghest, both wrists pinned over her head, Björn’s big body holding her in place.  He was panting and sweating. 
 
    Their eyes met.  Only inches apart.  Him looming over her, his hardness—because all of him was hard—pressing her into the ground like a slab of iron.  Her body totally helpless beneath him, that roiling starry blackness of a predator a hairsbreadth away…  Bonnie forgot to breathe, her entire body going stiff in fear. 
 
    “Oh thank the gods,” Björn blurted, collapsing away from her, letting her up.  Bonnie scrambled to the side and quickly glanced down to make sure she was still wearing pants.  She was.  She pulled her knees to her chest, heart hammering, trying to remember what had just happened.  It’s like a date-rape drug, she thought, swallowing hard.  Fuck… 
 
    “Warn me next time you plan to give me a full dose,” Björn managed.  “I might…concede…that a bit should be…spilled…before you drink.”  He was gasping on the ground, big shoulders moving raggedly. 
 
    “Clear,” Bonnie blurted. 
 
    “Oh fuck thank you,” Björn managed, flopping onto his back.  He put a big hand to his forehead and closed his eyes, still panting. 
 
    “You…” she swallowed as her throat tightened and she couldn’t finish.  “You…didn’t…” 
 
    He lifted his hand from his face so he could peer at her from beneath his fingers.  “I told you I wouldn’t.”  Then he groaned and looked up at the sky again.  “Though the gods laughed at me the entire time.” 
 
    “We need to get you a drink of my venom,” Bonnie said, heart still pounding from how close he had been.  “That’s what Theo did…” 
 
    “Grudgingly,” Björn gasped, “I’d say you might be right.”  He lifted his fingers to squint at her again with those pale, cream-colored eyes.  “But for one problem.” 
 
    “What problem?” she asked. 
 
    “You dosed me first,” he said, his big chest rising and falling in deep breaths as he tried to calm himself.  “It essentially immunized me against any long-term effects of an attempt to consort.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t good. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Björn said, once again lowering his hand to his forehead.  “You could say I’ve had time to…prepare.” 
 
    Thinking of the dozens of vampire queens that the barghest had supposedly slain, Bonnie grew uncomfortable.  “Yeah, uh…”  She slowly got to her feet.  “Uh, thanks for the, uh…”  She swallowed and looked back through the bushes at the ‘boat’ that was even then being built under floodlights that illuminated the half-light of the Alaskan night.  “I’ll just go with Theo next time.” 
 
    Granted she could find Theo.  If he was even still alive.  She turned to go. 
 
    Björn’s touch on her leg stopped her.  When she flinched and looked down at the mammoth tattooed hand encompassing her entire ankle, she saw Björn looking up at her plaintively.  “I’m not asking you to stop,” he said softly. 
 
    “But…” Bonnie swallowed hard, remembering collapsing on top of him and humping him before it was lights-out.  “I was basically raping your leg.” 
 
    A slow, mischievous smile spread over his face.  “I’ve fed enough queens to know what I was offering, Mardöll.” 
 
    Bonnie flushed.  “Why do you keep calling me that?” she asked, grateful for the change in topic. 
 
    “What?” he asked, releasing her leg and lying back.  “Mardöll?” 
 
    Every time he said it, she twitched on some inner level.  “Yeah.  That.” 
 
    “It’s the name of your soul.”  He was watching her way too closely. 
 
    Bonnie licked her lips, remembering the word she had first blurted out when he first said it.  It had stuck with her ever since, almost seared there…  “And yours is…Nökkvi?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, the platinum blond locks sliding along his massive chest. 
 
    “And…”  She hesitated.  “Freyja handed me over to Odin as a peace offering, and he gave me to you?” 
 
    “It was more of a prisoner of war, but yes.” 
 
    She grimaced at that idea.  “And they…what…bound our souls together?” 
 
    Björn yawned.  “Your spirit was dying.  It was clear to any who looked at you.  Your soul lacked an anchor, so they gave you one.”  He shrugged.  “Such is the will of the gods, to spare a soft-hearted woman a slow death.” 
 
    Bonnie felt a little surge of indignation at that.  “What about you?  From what you said earlier, sounds like you weren’t in too good of shape, either.” 
 
    Instantly, Björn tensed.  “What happened today was…unlike me.  I’m normally not so…open…with my past.  I’ll try to refrain in the future.” 
 
    “No, you hypocrite,” Bonnie said, stepping forward to poke him in the massive pec.  “You said you just wanted to die.  You said that.” 
 
    Björn opened his mouth, looked up at her like he wanted to argue, then a little frown creased his tattooed forehead and he shut his mouth again, looking thoughtful.  “Huh.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bonnie said, feeling a surge of victory.  “So don’t get all self-righteous on me like you’re doing me a favor.  From everything you said, you’re a scary killing machine and I just liked to be left alone.” 
 
    Björn cocked his head as he looked up at her.  “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Not exactly what?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    “Wanting to be alone.”  At her sharp glance, Björn shrugged his big shoulders again.  “You had a mate in Freyja’s court.  He was killed.  Murdered quite horrifically, actually.”  Björn was watching her carefully now.  “The völva that investigated his disappearance traced him back to the First Realm around the start of the Inquisition.  They found that his soul-energy had been used in a ritual to transmute the zeitgeist of Europe, to allow the hypocrites’ fervor to take over the spirit of that time.  The völva found the binding circle where he was killed in a small church in Spain.  There was nothing left of him inside but blood and dust.”  He cocked his head.  “Well, there was a watch, but I’m told you gave him that.” 
 
    Bonnie felt something twist in her chest as bile automatically started to rise on a rush of sorrow, utterly unbidden.  Her heart had started hammering and she had to look away as tears started to form, spontaneously.  She fisted her hands against the weird impulse to simply break down sobbing. 
 
    The barghest went on, almost gingerly, now.  “He was another sorcerer.  One of the few male völva.  Very rare.  You two had been together since the dawn of Mankind, two of the very first to grace Freyja’s hall.”  He hesitated, glancing at her again, and this time looked almost sheepish.  “Older than I, by many millennia.” 
 
    All Bonnie could say—all she could think—was, “They used him in a sacrifice?”  The words came on a tide of despair and grief.  The anguish was so thick she found it hard to breathe. 
 
    “Indeed,” Björn agreed, his face going hard.  “It was an insult to the very gods, one that couldn’t be ignored.”  The barghest shrugged his big shoulders and a wave of shadow rolled off him, crisping the leaves beneath him with frost.  “Probably why I was sent.”  He lowered his head, his face becoming pained and his words laced with anguish.  “If I was even sent.” 
 
    Bonnie considered that, weighed it, considered the ramifications of what it would mean if it were true, then cleared her throat awkwardly.  “I’d…uh…like you to say all this again around my dog.  Like within two feet of him.” 
 
    Björn squinted at her.  “Eh?” 
 
    “I dunno.  He’s always had the ability to…detect…lies.” 
 
    “A dog?” Björn demanded. 
 
    “You got a problem with it?!” Bonnie snapped.  “I’m telling you I might believe it…if my dog doesn’t call bullshit.” 
 
    “Your dog.”  He clearly thought she was insane. 
 
    “Yes, my dog.  I want you to tell me everything you just told me again while petting my dog.” 
 
    Björn stared at her for several moments.  But instead of the brute telling her he thought she was insane, he shrugged.  “If it is the way of the softlanders, then yes, I will repeat myself in the presence of your flatulent beast.”  He yawned and relaxed on the ground, still making no move to get up and join her.  “Odin’s horn, Mardöll, even for a queen, you take a lot out of me.  I think I might need a nap.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Bonnie muttered, feeling guilty.  In truth, she’d lost control so much that, had it been Masaaki, she probably would have killed him. 
 
    But the slow, evil grin that spread over his face as he looked up at her made Bonnie flush all over again.  “Don’t be.” 
 
    Bonnie, at once embarrassed, but also curious and relieved that he didn’t feel like she’d just sexually assaulted him, tentatively searched his eyes a moment before saying, “So, if what you say is true—and I’m not saying it is—but if it is, you said there was more that needed to be done between us?  To…uh…solidify a bond?” 
 
    He grinned slowly.  “Our souls have to entwine in the spirit, blend our minds and memories as one.” 
 
    Thinking of sharing the memories of a barbarian brute, Bonnie grimaced.  “And how did you plan to do that?” 
 
    “It often happens, I’ve heard, during especially good coitus.” 
 
    Bonnie choked.  Definitely ditch that idea…  “Weeeellll, that’s probably not happening any time soon.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Perhaps.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “Perhaps?” 
 
    “You’ll get hungry again,” he said, reclining easily.  “Then, as my couch-man liked to say, we’ll negotiate.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open and she took an automatic step backwards.  “You can’t negotiate sex, you oaf.” 
 
    Björn gave her a curious look.  “Jessie said this, too.”  He raised himself up on one elbow to see her better, looking puzzled.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Bonnie sputtered, “…it’s crude.  And gross.  And so twelfth-century.” 
 
    “If you already have gold, I could kill someone for you,” he offered.  “Your greatest enemy?”  He sounded hopeful. 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “You…”  Her heart started to pound, realizing that the backwards Neanderthal was totally serious about trying to negotiate, and she could totally imagine him bringing her things like pile of gold jewelry he’d stolen from the local pawn shop—or oh, say, somebody’s head—in trying to earn her favor.  She swallowed hard.  “Okay, look.  It’s not about negotiation.  You have to trust someone to have sex with them, and, I mean, thanks for feeding me, dude, but I do not trust you.” 
 
    He frowned.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because, like a day ago, you were pinning me down and biting me and telling me you were gonna assault me to make up for something someone else did to you.” 
 
    Björn grimaced and looked away.  “I never meant to tell you that.  It was not manful.” 
 
    “Well you did,” Bonnie snapped.  “And I don’t trust you.  I might never trust you.  Hell, I can’t even stand the sight of naked people—I go completely catatonic.  So just chill out on the ‘negotiate’ thing, ’cause it’s a long way away and right now I’m interested in snacking on you, not getting naked with you.”  Hell, just the idea of getting naked was already making her sweat. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and gave her a very long, very unreadable stare.  Finally, he said, “The next time you feed, I will not wear a shirt.” 
 
    Oh that bastard.  Bonnie felt an automatic spasm of anger at the idea of seeing his skin again and opened her mouth to argue.  Then she realized she was taking eating his soul for granted and flushed to her ears.  And, in the look of challenge he was giving her, he was already well aware of that fact. 
 
    He continued pinning her with that really long look.  Then he said, “We will negotiate.  From now on, if you want to eat me, I will wear no shirt when you sink your fangs into me.” 
 
    She found she couldn’t respond. 
 
    “Of course,” the barghest went on slowly, “you could simply use the Nótt Danzleikr to command me to feed you while fully clothed, at which point I would no longer trust you.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed.  “No baubles,” she blurted. 
 
    He cocked his head at her.  “Baubles?” 
 
    “I don’t want gold, jewels, material things, none of that.” 
 
    “You’re already rich,” he said, nodding wisely.  “Jessie explained this to me.” 
 
    “Nooooooo,” Bonnie said, “refer back to Exhibit A.  I want to trust you first.” 
 
    He sat up the rest of the way, looking curious.  “Trust me how?” 
 
    “Oh, I dunno, not to go into a killer rage and rape me to death, let’s start there.” 
 
    “It’s actually the other way around,” the barghest chuckled. 
 
    Bonnie blinked.  “Huh?” 
 
    “You.  A virgin queen.”  He gestured at her with a smile.  “Very dangerous.” 
 
    “You broke my house with an angel,” Bonnie growled.  “Don’t give me that ‘I’m afraid you’ll rape me’ shit.” 
 
    His amusement turned to mirth.  “So no killer rages directed at you.  What else?” 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him, confused by his sudden willingness to work with her.  “Did you, like, I dunno, break your brain in that fight or something?  You weren’t this…bargainy…before.” 
 
    “My couch-man helped me to see the error in my ways when dealing with cowardly softlander women,” Björn said.  He lifted a big hand up and started picking at something black in his teeth.  Realizing it was cloth, Bonnie swallowed hard and quickly looked away.  He flicked the bit away and casually leaned back on his hands to look up at her, eyes amused.  “What else?” 
 
    “What else what?” 
 
    “What else would make you trust me?” 
 
    Bonnie felt the urge to make a quip, but realized he was totally serious.  …And that this might be the fresh start she had hoped for.  She considered.  “Stop threatening to eat me.” 
 
    His lips twitched in a smile.  “Okay.” 
 
    That was it?  Just ‘okay’?  Now she was sure there was something wrong with him.  But, curious now, she gingerly followed that up with, “No raping people.” 
 
    “Especially not you.” 
 
    “Nobody.” 
 
    He adjusted his seat and continued to watch her.  “And?” 
 
    “No hurting people who don’t deserve it.” 
 
    He gave her that smile again.  “Who decides if they deserve it?” 
 
    “I do.”  Or Masaaki.  Or Theo.  Or Angus… Anybody but this brute… 
 
    He sighed.  “Okay.” 
 
    Bonnie hesitated.  “Just okay?” 
 
    “My couch-man told me to compromise.  I am compromising.” 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him.  “What is a couch-man?” 
 
    “Someone who solves problems for you,” he said.  And he smiled.  “And, judging by how well this conversation is going, I’d say Jessie was a good one.” 
 
    Couch-man… Bonnie thought, her brain scrambling to place that.  She couldn’t.  Clearing her throat, deciding not to get distracted in the middle of real progress, she said, “And don’t argue with me all the time.  Back me up.  Stop shouting.  No stealing.  Don’t break things.  Don’t embarrass me in public.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at the rush, but said nothing, waiting. 
 
    He’s seriously willing to just do anything I say? Bonnie wondered, a little perplexed.  “Don’t threaten my dog.  Or Theo.  Or Masaaki.” 
 
    Björn grimaced, but inclined his platinum-blond head curiously.  “That all?” 
 
    Bonnie considered, long and hard, then flushed and, timidly, said, “And…  Let me…braid your hair?”  She hated how hopeful she sounded, but god damn that was some Fabio-quality hair… 
 
    He reached up and grabbed one of the thick platinum locks between massive thumb and forefinger, holding it up where he could see it.  “You like this?”  He frowned at the lock as if it were a snake.  “I was going to cut it off.” 
 
    Bonnie giggled, knowing it was girly, but unable to help herself.  “I love it.” 
 
    He dropped his hair and seemed to consider her reaction carefully before heaving a huge sigh.  “Fine.  But, as my couch-man said, compromise goes two ways.” 
 
    Bonnie’s heart stopped, realizing this was where he informed her he wanted her to lie down and spread her legs right there.  “Yeah?” she asked, uncomfortable. 
 
    “I want to share your bed.” 
 
    And there we go, she thought, her face heating to nuclear levels.  “I told you, I have to trust you before—” 
 
    He raised a hand.  “Fully clothed, just to sleep, so you can learn to trust me.  If you’re still too afraid of me to sleep beside me at the moment, I will settle for the same room.  For now.” 
 
    ‘For now.’  Meaning he plans, eventually, to sleep in my bed, Bonnie thought, bristling.  He’s out of his goddamn mind…  Then she had remembered Masaaki had basically done the same thing, insisting to sleep within six feet of her.  And Theo.  And Angus.  Something about protecting her from her enemies, yada yada yada manly horseshit manly horseshit.  She squinted at him. 
 
    “Further,” Björn continued, “if I want to engage in a friendly fistfight or a bout of drunken debauchery to release tension, you will not stop me.”  Then, cocking his head, he amended belatedly, “As long as nobody gets hurt.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “I’m still stuck on the ‘share my bed’ thing.” 
 
    “Compromises,” he gritted, his whole body starting to tense as shadows began rolling off him, “Go both ways.” 
 
    Seeing all their gains about to unravel, Bonnie quickly said, “Fine, but I have an addition.” 
 
    The shadows stopped pooling around him and he grunted curiously, raising one of those beautiful platinum brows. 
 
    “I want you to start controlling your temper.  No more Hulk smash when you get pissed.  If you’re mad, you talk about it like a normal, rational human being.” 
 
    He made a disgusted snort.  “I am not a human being.” 
 
    “But, if I’m translating what you told me about Asgard correctly, you were one.” 
 
    He twitched an upper lip in a half-snarl, but reluctantly muttered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Then act like it,” Bonnie said.  “I don’t care how long you were a beast.  If Disney’s taught me anything, it’s that guys with attitudes just need a tender touch.” 
 
    He squinted at her a long time.  “This is not Beauty and the Beast.”   
 
    Bonnie grinned, delighted he’d caught popular trivia.  He had, after all, been forced to babysit a Barbie-collecting kid.  “Says who?” 
 
    He cocked his head and seemed to consider that.  “For one,” the barghest said finally, allowing shadows to run down his arms and pool in his palm, “I’d eat that spineless pussy of a candlestick, then shit out his polished remains.”  He grinned at her over his palmful of shadow, which, to her shock, had formed into a delicate rose inside a glass case, all composed of exquisite, varying degrees of darkness. 
 
    Bonnie felt herself grinning back, delighted.  “That’s pretty cool.” 
 
    He snorted and eyed it critically.  “Very useful when babysitting the small child of a man you despise because you are enslaved by a blood-magus’s spell and cannot leave.” 
 
    Bonnie felt herself cringe inside.  “Did you eat the kid?” 
 
    “No, just the father.”  He shook the shadows away and looked at her.  “The child and I still correspond, when I’m not getting ass-raped in a dungeon or beat to death by a Fury.”  There was complete sobriety in his face, no mirth whatsoever. 
 
    Bonnie let out the breath she’d been holding.  “Sounds like a lot of bad stuff’s happened to you…” 
 
    He tensed, that façade going back up.  “It’s a consequence of being one of Odin’s Chosen.  Many seek to break my spirit.”  He made an unhappy sound.  “And, ironically, only Odin himself has been able to do it.”  Then, shrugging, he got to his feet.  “Are you capable of driving?” 
 
    Bonnie squinted up at him, having been content to stay hidden at the Deshka Landing to avoid Inquisitors or the Duke.  With the barghest’s energy zinging through her, however, she not only felt capable—she felt thrilled at the idea of doing something dangerous.  Which, now that she thought about it, was probably not a good sign.  Do I take some of their traits into me when I feed? she wondered, thinking about Masaaki and the sun.  Remembering Björn randomly putting his fist through a hull of a boat because he was upset, she realized that was probably Bad, and going out in public right now when Björn was the only thing she had fed on was probably also Bad.  “Maybe?” she said warily.  “Why?” 
 
    “There are things I need for my couch-man’s funeral,” Björn said, glancing through the alder thicket at the carpenters swarming over his new ‘boat’.  “Blankets, gold, swords, meat, mead…” 
 
    Remembering the alcohol-drenched state of the interior of the limo from her brief conversation with the dead cook, Bonnie automatically gave him a nervous look.  “Why mead?” 
 
    His pale eyes widened and he looked down at her as if she were mad.  “Because we need to feast!” 
 
    Somehow, surrounded by the everyday boat-launching business of the Deshka Landing, she didn’t feel like that was going to go over too well.  “I thought you just wanted to set a boat on fire,” she said. 
 
    Björn snorted.  “I want to get my friend to Ásgarðr.  The Valkyrie are more likely to pay attention if many people are at the feast.” 
 
    So he wanted to invite the neighborhood.  Great.  Here, everyone, just watch us stow this headless corpse on this boat, douse it with gasoline, and torch it in the middle of the Susitna River.  Jötnar’s blue babies, she was so screwed. 
 
    But, seeing the steadfast determination on his face, Bonnie knew that to tell him ‘no’ was to watch him go try to start a car and drive away himself.  “Fine,” she muttered.  She looked him over for long moments as he did the same.  “But no attacking random strangers, stealing, or shouting.” 
 
    “Or breaking things,” he added, picking at the feathery bark of a birch tree with a claw.  He looked at her over it.  “Or threatening you.”  He raised a brow, obviously waiting for something. 
 
    He was offering a lot, in the grand scheme of things.  She cleared her throat, flushing.  “And…uh…I’ll only drink from you when your shirt is off and when we sleep…I’ll, uh…”  She swallowed, “…let you be close.” 
 
    “And let me be debaucherous and engage in manly tests of strength when I feel the need,” he prompted. 
 
    “And that.” 
 
    Björn held out his big hand.  “Then I feel we have a bargain, little queen.” 
 
    She took it gingerly, letting him squeeze before he let go.  “Now,” Björn said, turning back to the parking lot to watch his boat, “Take me to town so that I may acquire gifts for my friend’s funeral.” 
 
    “With money,” Bonnie added. 
 
    He actually flinched at that.  “With money,” he muttered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8:  The Problem with the Dog 
 
    “You never told me a funeral was so expensive,” Bonnie muttered, as they loaded shopping bags filled with gold jewelry into the black van he had stolen from the Inquisition.  Five hours—and four calls to her bank to confirm that it was actually her spending the hundreds of thousands of dollars on random shit—later, they had a van full of goodies and were in a hurry to get to the hotel room that Bonnie had booked in South Anchorage, one of the few hotels that allowed pets. 
 
    “It’s merely a fraction of what he should have,” Björn said, sounding disappointed as he climbed into the back seat.  Angus was sitting on the front seat, idly playing with one of the delicate gold lockets. 
 
    “Tell your dog if he eats that, I will immediately remove it from his body,” Björn said, showing teeth. 
 
    Bonnie, who was more concerned that Angus would steal it, told the feylord, “Just give it back to him, okay?” 
 
    With a huge sigh, Angus tossed it back at Björn, who caught it, impressed.  “Your dog is smart,” the barghest said, looking fascinated.  “Have you considered training him for war?” 
 
    “Yeah, no,” Bonnie said, glancing at Angus, who was shaking his head rapidly.  “Somehow I don’t think bloodshed is really his thing.” 
 
    On the drive to Anchorage, the barghest reached through the partition to put a big fist around the dog’s throat and told her essentially everything he’d said earlier that morning, confirming to Bonnie that—to him, at least—he spoke the truth. 
 
    She still wondered, of course, just a little, but when she watched the barghest smoothly tell her of how they were soulmates bonded together by the will of Odin and Freyja without so much as hesitating from the Horn, she had started to take him a bit more seriously. 
 
    “Still,” Björn grunted as he released Angus through the partition and pulled back into the dark interior of the limo, he said, “you should breed him.  Would make a great stud.  Produce many prize hounds.” 
 
    At those words, Angus actually looked sick. 
 
    Bonnie leaned just out of range of the Horn and said, “He’s sterile,” before the barghest could get it into his head to try introducing her ‘stud’ to available ladies. 
 
    “He still has his nuts,” Björn said, frowning, looking. 
 
    “It was a vasectomy,” Bonnie said, flushing.  “The vet said it’s easier on them if they keep their balls.  Hormones and stuff.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we could use his balls in a ritual to—” 
 
    “You want to go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m suddenly so tired,” Björn said.  “This ‘shopping’ is exhausting, just as you warned me.  Excuse me while I nap.”  The barghest rolled over and passed out on the back seat, which happened to be covered in gore and claw marks, with loose stuffing pulled through the shredded upholstery from where he had undoubtedly murdered someone. 
 
    Angus glared at the sleeping barghest for several moments before turning to scowl at her.  “He’s sterile?” 
 
    “I was just trying to spare you the discomfort,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “I’m not sterile.” 
 
    “Okay, but he thinks you are a dog and was gonna try to breed you.” 
 
    Angus gave her a flat doggy look.  “I can take care of myself, thank you.” 
 
    And he definitely could, too.  The feylord had proven that a hundred times over, now, especially during the last two hours, when he had brazenly walked into the Northway Mall and told anyone who tried to stop him that they wanted to mind their own business, that he was a service dog, or that a law had just been passed that made dogs people, too.  Bonnie squinted over at him as they paused at a stoplight.  “Why’s it bother you so much what he thinks, anyway?” 
 
    Angus tensed and looked away a little too casually.  “No reason.” 
 
    Realizing the reaction for what it was, Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “You’re jealous?” 
 
    “No, I’m—”  Then Angus’s words choked off before he could finish. 
 
    “You’re jealous!” Bonnie cackled.  “Of the barghest.  Why?!” 
 
    “I saw you in the woods with him,” Angus muttered.  He looked over, his doggy face sad.  “While you were…drinking.” 
 
    Bonnie’s amusement faded as if she’d been doused in liquid nitrogen.  She swallowed hard and suddenly found the road ahead of her very interesting.  “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yep.”  Angus glanced back out the passenger side window. 
 
    “So, uh, what was he doing?” she asked.  “Was he like…I dunno…groping me or anything?” 
 
    Angus twisted back to give her a doggy squint.  “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “If I did I wouldn’t be asking!” she snapped. 
 
    Sighing deeply, Angus said, “Unfortunately, he was a perfect gentleman.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “Unfortunately?” 
 
    “Of anyone, the barghest would be your best bet to take your virginity,” Angus said.  “You saw what he did with the Fury.  He might actually survive a—” 
 
    “Now just hold up,” Bonnie growled.  “Unfortunately, you shit?” 
 
    “Someone’s gotta do it.” 
 
    Like it was a task to be loathed, not one to be cherished forever.  Bonnie, who had been raised on romance novels in an attempt to avoid her parents, narrowed her eyes at him, recognizing it was very similar to what Theo and Masaaki had said—multiple times—before they had both ditched her to go play warrior in Kenai.  “When I find the right guy and decide to have sex the first time,” she grated, “it will be because he’s a perfect gentleman, not because I want some beefy asshole to ‘break me in.’” 
 
    Angus shrugged.  “Your choice.”  He gave her a quick sideways inspection.  “Invest in coffins.” 
 
    “Coffins.  Plural?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Angus said.  “You get someone who can’t hold you down, you’re not gonna be satisfied with just one.” 
 
    You get someone who can’t hold you down… Bonnie’s mind sputtered.  “You have got to be shitting me.  What the fuck is wrong with you guys, saying that to a virgin?  I’m nineteen.” 
 
    Angus shrugged.  “Like I said.  Invest in coffins.” 
 
    “Douche.” 
 
    “Naïve girl.”  And she felt naïve, too.  All this time, with all these incredibly powerful supernatural creatures all around her, she felt so inexperienced, so out of her— 
 
    Bonnie slammed on the brakes and glared at him.  “I said no mind tricks on me.” 
 
    Angus yawned.  “Told you.  Can’t help it.  Just my voice.” 
 
    And he couldn’t, either.  Bonnie had seen it time and again, where he merely spoke a word and… 
 
    “Angus,” she said evenly, “I’m serio—” 
 
    “Tl'oghk'etnaeyen,” he replied, still staring out the window.  “Not a dog.” 
 
    And Bonnie suddenly felt a wave of shame that she had essentially branded this unfortunate green dude as Man’s Best Friend because it was easier to think of him as a dog than it was to think of him as a— 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “You put more power in your words when you’re upset.” 
 
    He cast a reluctant sideways look back at her.  “Probably.”  He shrugged.  “I was never taught to use it correctly.  It’s all just pure instinct.  My father…had other plans for me.”  He sighed and pressed his wet mastiff nose to the window as he peered out at the sidewalk as they passed. 
 
    Bonnie considered that as they approached the hotel.  “You’re really worried about the whole virginity thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Pretty worried, yeah.”  He gave her another sideways look, this one laced with anxiety.  “Don’t wanna get caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    …caught in the crossfire…  Like a fucking war zone.  Bonnie squinted at him.  “So you’ve seen queens have sex for the first time before?” 
 
    He gave her a look like she’d asked him if he watched beastie porn.  “Gaia’s womb, no.  I’ve read about it.  That was horrific enough.” 
 
    He’s just trying to scare me into freeing him sooner, Bonnie thought. 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    Fucking mind magi. 
 
    “Can’t help it.” 
 
    But he couldn’t help it. 
 
    Bonnie gritted her teeth until she was pretty sure she heard a tooth crack.  She pulled into the hotel parking lot and stopped the van a little too hard.  “We’re here,” she announced needlessly.  She threw off her seatbelt and climbed out of the car.  By the time she had started to pay, Björn was slinging about three million dollars’ worth of gold, jewelry, replica swords, chainmail, and other assorted crap from the local nerd shop, and, with all of it slung over his shoulder, was striding into the hotel with the feylord following close behind. 
 
    “Oh, uh, I’m sorry, we don’t take dogs that size,” the desk clerk began quickly. 
 
    “You take dogs this size,” Angus said boredly. 
 
    “Oh…right…I forgot we do.  Or…must.  Somehow.”  She frowned, getting visibly confused. 
 
    Angus just strode right past her, snagged the keycard from Bonnie’s hand, and went straight to the room.  He had already unlocked it and let himself inside by the time Bonnie and the barghest—who was struggling under all the weight and bulk of his purchases—made it to the door. 
 
    Inside, Angus was spread out on the bed, flipping through channels on the TV with his ‘mouth.’ 
 
    “I like your dog!” Björn roared, as he stepped inside. 
 
    “You can sleep on the floor,” Angus said, skimming the showtimes.  “I’m sleeping on the bed.” 
 
    “But I should probably sleep on the floor for the first night of our arrangement,” Björn said, glancing at Bonnie.  “For your comfort.” 
 
    “You want to sleep on the bed,” Bonnie said, scowling at Angus.  The hotel, as most in Alaska in the summer, had been all but completely booked, and the only room available had been a single king. 
 
    “Yep.”  He found the porn sites and started randomly purchasing pay-per-views. 
 
    “What the fuck, Angus?” 
 
    “My name,” he growled, “is Tl'oghk'etnaeyen Naltsiine and I am not a dog.” 
 
    Bonnie staggered at the force of his words, and for an instant, the image of the drooling brindle mastiff shifted to that of a green-skinned man in spun-gold clothing.  He was glaring at her, his emerald eyes filled with fury, fresh oak leaves entwined in his hair. 
 
    Then it was gone, replaced once more by a panting, drooling mastiff.  Angus went back to flipping through porn. 
 
    Seeing what was on the screen, Björn chuckled.  “Oh, I like him very much.” 
 
    “Go fuck off, you sausage-fingered fuckwit,” Angus said, boredly making another purchase.  “Don’t come back for a few hours.” 
 
    “I have a need to piss,” Björn announced.  “I might be a while.”  He dumped his treasures in a resounding thud of gold and weapons, then left the room, apparently oblivious to the fact their room had its own bath. 
 
    Bonnie watched Björn’s big back disappear down the hall, fought the urge to go after him, then shut the door behind the barghest and gingerly walked over to Angus.  Sitting down beside him, she said, “All right.  What’s up?” 
 
    “Please take it seriously,” Angus said, barely more than a whimper.  He turned to face her.  “Please.  I’ll do anything.”  He closed his eyes and let out a huge, slow breath between his teeth, then threw the remote against the wall, where the batteries popped out and went skittering across the floor.  Scowling back at her, he said, “I don’t know how much more of this I can stand.” 
 
    Not sure how much was her own feelings and how much was suggestion, Bonnie nonetheless felt for the guy.  “Look, maybe I could just, I dunno, get on your back and let you carry me around a while.  Your father said ride you, right?  He never specifically said sex.” 
 
    Angus’s hope was painful.  “Right now?  You’d do it now?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He immediately dropped to all fours on the ground and waited. 
 
    Bonnie, feeling silly as all hell, reluctantly climbed on, then spent the next five minutes ‘riding’ him as he carried her around the room.  Finally, when it was clear it wasn’t going to break his curse, he sighed again, deposited her on the floor, went to retrieve the broken remote, and went back to the bed.  Bonnie watched as he re-installed the batteries and started surfing porn again. 
 
    “Okay, so maybe it’s a different kind of ride,” Bonnie said.  “Maybe we need a saddle or something.” 
 
    “It’s sex,” he said bitterly.  “My father wanted to humiliate me.  Of course it’s fucking sex.” 
 
    Bonnie didn’t know what to say.  “Well…I mean…I feel bad for you and all, but that’s kind of gross.” 
 
    Angus made a bitter, hopeless sound.  “Aaannd that’s why it’s such an effective curse.  He’ll be laughing about this one to his fucking grave, the conceited old iron-blood.”  Shaking his head, he shut down the TV suddenly, slapped the remote a little too hard on the nightstand, and rolled over to sleep, staring at the wall. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Bonnie said. 
 
    There was a very long, protracted silence.  Then, “I know.  Just…hard to deal with sometimes.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “No you can’t.” 
 
    And, trapped by a Horn, Bonnie knew he spoke the truth.  She swallowed, then glanced at the door.  “I’m, uh, gonna go find the barghest before he hurts someone.  I’ll be back soon.”  She hesitated.  “You gonna be…okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” he said, his voice softening.  “Go get the big lug before he pisses in a planter or something.” 
 
    Bonnie did, dragging Björn back a few minutes later having found him out behind the hotel, letting loose a powerful stream of urine onto the rose bushes.  For his part, the barghest couldn’t seem to comprehend why it was illegal to piss on a plant. 
 
    “Does Odin own the plant?” he demanded, as Bonnie pushed him ahead of him into the room.  “Or Freyja?” 
 
    “No, go sleep on the bed with Angus,” Bonnie said, already having decided she would sleep on the floor.  “I’ll take a blanket and sleep on the floor.” 
 
    Björn frowned at Angus.  “You would let your dog sleep on the bed instead of you?” 
 
    “Just stop arguing with me,” Bonnie snapped, seeing that Angus was awake and staring at the far wall opposite them. 
 
    “But he is just an animal…” Björn said, blinking in confusion. 
 
    Bonnie saw the dog’s shoulders fold inward and the mastiff turned away until she could no longer see his face.  Seeing that, Bonnie gritted her teeth.  “He’s my animal, and you said you wouldn’t argue with me.” 
 
    Björn opened his mouth to argue and she raised a brow. 
 
    He bared pointy teeth.  “Compromise,” he said.  Then, without a word, he yanked all the blankets and pillows off the bed—rolling Angus off onto the floor in the process—and carried them to the door, where he dropped them into a pile beside his hoard of Northway Mall bags.  Then, making a ‘nest’ on the floor—much like a gorilla or a dog—he curled up with his back against the door and scowled at her over his treasures. 
 
    Bonnie considered going to the front desk to ask for more blankets, then considered the shitfest of trying to get the barghest relocated long enough to do so, and, praying to Freyja for patience, took off her boots, went over to the bed, and flopped down beside the feylord fully clothed.  It only took her a minute to realize that she was going to have trouble sleeping without covers. 
 
    Damn it, she thought, staring at the ceiling.  From the events of the last two days, she was so tired she wanted to puke. 
 
    I’m in Hel, she thought, as she heard the barghest start to snore against the door.  The gods hate me. 
 
    Then, tentatively, she wondered how she was going to survive the next twenty days, much less the next twenty years.  Theo and Masaaki were still unaccounted for, and, if Theo’s last appearance was any indication, the next time she saw them, she could be in for a nasty blood-magic surprise, if the Duke had his way.  That native dude had said something about kidnapping her.  And then there were the Inquisitors calling her ‘demon’ and the angel attacking her… 
 
    How am I gonna survive this shit? she wondered, fighting panic.  Even with a barghest and a feylord in the room, she couldn’t help but feel nervous when faced with the truth that random strangers wanted to kill or enslave her.  It was paralyzing.  And, worse, from what her friends had told her, she had nowhere to run.  The Third Realm, the natural realm for vampires, was ten times worse than the First, a barbaric dog-eat-dog world steeped in darkness and cold, abandoned by civilization. 
 
    Well, aside from Ásgarðr.  Odin and Freyja’s domain was a beacon of heat and hope in the darkness, lit by the sun-soaked branches of the World Tree, the glow cycling with the rise and the fall of the moon beyond the gates of the Odinvægg.  If, of course, what her parents had told her was true.  After the barghest had flawlessly recited his tale about Bonnie being given to him as a prisoner of war while touching a Horn of Truth, she was definitely beginning to think there was more truth to her parents old ‘myths’ than she had ever wanted to accept, and that scared the ever-loving shit outta her. 
 
    She was so freakin’ out of her league right now.  It was all she could do to keep her panic under control.  Her soul bonded to a barghest?  And she slept beside a feylord who could weave minds to his whim like cotton on a loom, one whom she had told she would sleep with—eventually—to break a curse. 
 
    And she hadn’t even told him she had a fear of naked people.  As if him looking like a dog wasn’t bad enough… 
 
    Screwed, she thought.  So screwed… 
 
    She had no doubt he didn’t deserve to be cursed to look like a dog, but she had to wonder what he’d done to deserve such punishment from his own father.  Angus had carefully skipped over those details in explaining what he needed from her, leaving her to wonder what horrible crime he had committed to be so terribly afflicted. 
 
    Maybe he’s a murderer or something, Bonnie thought.  Or he tried to take the crown from his dad… 
 
    Her mind was chewing on that when Angus sighed, deeply, and rolled over to face her.  Just as she was getting unnerved by the closeness of his muzzle, the dog—no, feylord—drew a glowing figure in the air with his paw and pushed it down onto her chest.  The figure flashed with firefly-green energy that dissolved into a green fog and spread outward over her, settling atop every curve of her body… 
 
    “Hey, what are you—” Bonnie demanded, starting to sit up. 
 
    …settling into the shape of a glowing green fog-blanket.  Instantly, her entire body felt bathed in warm, comforting sunshine, from her neck to her toes. 
 
    Sheepishly, she relaxed.  “Oh.” 
 
    With a grunt, Angus rolled back over and went to sleep. 
 
    Bonnie glanced over at him, willing herself to see something other than a huge brown mastiff, but the image never faded.  He doesn’t deserve to be cursed like that, Bonnie thought, steeped in the warmth of his spell.   
 
    “Thanks, Tl'oghk'etyen,” she attempted, stumbling over the foreign word. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed like the feylord was already asleep.  Then, slowly, he half-turned to look at her over his shoulder.  “Tl'oghk'etnaeyen,” he corrected gently. 
 
    “Tl'oghk'etnaeyen,” she said.  It sounded like a garbled mess in her mouth. 
 
    He scanned her eyes a moment, considering.  “I had a good friend once who called me Naeyen,” he said reluctantly.  “Her…command of language…was not very good.”  The feylord’s voice and countenance took on a heaviness, an unmistakable sorrow.  “Back home, her kind are not…allowed…to speak.” 
 
    “Naeyen,” she said.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “It was self-serving,” he muttered.  “You were being…loud.” 
 
    Bonnie grinned, despite herself.  “Well, thanks anyway.” 
 
    He grunted and rolled back over. 
 
    And, cuddled by the warmth of his ‘blanket’, Bonnie passed out in seconds. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9:  A Viking Funeral 
 
    Björn waded out to the ugly thing that passed as a ‘boat’ to these savages, arms packed with another load of alcohol.  He carefully laid the treasured bottles of ‘single-malt Scotch’ around the couch-man’s legs, then popped open a bottle of ‘Everclear’ and started sloshing it upon his friend’s body as a final toast.  Then, once he’d soaked everything in alcohol, he glanced over his shoulder at the bank of the river, where about twenty-five people milled in various states of curiosity. 
 
    Not enough, he thought, but at this time of night—and with his vampire adding ‘no kidnapping’ to the list of his concessions in return for her vow to let him choose their entertainment at night to forestall another Chuck Norris marathon—he hadn’t been able to acquire more.  Even then, they picked at the overly pretty, insubstantial, bite-sized food that the ‘catering service’ had produced under tented tables.  Dainty-like.  Almost completely without revelry.  The mead had barely even begun to flow.   
 
    Björn grimaced and looked back at the boat.  Jessie’s body lay prone, wearing the fine chain armor he had procured from Anchorage, hands fisted around the massive broadsword upon his chest.  Björn hadn’t broken it, of course, because he knew Jessie, as a humble man of meat-frying did not have the greedy soul to become draugr.  The helmet and its chain coif hid the wound that had severed Jessie’s head, and the wooden shield was thin and flimsy, at best. 
 
    Björn wished he could do so much more, but he was a stranger in this land.  The customs perplexed him, and his queen had insisted that to procure more gold would have meant another four hours of driving. 
 
    Cursing inwardly, Björn left the funerary vessel moored in the sluggish green tributary to the powerful Susitna River and waded back to the bank. 
 
    “Why are you not eating?” he growled at the onlookers.  “Feast!” 
 
    A couple more of the guests went to get paper plates, but nobody dug in their hands and ate.  Björn scowled at them in disgust.  As he was getting ready to yell at them and remove a few idle hands, Bonnie grabbed him by the forearm and led him away from the onlookers. 
 
    “They are eating,” his queen insisted through her teeth. 
 
    “No they’re not,” Björn said, frustrated, “They merely dab at their food.  With forks.” 
 
    “That’s how people eat here,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Björn knew for a fact the Valkyrie would not be impressed with fork-dabbing.  He glanced at the sky unhappily.  “What about drink?” he demanded, looking back at the tents over his shoulder.  “They’ve barely touched their horns.” 
 
    “That’s hard alcohol and there’s enough here for a football stadium,” Bonnie said.  “Most of these guys have to drive when it’s all over.” 
 
    “There needs to be revelry,” Björn growled, losing a bit of control over his shadow. 
 
    “You can’t force people to revel,” Bonnie said.  “Look, they don’t know this guy.  He’s literally just some nameless corpse to them.  They’re here because you basically threatened some form of evisceration if they didn’t hang out and watch you do this.” 
 
    Björn felt an ache of inadequacy in his chest.  He wanted more—Jessie needed more—but the scattered conversation and fork-dabbing was the best he had been able to muster.  He glanced out at the boat again, anxious.  It had been too long since he’d sent off a friend in a funeral such as this. 
 
    Eirik. 
 
    And, to Björn’s surprise, he’d met the grinning bastard on the other side, once Björn had taken a sword to the gullet and been brought to Odin’s throne on the fiery wings of Valkyrie. 
 
    But Eirik had been well-loved in the clan.  His beard had started to go gray before he’d been slain by an enemy’s sword and he’d had many children with his three very robust wives.  He’d had hundreds of people gather to see him off, and he’d been wearing the finest armor, set ablaze in the boat of a master. 
 
    Jessie’s armor and boat and sword almost seemed…fake. 
 
    But Bonnie and her boatworkers had assured him these were the things that the softlanders used nowadays, so Björn had relented. 
 
    Now he wasn’t so sure… 
 
    “Look, they’re getting anxious,” Bonnie said.  “I’m just hoping nobody’s called the police yet.  Are you gonna light it or what?” 
 
    “You can’t rush a funeral,” Björn said.  “There has to be merrymaking and buxom wenches and harlots and—” 
 
    “Let me just stop you right there,” Bonnie gritted.  “This is the twenty-first century.  We don’t have ‘wenches’ or ‘harlots’ anymore.” 
 
    Jessie had mentioned as much.  Björn frowned.  “Then who will have sex with our guests?”  He gestured at the overabundance of men.  It was, quite distinctly, a sausage-fest.  “You?” 
 
    Bonnie’s pale face reddened until it was purple.  “Nobody’s having sex.  You’re setting a boat on fire, then we’re going to get out of here before the cops show up.” 
 
    “I’ll just kill the—” 
 
    “No,” Bonnie snapped, triggering the heady rush of the Nótt Danzleikr, “you won’t.”  As Björn recovered his wits, she grabbed him by the front of his shirt with a feeble female hand and yanked him close.  “Listen.  I’d say I’m being a very good sport about this.  You’re about to set almost three million dollars on fire for some guy you knew for less than twenty-four hours.  Do me a favor and shut the hell up about the bland, lifeless catering and the people you’ve terrified into being your ‘guests’ and just go light the goddamn boat before my dog and I go back to the car and drive off?”  She shoved a ‘barbecue lighter’ into his hand, which she had previously shown him how to squeeze to make flame. 
 
    Björn glanced down at the flame stick, then out at the boat, where Jessie and his gifts drifted peacefully, waiting for the afterlife.  He could almost hear him out there, waiting to be freed… 
 
    Muttering, Björn took the ‘lighter’ and the two five-gallon canisters of ‘kerosene’ that she had bought for him, then waded back out to the boat. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he popped the lid from one of the kerosene containers and held it over the boat, looking at Jessie’s face.  “All right, couch-man,” he said, “When I light this, the Valkyrie will be coming to take you to Valhöll.  I know I warned you about the sword-bitches, but when you meet them, you will need not fear them—as you are now, they are just messengers of the gods.  You have not yet proven yourself on the battlefield of Hjaðningavíg, so they will not yet seek to make you theirs.  That comes later.  You have many centuries until they will even deign to take notice.” 
 
    It seemed a weak send-off, even to Björn.  He took a deep breath to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “Jessie, thank you for being my couch-man.  I believe that, with your advice, I may yet be able to conquer this feeble woman with these ‘compromises’.  And, while I will never be able to return to Ásgarðr, it looks as though I will at least have her company in the troubles to come, and I owe this entirely to you and your great wisdom.  Odin will appreciate having you in his hall, couch-man, for I’m sure you will share with him many insights, and the One-Eye always enjoyed such thoughtful conversation.” 
 
    Björn glanced down at the canisters of kerosene still in his hand.  “Me, I did not entertain him much, methinks.  Perhaps this is why he cast me out.”  Björn knew it was for abandoning Valhöll that he, in turn, was abandoned by the One-Eye, but he wanted Jessie to feel as if he had something to offer in an afterlife filled with men stronger, faster, and better at fighting than him. 
 
    “Are you having problems pouring?!” came his queen’s shout, breaking the solemn calm of the moment.  Behind him, she had her hands cupped to her mouth.  “You gotta break the seal!” 
 
    “No, quiet, he listens as I say goodbye!” Björn snapped.  “Don’t interrupt!” 
 
    On the beach, the softlander woman groaned and slumped back into her ‘lawn chair’ and dropped her temple into her hand.   
 
    Turning back to the corpse of his friend, Björn said, “You fought for me when, as a mortal, you knew you could never win the day.”  He remembered the brutal fight with the Fury, and he was still confused as to why Jessie had taken up arms for him.  “You could have run, but you didn’t.  I live because of you, couch-man.  I shall remember your sacrifice and tell tales of your glory to entire halls from now until the final battle of Ragnarök.” 
 
    Björn hesitated, thinking back to their conversations in the car, then Jessie’s hasty, desperate words just before the Fury tore off his head.  “But…” he said slowly, “because I feel you would take very little pleasure in such tales, I will also promise you something else.”  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly between his teeth.  “I swear to you, Jessie-of-Nowhere, I will learn from the wisdom you taught me.  I will work to bridge the divide between myself and others.  I will be…” he choked, finding the next word especially hard, “…kind…in your honor.  Such is the meaning of your sacrifice, couch-man.  “I, a warrior of Odin, hereby swear I will…” he hesitated, trying to remember the exact invocation that Jessie had repeated at least a dozen times, “…treat others as I would wish to be treated.”  To seal the promise, he bit open his hand and dribbled his blood over the corpse, then rubbed it on his own chest and face. 
 
    Then, anxiously, he glanced behind himself. 
 
    The revelers had become more animated in the time it had taken him to say his goodbyes, the alcohol and laughter flowing more freely. 
 
    Good, Björn thought.  Now to light a fire the Valkyrie can’t ignore… 
 
    He dumped the first load of kerosene into the bottom of the boat, then sloshed the second container over the corpse and his gifts.  Then, once the kindling in the bottom of the boat was thoroughly soaked, he lit it with the flamestick. 
 
    At once, a whoomph rushed over Jessie’s body, swallowing the boat with fire much quicker and more violently than anything Björn had been expecting. 
 
    This is good, he thought, backing away as the flames leapt upwards, creating a column of billowing smoke and fire, a signal flare to Freyja’s she-bitches to come collect a soul. 
 
    Immediately upon having that thought, Björn fought yet another instinctive urge to stamp the fire out and go hide under a rock until the smoke died down.  This is how Jessie gets to Valhöll, Björn thought stubbornly.  If it took him facing the Valkyrie to make it happen, then he would face the Valkyrie.  If they recognized him and reclaimed him for Brynhilder’s throne in Guðrhöll, then so be it. 
 
    The tower of smoke and flame would have made any king or earl proud.  Grunting with satisfaction, Björn loosed the mooring and set the boat adrift, headed in a slow, lazy path towards the Susitna River. 
 
    He waited, watching the column of flame for the telltale flicker of Guðrhöll’s sword-witches.  The boat continued to drift, the fire consuming more of Jessie’s corpse.  The Valkyrie did not come. 
 
    Too long, he thought, on a pang of panic.  It’s taking too long. 
 
    Behind him, Björn realized that the onlookers had gone silent.  Spinning in the water, he roared, “Make merry!  Now!” 
 
    For a moment, it looked like no one in the tepid, milling crowd would obey him, and Björn’s brow darkened as he realized he would have to remove a few heads to increase their dedication to the revelry. 
 
    But then her dog barked and everyone started to laugh, cheer, and raise their mead horns to the sky. 
 
    “Good dog,” Björn said, grinning widely at the way the animal had backed him up.  He liked this beast.  Someday, he would have to train it to hunt man. 
 
    At the sounds of revelry behind him ringing out over the water, Björn glanced back at the sky.  He squinted at the smoke.  Had he seen a flicker? 
 
    He had.  Immediately, his heart started to pound, his stomach cramped, and he fought the urge to vomit.  He fisted his hands and waited.  Another golden flicker, lower down the smoke column.  Still out to his waist in the lazy tributary, Björn stayed where he was, feet planted in the greenish water, as the sword-witches came flitting down the column of smoke to examine the boat. 
 
    Three of them, he realized, his subconscious fear rising several notches.  Even on his best day with Skofnung in hand, he could never take three… 
 
    He watched them move amongst the flames, bending to get a good look at the man he was offering them.  One of them—Gunvor, he realized, as fear tightened his throat—put her mailed hand to the corpse’s head and, still squatting, frowned and said something to one of her sisters. 
 
    It was in turning to her sister that the Valkyrie general saw him and froze. 
 
    Björn straightened, his entire body going stiff as he remembered the deviant pursuits he had endured while chained to a post in Guðrhöll.  Gunvor had abstained from taking delight in his flesh, and three times she had stopped her sisters from maiming him after they had caught him and punished him brutally when he tried to escape.  She frowned and straightened, pointing at him.  Her sisters turned… 
 
    Hekla and Signe, Björn thought, feeling sick.  They had not been so kind.  Seeing the three that stood before him, his instincts were screaming for him to back up onto dry land and prepare for a fight—or to sink into the water and attempt to hide—but he remained where he was, still invoking the call to Ásgarðr. 
 
    Like flickering fire, the three women walked from the boat and across the water to him, their swords still sheathed on their backs, their feet buoyed upon wings of flame. 
 
    Transparent and ethereal in this messenger form, Gunvor paced around him, looking down on him in confusion.  “Nökkvi?”  Her voice was the sound of battle, of men screaming, of fire, of swords clashing.  She glanced at the others, then almost nervously at their surroundings.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I summon you to take this soul to Valhöll,” Björn said, forcing himself to stare straight ahead.  “I have witnessed his deeds.  He acts bravely in the face of certain death, and has a heart that suits a sword at Odin’s side.”  If they planned to take Björn as well, so be it.  As long as they took Jessie… 
 
    Gunvor turned back to look at the burning ship.  When she turned back, she was frowning. 
 
    “There’s nothing in that corpse to take.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: A Younger Man’s Dream 
 
    Enthralled. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly bowed his head against the humiliating thrum of desire in the back of his mind and added more water to the rocks.  In the rush of steam that followed, he took a deep breath and tried to clear his head. 
 
    His legs had healed once he’d dug the silver out, but his heart had not felt this wretched since 1838, when the last ragged survivors of his butchered people had surrendered to the overwhelming white armies and had summarily been evicted from the home of their grandfathers’ grandfathers to make room for selfish, wasteful white settlers and their diseased plague of a society. 
 
    Marched a thousand miles, barefoot in the winter, without clothes or weapons, finding nothing but murder, disease, and hatred along the way, forced to cross rivers on ferries they couldn’t pay for, refused services by a whites who charged twenty times per Cherokee what they normally charged per white, leaving them nowhere to go as they starved to death under Mantle Rock… 
 
    It hurt too much to think about. 
 
    I will split their disgusting society open on the tomahawk of my vengeance, he thought, on a wave of ancient rage that had burned its own channels through his heart.  May it burst at the seams to reveal the maggots within.  He closed his eyes, his hands starting to shake at the memory of his unspeakable loss.  May the white vermin wriggle in agony in the sun of truth as they relive their ancestors’ misdeeds before they die. 
 
    He’d been foretold a woman to help him conquer the pestilence swallowing the human race.  He’d been foretold a return to balance.  He’d been promised vengeance. 
 
    But never, not in all of his years of waiting, had he envisioned this. 
 
    Enthralled by a queen.  He, a warrior and medicine man, exposing his soul to the sickness that rotted the rest of humanity from within.  He’d sat beside her, gotten the bearing of her, liked her, bared his heart to her, and she’d shot him with the white man’s weapons and poisoned him.  Without warning, without an attempt to barter or discussion. 
 
    Never have I been so wrong, he thought, remembering his hope upon learning of her heritage.  It had been one of the Signs of his foretold mate.  That she carried the blood of his grandfathers… 
 
    He’d been so excited, so happy to finally be seeing his prophecy fulfilled that he had done away with caution.  He had treated her just as another girl from a nearby tribe, a wife to be won with strength and gifts…  He had intended to consort her, to protect her and blood of his people that she represented.  He had planned to take his sons from that union and wreak death and fire upon the whites who had committed the atrocities, still squatting in choice territory that did not belong to them while his people lived in wretched, alcohol-soaked slums.  He had so many plans… 
 
    And he had failed.  He couldn’t even think about seeing her again without a wave of passion—a desire to do her bidding—threatening to overwhelm him. 
 
    The Thirdlander duke had given him a minor antidote by drawing the queen’s magic out of her consort and forcing him to imbibe it as he babbled inconsolably on the ground.  It wasn’t enough to reverse the process, however.  The effects of her poison would be long-lasting.  Potentially permanent.  He could never come close to her again without the potential to lose himself completely. 
 
    For this reason, Stars Flying Lightly had spent the last the last four days alone in the sweat lodge asking the spirits of his ancestors to help him battle the poison. 
 
    Thus far, the general range of their responses had been of amusement at his predicament, to disappointment at his weakness, to outright refusal to speak with him.  Those that did choose to speak with him did nothing to quell the pangs of ache and desire to submit to the stranger that even then pounded at his head and chest, remained in his system. 
 
    Failed.  It resonated through his entire being; mind, body, and soul.  After seven hundred years waiting for his prophecy to be fulfilled, he had simply taken it for granted that their first encounter would end in his favor—she was just a woman, after all—and, upon seeing her the first time after waiting so long, had let his guard down. 
 
    And, now, fighting the desperate urge to crawl back to that nervous little queen on his belly, it was gut-wrenchingly clear he had failed.  After seven hundred years.  After surviving the Trail of Tears.  After watching his people annihilated, their bodies torn apart by white man’s unnatural stones, their wives, sisters, and daughters raped, their elders tortured by invaders who saw them as sub-human, their villages of millennia burned to make way for herds and plows…  After suffering that loss, the loss of his very soul, after seeing the wilderness shredded and replaced with concrete, after watching the sacred lands that were taken from him twisted, tainted, cultivated… 
 
    Failed.  It hurt more than anything he’d ever known. 
 
    It had been his one chance to restore balance to the world, to wipe the white plague from the earth, but he’d failed.  Utterly and completely failed.  This little queen, raised in the rot that was white culture, now controlled him. 
 
    And, what was worse, his braves knew it.  They had seen him return alone.  They had seen the queen’s venom in his body.  They knew he had failed.  Already, two had left, abandoning him as the disappointment he was. 
 
    If only he could take it back, be more cautious.  Stars Flying Lightly looked to the ceiling of his sweat lodge, desperate for another chance, to reverse history… 
 
    History cannot be reversed, his Spirit Guide chided him.  You of all people should know this.  Hills Overhead stood ethereally nearby, watching him with that vague smile that Stars Flying Lightly could never determine to be sarcasm, sorrow, amusement, or commiseration. 
 
    “But I waited my entire life for this,” Stars Flying Lightly bit out.  “To take back what is ours.” 
 
    And rightly so, Hills Overhead replied.  The white men despoil everything they touch. 
 
    “Then why?” he cried, fisting a hand and slamming it into the meat of his thigh.  “She was going to help.  It was prophesized.” 
 
    Prophecies can be fickle, Hills Overhead told him.  His Spirit Guide sat down on the bench opposite him and began carving what looked like a flute. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly narrowed his eyes.  “You gave me that prophecy.” 
 
    Hills Overhead hesitated, then touched his lips.  Oh.  I did, didn’t I?  He grinned at Stars Flying Lightly and went back to whittling his instrument. 
 
    “My warriors even now leave me,” Stars Flying Lightly snapped.  “I’ve lost their respect.” 
 
    True.  Hills Overhead held up the instrument and blew on it, eying its length critically.  But those who abandon their friends over their first mistake aren’t really friends, are they? 
 
    “How am I to win this war without them?” Stars Flying Lightly snapped. 
 
    I’ve said this before, Hills Overhead said, returning his stone knife to the flute, but there are many ways to fight a war. 
 
    After such a devastating defeat, his Spirit Guide’s constant vague responses finally pricked that last bubble of self-control.  “Your vague and pointless words have done nothing but consternate me for seven centuries.  Our lands are at stake and yet you sit there, whittling a stick, giving me no answers!” 
 
    Hills Overhead continued to distractedly work on his flute.  It is my job to consternate you, my friend.  From difficulty comes growth.  If my companions and I simply gave you everything you asked for, you wouldn’t grow. 
 
    “I asked you to help me subdue this queen so we can wreak vengeance upon those who wronged us,” Stars Flying Lightly snapped.   
 
    And I gave you my advice, Hills Overhead responded. 
 
    “To be nice?!” Stars Flying Lightly demanded.  “And look where it got me.  I talked to her nicely once, offered her peace, and she shot me with white man’s fire.”  He felt the bones in his fingers start to hurt from the pressure he was putting on them in his fists.  “She’s as corrupted as the rest of them.”   
 
    She’s known nothing but the white plague, Hills Overhead replied.  It stands to reason. 
 
    “So help me,” Stars Flying Lightly insisted.  “Remove her taint from my soul so that I may raise sons with her and do justice.” 
 
    Hills Overhead blew curls of wood from his stick, eying it critically.  Has it occurred to you that any sons of this union might not feel the same passion for what was lost as you do? 
 
    Inconceivable.  “I will teach them,” Stars Flying Lightly snarled.  “I will show them in dream.” 
 
    Ah.  His spirit guide seemed to consider that.  That is your right. 
 
    “It’s my purpose,” Stars Flying Lightly snapped.  “I alone remember what was wrought by these unnatural monsters.  I alone remember the faces of the lost, the way their bodies were left for the flies, the way it took us weeks to bury them all.  I alone remember the smell of the air, unspoiled by their factories, untainted by their cars.  I alone remember the verdant landscape before they destroyed it.” 
 
    This is true, you are one of the oldest, Hills Overhead said. 
 
    Growing impatient at his Spirit Guide’s noncommittal responses, he said, “So I ask you to help us slaughter their children, dishonor their women, destroy their homes, drive them into deserts.  To bring vengeance for the sorrows and ashes they have fed us since they started their invasion.” 
 
    Hills Overhead continued to whittle for a moment.  A worthy goal.  He cocked his head as he looked at his stick, apparently lost in thought.  But does that not, in essence, make you what you despise? 
 
    “Fuck off,” Stars Flying Lightly snapped, finally losing his calm. 
 
    Hills Overhead glanced up at him, his expression mildly humorous.  If you insist.  And then his Spirit Guide’s ephemeral form vanished, once more leaving Stars Flying Lightly alone in the heat and steam. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe.  He had not come seven hundred years to fail.  “Please come back,” he muttered, deflated. 
 
    It took his Spirit Guide a couple minutes to reappear, but eventually he did.  Hills Overhead sat on the bench opposite him, the flute gone, his fine hands resting on a well-used walking stick, his gaze fixed on Stars Flying Lightly thoughtfully. 
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Stars Flying Lightly whispered, not looking at his Spirit Guide, “is that the spirit realm claims to back us, and yet you give me no warning or leverage in a situation with such dire ramifications for the future of our people.” 
 
    I can see where you would feel that way, Hills Overhead responded. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly, who by now was well-used to the infuriating replies of spirits, forced himself to calm with a practiced ease.  “Then explain it to me.  Why didn’t you warn me the queen would enthrall me?” 
 
    It seemed self-evident, considering the path you had chosen to take, Hills Overhead said.  He wasn’t smiling any more.  A path that, should you remember, I many times warned you against. 
 
    Meaning the use of Buðlungr to subdue the queen and her allies. 
 
    “I am not a blood magus,” Stars Flying Lightly said.  Just the thought of such magics left him feeling unclean.  “I was told I’d need a blood magus to win the war against the whites.” 
 
    Hills Overhead gave him a long look.  And who told you that? 
 
    It was the man who had introduced him to the Asian sky serpent and given him Buðlungr’s blood along with the ritual to summon him.  A traveler who had seen the white man conquer Africa and wanted to help Stars Flying Lightly teach them a lesson they would never forget. 
 
    Vengeance…  It was a note of agony in his chest, remembering how his wife and child—neither of whom had known he was a vampire—had been murdered, their bodies hung upside-down in the sun from a tree to be pecked at by crows.  His sisters, his brothers, his adopted parents, his tribe…  Time and again, murdered in broad daylight and left where they fell, to be eaten by fishes and flies. 
 
    All so the whites could move in, sweep over their land like a scourge, and destroy it like they destroyed everything else they’d ever touched.  He remembered the shamans they had slaughtered, the elders they had lined up and murdered, the women and girls they had forced into servitude.  With utter selfish callousness, they had savagely destroyed the lives of those who had lived there before, the caretakers of the land, those who had respected Mother Earth and her many peoples, not just those of two legs, and they had replaced that balance with virulence. 
 
    It hurt so much to remember those losses, that agony of watching everything he knew to be good and right get systematically ruined around him, that Stars Flying Lightly found his chest burning.  He looked away to collect himself.  “When I asked your advice, you told me not to fight.  I am done not fighting.” 
 
    I told you to be patient, Hills Overhead reminded him. 
 
    “How is seven hundred years not patient?!” Stars Flying Lightly screamed, losing his control yet again.  “This man offered me an alliance to break the white man’s hold on our world.  I took it.” 
 
    True, Hills Overhead said, but what have you lost in doing so? 
 
    “I am so tired of your riddles,” Stars Flying Lightly whispered. 
 
    Hills Overhead gave him a long look, then sighed deeply and fidgeted with the top of his walking stick.  Every soul makes choices.  That’s what life is…choices.  If I made your choices for you, it would no longer be your life. 
 
    “Is that why the spirits are ignoring me right now?” Stars Flying Lightly demanded.  “Because I made the wrong choice?” 
 
    His Spirit Guide met his eyes and there was sorrow there.  In part. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly’s heart clenched, despite himself.  “How?” 
 
    For a long moment, Hills Overhead didn’t look like he would respond.  Then, looking him in the eye, the venerable old spirit said, This traveler you have allied with is not who he appears. 
 
    The clenching in his chest grew evermore painful.  “Who is he?” 
 
    And then, without flinching, Hills Overhead said, He is the malignancy, and you are his puppet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Unlikely Companions 
 
    “Theodore, stand there and watch while I fuck the Inquisitor.”  Buðlungr, who was still bleeding from the wounds the Inquisitor had given him while trying to kill him with the silver knife, threw the barely conscious human to the ground and dropped to his knees between her splayed legs. 
 
    “Listen, you fucker!” Theo snapped, but he couldn’t move to stop him.  “You don’t wanna be bound to some arrogant Firstlander shit?  Take it out on him, not—”   
 
    “And shut up,” Buðlungr said.  He pulled his belt free under his robe and dropped it to one side, darkness on his face as he looked down at the groaning girl. 
 
    He’s gonna kill her, Theo thought, getting sick.  In the Third Realm, it was a delight of bored queens and their courts to kill slaves by essentially fucking them to death and reaping their death-energies as they passed on.  Like a fine dessert, often taken after a ten-course dinner of misery and violence. 
 
    The main reason, of course, why Theo had left.  He had seen too many blood baths, too much carnage, too many acts of misery perpetrated by a vile, disgusting monsters who only cared about their next diversion. 
 
    Buðlungr had that look now.  He’d been humiliated, bound to serve Stars Flying Lightly until he delivered the other lord his queen, and the Inquisitor had made him lose not only the queen, but Angus, too… 
 
    …Angus, who had managed to open a portal to the Void with his paw.  Theo felt like an imbecile. 
 
    “And now, my fine little Inquisitor, I fancy seeing how delicious hypocrisy tastes in its death throes.”  Buðlungr casually set his belt aside and dropped his pants.  On the ground, the Inquisitor was only then noticing that he knelt between her legs, her bruised and puffy eyes widening as she started to scoot backwards. 
 
    Buðlungr laughed and grabbed one of her feet and yanked her back.  “I don’t think so.  You owe me this one.  I was literally seconds away from nabbing that queen and being able to go back home.  And you stopped me.”  He was smiling, but his words were not pleasant.  “Now…who knows how long I’ll have to entertain myself until she makes another appearance?” 
 
    Theo, silenced and forced to keep his eyes fixed on the scene by command, nonetheless didn’t watch the rest.  From his days as a queen’s thrall in the Court, he had long ago learned to distance himself from the horrors that his kind could wreak upon their slaves.  He heard the grunts, the humiliated whimpers, the hateful way Buðlungr spoke to her, the moans of passion that were followed by her cries of despair, but he was somewhere else… 
 
    When Theo started hearing screams, he at first assumed that Buðlungr had finally sunk his fangs in to reap the energetic bounty of his sustained torture.  It took him a moment to realize it was Buðlungr screaming. 
 
    Theo jerked, realizing the Duke was slumped atop the girl, holding the side of his head and screaming. 
 
    Theo also found he could move. 
 
    He’s lost control, he realized, suddenly.  Something’s distracting him… 
 
    He took a shocked step backwards, stunned that he could.  Free…  If just for a second, he was free…  In a haste verging on panic, he bit open his wrist and began forcing the putrid ropes of seiðr from his veins, a trick he had learned from countless battles in the Third Realm. 
 
    Drained as he was, tugging the Duke’s energy from his body almost killed him.  He didn’t care.  He knew it was the only way he was getting out of this with his mind intact. 
 
    He sloughed the rest of the seiðr out onto the grasses, where the greenery withered in contact with the dying, writhing black threads, and, seeing Buðlungr continued to scream, took a step backwards. 
 
    On the ground, the Duke was thrashing.  Under his fingers, his skull was starting to burn away with a glowing silver-blue edge, like an ember eating paper. 
 
    Another blood magus.  Likely, by the look of it, using an öndkar.  But…who?  Aside from Theo and Buðlungr, he didn’t know of any others of the Old Blood in Alaska.  The Inquisitors seemed to be using blood-energies, but he still couldn’t figure out who was doing it. 
 
    Whoever it is, he’s distracting Buðlungr, Theo thought.  And with Buðlungr distracted…  He took four steps backwards and twisted to run… 
 
    And then, in his mind’s eye, he saw the woman on the ground under Buðlungr, the Duke still inside her, crying pitifully as she failed to push the too-heavy Third Lander off of her. 
 
    Even as his body stiffened around him, Theo had a stubborn, self-preserving urge to leave her there anyway.  After all, she was just a self-righteous Inquisitor bigot who wanted nothing more than to murder him and every friend he ever had, and every second he spent near the Duke was another second he could be re-enthralled.  And he was barely able to stay on his feet.  Weak.  Dizzy… 
 
    Her whimpers cut through to his very core, like talons of rot slicing at his soul.  Fuck.  His mother had always said he was a softie…right before chewing on the liver of her latest victim. 
 
    Oh screw it, what the hell, let’s roll the goddamn dice! Theo thought, jumping in to kick Buðlungr away from the girl, then kick him a few more times right in the gaping hole in his head.  He grabbed the girl by the hand to pull her to her feet and was starting to turn and run when she yanked him in the opposite direction, towards the café. 
 
    “Oh nonono,” Theo said, tugging her the opposite direction.  “Another vamp that way.  Not good mojo.  Come on.” 
 
    “Release me!” she snapped, punching at his arm with enough effort to leave bruises. 
 
    Theo squinted at her, but let go. 
 
    She wasn’t, he realized, running away from Buðlungr, as he had first assumed.  She was running to her knife.  That silver knife she’d tried to use on him. 
 
    …wasting precious seconds. 
 
    Again, Theo had the urge to leave her there to stab at the Duke with an ineffective silver blade until the Duke woke up and strangled her again.  How was she to know that the Duke and most other high-ranking members of the Court had immunized themselves against most effects of silver in the Silfr Líkami? 
 
    He glanced again at the Duke, who had cut the strands that were burning his mind and even then regaining some of his cognizance.  A few feet away, the Inquisitor was bending to pluck the knife from the ground… 
 
    Theo rushed her, grabbed her, and kept running, careful to keep the Inquisitor’s arms crushed against his chest so she couldn’t use the silver on him, instead. 
 
    He, unlike the Duke, hadn’t gone through the Silfr Líkami and he was to the point in his life where he liked to avoid the shit on principal. 
 
    “Release me, vampire!” the Inquisitor screamed, twisting and struggling to kick him. 
 
    “Shhh!” Theo snapped, “you want him to follow us?!” 
 
    That seemed to mollify her slightly, because she went still in his arms, still gripping that knife.  That damned fucking knife that he knew she was going to use on him the moment he let her down.  And he was already dizzy and weak and… 
 
    And yet again, Baron Hjörr, you find yourself risking your life to save a woman who wants to kill you.  Mother would be so proud. 
 
    Weaving, stumbling, Theodore crossed the Seward Highway, planning on the rushing of cars to help hide his passage, then, because he was tired and the girl was kicking him, he grabbed the back of a passing semi-trailer, the speed of which whipped him forward off his feet, and used the momentum to swing the Inquisitor up onto the back of the box. 
 
    Then, exhausted beyond words, he climbed up behind her, looking forward to passing out. 
 
    He had just gotten his head and shoulders above the container when he was met by a sharp, pointy object aimed at his eye.  The blade trembled as it hovered there overhead, buffeted by the sixty-mile-per-hour winds. 
 
    Theo swallowed at the knife.  When it didn’t close the distance, he slowly looked up at the tawny Frenchwoman’s face, instead. 
 
    He watched the Inquisitor struggle with indecision as she loomed over him.  It took centuries, and in the process, Theo felt his muscles losing strength.  He started to slide back down the trailer as his arms started to release, unable to keep his balance.   
 
    Just when he thought he was going to fall, she lowered the knife and crab-crawled towards the front of the trailer, scowling at him like she’d just personally witnessed him butcher a baby. 
 
    Oh thank the gods, Theo thought, having mentally prepared himself to lose his grip and simply hit the asphalt in a pounding, rolling hammer of hurt.  He used the last of his strength to crawl up the rest of the way and slump to the top of the container.  Buðlungr had drained most of the remnants of the yatagarasu from his blood, so the daylight was starting to hurt… 
 
    Thank Odin’s hairy asshole for clouds.  Feeling the exhaustion overtaking him, knowing he wasn’t going to be able to stay awake much longer but not knowing how long he would be unconscious, Theo did what he could to position his exposed skin away from the sun.  Only then did he chance a look at the Inquisitor. 
 
    She was hunkered down low against the wind, beaten to shit, scowling at him from across the length of the transport container like a pissed-off spider. 
 
    At least she’s still alive, Theo thought.  Before either of them had a chance to speak, Theo felt the rest of his strength leave him, buffeted away by the cold wind whipping past his face.  His last thought before succumbing to the comfortable darkness of oblivion was, I wonder if she’ll stab me while I sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: The Savage Side 
 
    Theo woke to a black combat boot nudging his face.  “You still alive, vampire?” 
 
    He groaned and lifted his head.  It was dark—as dark as it could be in June in Alaska—and he could hear the sound of traffic nearby. 
 
    The Inquisitor stood over him, hands fisted tightly, face covered in sweat.  She looked like shit, most of her face covered in bruises, both eyes swollen to slits. 
 
    So.  Tired.  His whole body hurt like it had been run over by a semi.  Considering the events of the day before, it probably had.  He closed his eyes to go back to sleep. 
 
    The boot nudged him again.  “He’s looking for me,” she said.  “I can feel it.” 
 
    This time, when Theo tilted his head to peer up at her, he saw the way she trembled, heard the anxious gasps, saw the brightened pressure of her blood-web. 
 
    Seeing that pulsing glow of vein-netting clenched the glands in his chest with a sudden surge of hunger, a need to feed.  He closed his eyes again so as not to covet the Inquisitor’s essence. 
 
    “Please help me,” she bit out.  Now that he was listening, he could hear her heart pounding.  “Please.” 
 
    Because holding up his head was taking too much effort, Theo rolled onto his back to look up at her, instead.  “I’m exhausted,” he managed, his voice dry and hoarse.  “I can’t beat Buðlungr on a good day…and right now I can barely move.”  Out on the road behind them, a big green sign overhung the highway, probably the one that had knocked him from the top of the tractor-trailer. 
 
    “You’ll move less once that beast recaptures us both,” she snapped.  “I can feel him getting closer.  Fast.  In a helicopter or car.” 
 
    Well…shit.  Theo propped himself up gingerly, fighting the immediate wave of dizziness that followed—as well as the sudden hunger.  “Look,” he managed, “uh…?”  He waited for her to supply her name. 
 
    The suspicious way she looked at him told Theo she knew what he wanted, but it wasn’t until several long moments had passed that she finally muttered, “Aimée.” 
 
    The grudging way she gave him her name after he’d saved her life irritated Theo.  “You got a last name, Aimée?”  He didn’t need her last name, but, at this point, it was the principle of the thing. 
 
    For a moment, she tensed and it looked like she wouldn’t respond.  Then, like she’d rather piss on him than give him that tidbit, “Bisset.” 
 
    “That your fake Inquisition code name?” Theo snorted. 
 
    Her blood-web brightened considerably.  “It’s my name, démon.” 
 
    Her anger actually sounded genuine.  Theo glanced up at her, considering.  “All right, Miss Bisset.  He hunts us.  What do you think I can do about it?”  He laughed and gestured at his legs.  “I was drained like a sink and I feel like I was run over.” 
 
    “You were.  Several times.  I managed to pull you out of traffic before the police arrived.” 
 
    Theo could imagine that struggle.  He frowned up at her, having to re-evaluate his impressions of the woman.  Reluctantly, he said, “What do you want me to do?”  He knew that anything he could do to help them, she wouldn’t like it. 
 
    “Drink his poison out of me and remove the blood-curse.” 
 
    While it was incredibly tempting to drink of her, as tired as he was, Theo knew she wouldn’t like the consequences.  “Erm.”  He rubbed the back of his head, frowning when his fingers brought back bits of bone and hair.  Flicking it aside, he looked up at her and said, “While that sounds good, there’s…uh…this thing that happens when a lord encounters another lord’s venom in a victim.  It’s an instinct, really, and I haven’t had enough practice to get mine under control.  Hell, I don’t know of any lord who has…” 
 
    The Inquisitor was stiff all over when she said, “You pull their poison out and replace it with your own.  I know how it works.  It’s in the histories.  Do it.” 
 
    Theo squinted up at her, knowing she was desperate, but also having seen enough desperate women that he wasn’t about to take advantage of one.  “I can probably remove the seiðr.  Give me your hand.” 
 
    She yanked her hand away from him, anger pounding in her blood-web.  “It’s the poison he’s hunting.  I can feel it.” 
 
    Which…was true.  Even now, Theo could feel Masaaki as a general pull somewhere to the west, in the mountains.  Shit. 
 
    “Look,” Theo said tiredly, “I told you, I can’t take his poison out without replacing it with mine.  It’s not a wishful-thinking sort of thing.  It’s a reflex and there’s no getting around—” 
 
    She stuck her forearm in his face.  “Stop making excuses démon and do it.  I can see you want to.  It’s written all over your pale, inhuman face.  You crave me.  Drink.” 
 
    And, despite her bravado, when Theo’s gaze followed her arm up to her face, there was definite fear in her eyes.  Fear…and desperation. 
 
    Grimacing, Theo pushed her arm away.  “I’m not gonna—” 
 
    He was unprepared for the combat boot that took him in the face.  Like a shovel to the brainpan, he went down, hard.  As Theo lay there, dazed, the Inquisitor sat on him and started massaging his wrist, extending his fangs… 
 
    Realizing what she intended, Theo regained some of his senses.  “Hey…hey!”  He pushed her off him and rolled away, yanking his fangs back into his wrist. 
 
    There were tears in her eyes.  “Never again, not with that beast,” she said…begged?  “Please.” 
 
    Seeing the desperation there, having felt it so recently himself, Theo felt an unhappy part of himself yield.  “Fine,” he whispered.  “But you won’t like it.  It’s gonna hurt.  A lot.  Not like a normal feeding.” 
 
    “Can it be worse than this?” she demanded.  Her whole body was shaking with—Theo knew from experience—the urge to give herself to something she hated. 
 
    And, regretfully, she was right.  “Okay, hold on,” Theo said.  “Gotta collect my thoughts a moment.” 
 
    “Just do it, you disgusting creature!” she screamed, shaking with the vehemence of it.  “He comes!” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes.  Reduced to a walking sack of antivenom, he thought, irritated.  “Fine,” he said.  He leaned back, considering.  “But you’re gonna promise me one thing first.” 
 
    “What’s that, beast?” she snapped, a combination of a snarl and a sneer. 
 
    Theo raised a hand to point at her face.  “You are going to start calling me by my name.  Theo.  Theodore if you want, but only guys like Buðlungr use it and I’d rather you just call me Theo.” 
 
    “You can force me to call you whatever you want, once you enthrall me.” 
 
    “No,” Theo chuckled.  “That’s not how that works.  That’s a queen’s venom, not a lord’s, and you know it.” 
 
    He saw her swallow hard, fighting some internal struggle as she sat there on the ground a few feet away from him, shuddering.  He knew that she knew the differences in the venom, and he also understood that she was trying to deflect his request out of some ridiculous, misguided Christian drive to not succumb to the demands of—or cooperate with—a demon. 
 
    “Treat me like a human being and I’ll help you,” he offered gently. 
 
    “You are not a human being, démon,” she snarled. 
 
    “Semantics.”  He refused to get irritated. 
 
    And, as he watched, the Inquisitor chewed on that thought, grinding it with her mind, churning it to powder as she scowled at him through bruised and puffy eyelids. 
 
    “Let me know when the Duke shows up,” Theo said, lying back down.  “I’d like to flip the asswipe off before he binds me again.  For good ol’ times.”   
 
    “Theo.”  The single word came out sounding as if it were being crushed between two millstones.  “Help me.” 
 
    He yawned.  “Please.” 
 
    “Please help me.” 
 
    “Please help me Theo.” 
 
    “Tu cruel baiseur dégoûtant putain. Aidez moi!” 
 
    “Please help me Theo.” 
 
    There was a very long pause from the woman glaring at him from her ass in the shrubbery, but finally, she grated, “Please help me.  Theo.” 
 
    Theo sat up and moved toward her, then, when she flinched away from him, paused and raised a brow.   
 
    “Do it,” she muttered, refusing to look at him. 
 
    Theo sighed.  All business, now, he said, “Thigh or upper arm?” 
 
    “Arm,” she muttered.  Nobody ever picked the thigh. 
 
    Well…some people did, but they were usually hoping to get Theo to abandon his scruples, throw safety to the wind, and make love to them.  Thinking of Mandi, still stuck in that vampire hell-hole, he grimaced.  “You sure?” 
 
    “Don’t question me and do it!” she shrieked, her blood-web once again brightening with her rage. 
 
    Theo, who had been reaching for her shoulder, pulled back and crossed his arms.  He waited for her to realize he wasn’t going to caper to her whims like a good little dancing vampire bear. 
 
    When she did, she just started to shake.  “How dare you,” she snarled, trembling all over as she condemned him with her eyes.  “You’re enjoying this!  I should’ve known—you’re just as cruel as—” 
 
    “Let me just stop you right there,” Theo said, holding up a hand.  “What you’re asking me to do isn’t just like, I dunno, removing a splinter.  It’s life-changing.  And you’re not the only one affected.  I’ll get a glimpse into you and I’ll feel you just like you feel the desire to feed me.  Maybe I’m not sure I want to be connected to a bigoted, self-righteous murderer who’s convinced I’m some sort of monster—you ever think of that?” 
 
    She met his eyes and swallowed hard.  She looked like she would speak, but then her hands fisted in the leaves and mosses of the forest floor and she swallowed it down.  Eventually, she whispered, “Please, Theo.  My soul withers at the thought he will find me again.” 
 
    And the truth in her eyes, the fear there…  Theo’s resistance crumbled.  “Fine.  Arm.”  He snapped his finger. 
 
    She slid closer, though it was not, he noticed, without trepidation. 
 
    Theo took her shoulder in his left hand to steady her, then pressed his right palm to her upper arm.  He didn’t, however, extend his fangs.  “You want me to make it fast or slow?” he demanded. 
 
    “Fast,” she gritted. 
 
    You got it, sister.  And, with a prayer to Karma not to kick his ass later for taking advantage of a desperate Inquisitor who hated his guts, he jabbed her as hard and as fast as he could. 
 
    Instantly, the wash of power up his fangs was like a balm to his soul.  Oh god it felt good… 
 
    Then he felt the bitter twang of the other lord’s poison slice through his fangs, and, just as it always had, his body reacted in violent reflex.  He snarled and tightened around her, driving his fangs deeper as his magic began warring with the competing lord’s. 
 
    The woman hissed under him, going completely still in his grasp, but she didn’t fight him, which was a relief, because at this point, Theo was so weak he was pretty sure he didn’t have the strength to keep her in check, and if she managed to escape while poisoned by two lords, she’d lose what little mind she had. 
 
    Exhausted as he was, what normally would have been a simple extraction became a slow and agonizing process.  Theo distantly heard his chest rattling in a snarl and felt his body wrapping around her completely as that carnal reflex took hold, tightening around her like an anaconda enveloping a rabbit.  Completely out of control, now, he rammed his second set of fangs into her back.  At this point, buoyed by the strength he was pulling from her, the woman would no sooner have been able to pry him free than work blood magic with holy water. 
 
    In his arms, the Inquisitor whimpered in terror, but there wasn’t a goddamn thing he could do about it.  Theo’s lizard brain was thoroughly engaged in ripping out the other lord’s venom and consuming it, claiming this new prize as his own.  He felt the wash of her panic as a heady ebb, and actually tightened his hold, enjoying the extra energy… 
 
    Damn it, Theo thought, desperately trying to fight the instinct.  His limbs, however, wouldn’t release their hold, and he felt himself squeezing the life out of her as tore both the seiðr and the other lord’s venom from her veins, his body locked in place with the same stubborn intensity of a starving badger’s jaws. 
 
    Caught in that grip, she was gasping, probably trying to scream, but not getting enough air to do so.  Lizard-Theo didn’t give a damn—it was too busy staking a claim on this wretched soul as if Life itself depended on it. 
 
    Almost done, Theo thought, mentally pleading with her to stay alive.  His body had completely stopped listening to his commands, as it always did when the primitive, monstrous side of him—the side that was a remnant from the terrible creatures that had been used to first make vampires—was triggered by the taste of a rival lord. 
 
    Just when he thought he was going to kill her, the last of the other lord’s magic slipped free, digested and recycled by his fangs.  Theo then felt his carnal side search her thoroughly, prying into her mind and soul from the contact in his wrists.  Then, finding nothing, the tendons in his wrists tightened in reflex and he jammed her full of his own venom.  It was carnal, instinctive, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing he could do about it. 
 
    He felt her gasp underneath him as his venom entered her body, a small and terrified sound that cut through the carnal fugue and returned Theo to his senses. 
 
    Still, soaking in her delicious, fear-heightened energy, feeling it coursing up his arms, rejuvenating him, it took everything Theo had to relax and pull away from her.  He did, eventually, but it was like forcing the Titanic to shift in its mooring.  By the time he finally pried his own arms loose and let the Inquisitor fall from his grip, he was panting from the effort combating the lingering remnants of that ancient, distasteful animal side. 
 
    Free, the Inquisitor collapsed to the ground and didn’t bother trying to roll away, her shoulders quaking as she sobbed pitifully to her god.  This close, he could feel her mind, body, and spirit like an extension of himself.  Theo quickly did his best to wall that connection between them off, not wanting to pry— 
 
    —or feel just how much this Christian despised him. 
 
    “There,” he muttered.  “I took out the seiðr while I was at it.  It…tasted…of him and I wasn’t in control.”  Not that he thought she wanted to be blood-bound to the Duke of course, but more out of the shame he had basically just acted completely without restraint and almost killed her, the self-loathing that always followed when he lost control forcing him to say something.  He hated losing control.  It was everything he hated about the Third Realm.  Every despicable, savage, wretched, fear-stained, disgusting goddamn thing.  He cleared his throat and looked away, steeped in shame.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Still shivering on the ground, the wounds in her back and leg even then healing with the aid of his venom, the Inquisitor reached up and wiped tears—or snot, one of them—from her face with a black gloved hand.  “You warned me, démon,” she said, clearing her throat. 
 
    Theo, who had been scanning the road, trying to place where they were on the Seward Highway, snapped his attention back to her with a frown.  “Theo.” 
 
    And, to his amazement, the Inquisitor lying there on her belly after he’d savaged her like a piece of meat looked up at him with something other than hate.  She gave him a tentative smile.  “Theo.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: An Uneasy Alliance 
 
    “Shall I take first shift?” Aimée asked, throwing another clump of moss into the shelter they had built from spruce branches.  To keep the vampire from seeing how badly her hands were shaking, she made a point of casually rolling the pressure out of her shoulders from where he’d almost broken bones from squeezing her.  Even after trekking through the heavy forest towards the vampire’s friend ‘Masaaki’ for the last three hours, her body still hurt from that inhuman grip.  She was trying to act relaxed to keep the vampire from seeing how much his venom had affected her, but inwardly, a large, terrified part of her was chanting, Demon, demon, demon, enthralled by a demon…. 
 
    “You might as well be sitting in a corner, arms around your knees, gibbering in terror,” the vampire sighed.  He lowered his hands from where he had been adjusting a conifer branch, turning to face her, his pale green eyes soft.  “I told you, Inquisitor.  It’s best if you just think of me like a really big crush you suddenly and unexpectedly discovered you have on a total stranger.  I’m not gonna hurt you, not even a little, so please just chill.  Your fear-stink is making me hungry, and your blood-pressure is lighting you up like a pastry.” 
 
    Aimée stiffened, her every nerve on edge that he could see her weakness.  She had thought that she’d done a better job of hiding it. 
 
    “It wasn’t a splinter, remember?” he said, giving her a flat look. 
 
    Meaning he could sense her.  Probably just as thoroughly as she felt the desire to be close to him.  Even now, despite everything, she had sidled closer to him than strictly necessary, just to ease the tension in her chest.  Aimée reddened and looked away. 
 
    “Nothing to be ashamed of,” he said.  “I just warned you what to expect, is all.”  He went back to adjusting the slanted roof of their structure.  “Right now, we can sleep.  As soon as the sun sets, I’ve gotta go find Masaaki.  Which means you have to go find Masaaki.”  He glanced at her.  “I mean, unless you want to stay behind?” 
 
    Refusing to let him see her face burn at how they both knew she couldn’t let him walk away, Aimée busied herself with collecting more moss for bedding.  “You think this friend of yours can help us against Buðlungr?” 
 
    This time, it was the vampire who hesitated.  “He’s a yatagarasu.” 
 
    Aimée froze and turned, despite herself.  “A yatagarasu and a vampire?  Friends?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Theo muttered. 
 
    “It’s unheard of,” she insisted.  “Unless you enthralled him, too?” 
 
    “We were…uh…friends first.  Sort of.”  He actually sounded embarrassed. 
 
    Aimée let out the breath she was holding on the wave of understanding.  “The queen.” 
 
    “He stopped me from killing her,” the vampire said.  “He had…overextended himself…and needed some help.” 
 
    “Overextended how?” 
 
    The look of suspicion he gave her was enough to spike a surge of rage in her stomach.  “You wanted me to trust you, vampire, and yet you won’t do the same?” 
 
    “Well, forgive me, but you spent the last…”  He looked her up and down, considering, “…twenty years of your life hunting people like me.” 
 
    It had been twenty-four.  Ever since she was fourteen and trapped her first selkie.  His hide still hung on her wall in the Order’s enclave at Eklutna.  Now, seeing this vampire who wasn’t torturing or killing her despite his every capability of doing so, she had the unconscious wonder if maybe that selkie, who had come out of the water and smiled at her as he offered her an oyster, had been like this vampire lord… 
 
    No, she thought, shaking her head.  There are no good demons.  The selkie had probably wanted to steal her into the sea, to break her spirit, turn her into one of them… 
 
    “You know, when you’re having that inner debate about whether I’m good or evil, you get this ridiculous little frown on your face.  Right…”  Grinning wide enough to show his inhuman fangs, the vampire poked her forehead between the eyes.  “Here.” 
 
    Unbidden, Aimée’s knees almost went out from under her at the touch.  She felt her heartbeat quicken, felt that surge of desire, that need for him to touch her again… 
 
    Immediately, the vampire looked abashed.  “Sorry.”  He quickly stepped away from her and cleared his throat.  “So…yeah.”  He glanced behind him at their meager shelter.  There was room for two if they slept side-by-side, but neither one of them had envisioned that, regardless of how much Aimée’s body and mind screamed for it.  “You can go first.  After, uh, drinking from you, I…”  He flushed, something Aimée wasn’t even aware was possible in a vampire.  It looked so human…  “I’m feeling pretty good.” 
 
    Aimée quenched the feeling of sickness that twisted in her guts at the idea that this…creature…had fed off her.  That even now, it was digesting her… 
 
    Her soul to be more specific.  Or, rather, the energy that her soul produced, but it was a minor detail.  Either way, disgusting. 
 
    “And that,” he gestured to her face, “is the look you get when you re-realize you’re enthralled to a vampire.”  He was studying her solemnly.  “I’m sure it’s a lot like my look, when I’m re-realizing that I bound myself to an Inquisitor.”  He cursed and shook his head.  “What the hell was I thinking?” 
 
    “We’re alive, aren’t we?” Aimée demanded.  Duke Buðlungr had been coming for them.  She’d felt it.  He’d been distant, but gaining fast. 
 
    “True,” Theo said, grimacing.  “But at what cost?” 
 
    Aimée’s mouth fell open.  “Who are you to talk about cost?  It’s all I can do not to approach you and grind myself upon your body like a whore.” 
 
    “Believe me, it makes us both uncomfortable,” the vampire said.  “I’ve never wanted to ditch a thrall so badly.  Just leave ‘em tied to a tree and come back once a day with some food and water…” 
 
    The thought of that, of losing him, brought Aimée three steps in his direction before she managed to squash the fear.  She forced herself to slow, then stop, but her entire body fought to get his assurance he wouldn’t do as he threatened and leave her there. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t,” Theo said.  “I’m not that kind of asshole.”  He cocked his head at her, considering.  “That’s why I have to go find Masaaki.  He’s probably losing his mind right now.” 
 
    “Every démon is an asshole,” Aimée said, waving it off.  “You cannot help it.  It’s part of your despicable, unholy natures.” 
 
    His eyes started to sparkle in amusement and, teasingly, he quipped, “Though maybe it would be for the best…” 
 
    Aimée felt every fiber of her body stiffen as she fought another sudden urge to step closer to him at the thought of him abandoning her.  “You…” she managed, realizing he was doing it on purpose, “…unconscionable dick!  Va enculer un cochon, monster!” 
 
    He seemed to take a moment to consider her words.  Then, slowly, “I mean, neither of us wants to be here,” he said idly, watching her with mirth.  “I could just—” 
 
    “Don’t you say it!” Aimée cried. 
 
    “—leave.” 
 
    She gasped and immediately closed the distance between them, pressing herself into him despite all attempts to regain control.  As soon as their bodies touched, the pang of fear was replaced with a heady rush of relief and she melted into him.  It felt good.  Ridiculously, awfully good, and she couldn’t help but stay there, breathing in his presence. 
 
    You press yourself against a vampire like his devoted pet.  With that horrifying thought, Aimée scrambled to resurface from the heady mix of emotions and looked up, the vampire was grinning down at her like a self-satisfied cat.  He had not moved. 
 
    “Connard!” she shouted, backing away and brushing her chest where it had touched his. 
 
    “Then again,” he went on, plucking at conifer bark lazily, “In the last day, I’ve been blood-bound twice, ripped open to feed another lord, alerted to the fact my best friend was a buttfucking feylord, used as a punching bag, run over, and molested by an Inquisitor.  I could just—” 
 
    Aimée had her silver dagger out and to his throat in an instant.  “Say it,” she snarled over it.  “I dare you, vampire.” 
 
    But he just grinned wider.  “Kill myself.” 
 
    Aimée groaned and dropped her knife, leaning into him again.  “Please,” she whispered, drawing in the pleasure of touching him, reveling in it, forcing back the agonizing fear of his untimely departure.  “Mercy, démon.  For the love of God tell me you’re not planning to kill yourself.”  Just the thought…it left her unable to think of anything else, so strong was the panic. 
 
    “Theo.  Say it.” 
 
    When she looked up, the amusement had fled the vampire’s face and now he gave her a hard stare.  He still hadn’t moved, despite her body flexing against his. 
 
    “Theo,” she muttered into his chest. 
 
    “Not demon, not monster, not creature, not beast, not thing.  Theo.” 
 
    “Theo!” she snapped, fisting her hands on his shirt.  “Now tell me.” 
 
    He shrugged and stepped away from her, instantly making her body ache to return.  “I’m not going to kill myself.” 
 
    The relief washed over her and Aimée’s knees went out beneath her.  She fell to the ground, gasping at the power of the poison.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “I told you that was the agreement.  You got what you wanted.  Now you call me Theo.” 
 
    “You can hardly say this is what I wanted, vamp—” Aimée started to snarl as she picked herself off the ground.  Then, at the beast’s raised eyebrow, she quickly swallowed the rest down.  Much more subdued, she muttered, “Theo.” 
 
    “Awesome.”  That mischievous grin formed on his face again.  “So I shouldn’t tell you I’ve always had these insane urges to go on a drive out in the country…” he waited, eyes twinkling as he watched her, obviously enjoying the game, “…find a really high cliff and—” 
 
    Aimée gasped at the surge of panic that followed.  “Connard!” 
 
    He waited, that same eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Theo,” she muttered.  “Putain.  Theo.” 
 
    “—blow bubbles off the edge.”  He brought his arms over his chest and looked down at her thoughtfully.  “You know, I think we can make this work.” 
 
    Aimée narrowed her eyes at him.  “Make what work, Theo?” 
 
    Theo laughed, a full-throated guffaw that gave her unspeakable pleasure.  “I forgot that the French have this singular ability to make any word into a curse.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Aimée muttered, and when she met his eyes and saw the lack of malice there, she had to smile. 
 
    “So,” Theo cleared his throat, blushing again.  “Erm.  I can take the first watch.” 
 
    Aimée glanced at the shelter, then swallowed at the thought of him wandering off as she slept there alone.  “I think I should probably go first,” she said, thinking she could simply stay awake until dawn, just to make sure he stayed put.  She knew it was insane, but she was more worried about losing track of him than losing sleep. 
 
    The flat look the vampire gave her told her he knew she was lying.  “I’ve been around the block enough times that when a first-time thrall offers to take ‘first shift,’ they don’t plan on waking me up.” 
 
    Aimée felt her heart start to hammer.  “I would,” she said.  “I just thought maybe you needed some sleep—” 
 
    Sighing, the vampire closed the distance and—still not touching her—looked down into her eyes.  “You’re not going to sleep tonight, are you?” 
 
    Aimée flushed until it felt like her face would explode.  “I don’t need sleep,” she babbled.  “We’ve been hunted and tortured and—” 
 
    The vampire wrapped his arm around her shoulder and steered her towards the shelter.  “Come on then, in you go.”  And then he was pulling her down with him, and even as Aimée’s body reveled in the contact, her startled mind realized his intent. 
 
    “No,” she blurted, “I don’t need you to—” 
 
    And then he’d pulled her atop him, chest-to-chest, under the shelter they had built.  Even as she went totally stiff in horror, he adjusted her so that her head could rest on his chest.  “There.  Now I can’t go anywhere without you feeling it.  Better?” 
 
    Mortifyingly, it was.  Much better.  The anxiety had melted away and she felt, ridiculously, like she could relax completely knowing he was there. 
 
    “This is not,” she gritted, as she nonetheless lowered her ear to his chest and listened to his heartbeat, “what I had in mind.” 
 
    “You’ll sleep like a baby.  Trust me.” 
 
    And feeling the wash of calm rolling over her from his proximity, she knew he was telling the truth. 
 
    Then the vampire moved underneath her, getting comfortable, and for a terrifying moment, her body thought he was trying to get up. 
 
    “Your heartrate just spiked, Inquisitor,” he commented, a deep rumble under her touch.  The mischievousness was back.  “Are you nervous I might—” 
 
    “Theo,” she said quickly. 
 
    “Stay here, utterly motionless, all night?” 
 
    Aimée groaned in relief and dropped her forehead to his chest.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said.  “I’ve had to deal with my fair share of the enthralled.  I know what makes them tick.” 
 
    Aimée felt her fingers tighten on his flesh.  “You know what makes me tick.  Like you would train a dog?  Teach it tricks?” 
 
    “So you don’t want me to just lie here completely still and let you sleep atop me to prove I’m not going anywhere?”  He raised a brow at her.  “’Cause honestly, Inquisitor, no offense, but I don’t really like you.  Given the choice, I’d sleep alone.” 
 
    She bared her teeth.  “The feeling is mutual.  Theo.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “There’s that French spirit again.”  He went still beneath her.  “Seriously, though, I was just trying to help you relax.  If you want to tough it out, I’ll get up.” 
 
    Just the panic at the thought of him leaving her there was enough to make her want to shout at him to stay.  She managed to control herself, but barely.  “You can…stay if you…want to…Theo.” 
 
    He tilted his head to look down his chest at her.  “You know, every time you say it that way, I wonder if there’s a word in French that sounds like ‘Theo’ that actually means ‘revolting manpustle.’” 
 
    Her lips twitched in a grin, despite herself.  “Close.” 
 
    He was silent for several minutes and she listened to him breathe, trying not to agonize over the way her body had melded into that of a demon, and how pleasant the demon’s venom made that feel. 
 
    “Takes like two weeks,” he said softly. 
 
    “What does?” she gritted. 
 
    “For the poison to wear off.  I can’t feed from you for two weeks.  More, if you want to go the gentle route.” 
 
    Just the thought of weaning herself of the poison was enough to make her nauseous.  “I know that,” she gasped.  “Just don’t say it.” 
 
    “So how do you wanna do this?” he asked.  “Cold turkey or slow-and-easy?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, and despite every ounce of Inquisitor training and years of painful discipline screaming at her to say otherwise, she replied, “Slow.” 
 
    “All right, you got it,” he said.  “You’ll be going about batshit in about 24 hours, so I’ll give you a little dose then.” 
 
    “A full day?” she gasped, lifting her head.  She’d actually been thinking of asking him for a dose now.  To go a full day… 
 
    He met her eyes and there was calculation there.  “You sure you don’t want cold turkey?” 
 
    Humiliatingly, she just shook her head.  “Twenty-four hours.”  She could do twenty-four hours.  Just the thought of two weeks was enough to make her vomit. 
 
    “Slow and easy it is,” he agreed.  He leaned his head back to look up at the ever-brightening sky through the holes in the branches above.   “Hopefully we can both last that long.” 
 
    “I can last if you can, démon,” she challenged. 
 
    She watched him grin and immediately realized her mistake.  “You know, whenever I look up at the sky and see how insignificant we really are in the grand scheme of things, I’ve always had this inexplicable urge to go find a sword and—” 
 
    “Theo!” she cried.  “Merciful God, Theo.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled when he glanced down at her.  “—polish it until you can see the stars in the blade.”  He settled under her once more, getting comfortable.  “Good night, Aimée.” 
 
    She tried not to feel pleasure at his every movement, but the contact was overwhelming.  To distract herself, she said, “Good night…Theo.” 
 
    At the lack of a curse in his name this time, she watched him smile. 
 
    And, in seeing that simple gesture, Aimée hoped she was never had to choose between killing him or regaining her place with the Order.  This one is not evil.  She was sure of it.  She’d seen enough demons to know the rotten when their putrescence stank up a room. 
 
    Oh? that deeper part of her mind demanded.  And what of the selkie?  You still pin his skin to the wall like a war trophy.  Was he evil? 
 
    Aimée had gotten great accolades for trapping him that night.  She’d earned her place in the Holy Order of Angels, had received a blessing of the Order’s matron herself.  But it had always nagged at her, that oyster he’d offered her in friendship.  She’d gone back weeks later and found it in the bushes above the high tide line, where she’d sprung her trap and had him carted off to the bowels of the Vatican drugged and bound in the back of an Inquisition van… 
 
    She’d visited him afterwards, had seen the lifelessness in his once-playful blue eyes, and had wished, just for a moment, she could have let him keep his oyster and walked away.  It was something that had nagged her from that very first day, no matter how many depraved vampire nests she destroyed, no matter how many trolls and goblins and salamanders she put in chains.  That very first one, that smile… 
 
    So similar to Theo’s smile, now that she thought about it.  Mischievous.  Playful.  A love for life… 
 
    “I saw you crying,” an ancient Gaelic voice had said, almost shy, “are you hungry…?” 
 
    Now, with the selkie long dead and that worn and polished half-shell even then as a bulge in her pocket, Aimée swallowed hard and tried not to think about it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: A New Plan 
 
    It was almost dawn by the time Stars Flying Lightly ducked from the sweat lodge and straightened, feeling the weight of his people once more falling upon his shoulders.  Overhead, stars twinkled, and the sounds of the ocean crashed down on the beach.  Normally, the sights and sounds of nature would calm him, but not today.  The four-hour sweat had produced nothing useful.  He’d been given no answers, only riddles.  Once again, the agony of failure was ripping at his heart.   
 
    So long.  He had fought the white men for so long, only to have failed… 
 
    “They’re waiting for you down at the beach,” Hidden Bear said, standing from the bench beside the entrance and handing him a towel.   Stars Flying Lightly was actually surprised his best friend was still with him, now that he carried the shame of a queen’s venom in his veins.  “How many left?” he asked, wrapping the towel around himself. 
 
    Hidden Bear’s deep hazel eyes darkened.  “Six tried to sneak off while you were speaking with the spirits.  Three Deer Underwater and I captured them.  The cowards will serve as entertainment for the others.” 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly held up a hand and shook his head.  “Let them go.”  The last thing he wanted to do was kill those who had followed him faithfully for all these years because he had failed to accomplish something he had promised.  “It was my oath that was broken, not theirs.” 
 
    “They tried to abandon us at the first sign of trouble,” Hidden Bear snapped.  “They should die on the stake, their flesh peeled from their bodies by old women.” 
 
    “Just let them go,” Stars Flying Lightly said.  “I owed them a victory, and I gave them failure.” 
 
    Hidden Bear stiffened.  “You owed them nothing.  They chose to follow you because you got the Yun-wiya through the Trail of Tears.” 
 
    He’d done nothing of the sort, of course.  He’d been huddled in the back of a cart, trying to stay out of the sun, unable to even stop the soldiers from shooting his friends if they didn’t move fast enough. 
 
    And at night…  At night, he had been too much of a coward to kill them all.  It had been one of the only solid warnings that Hills Overhead had ever given him—kill the soldiers, and none of your people will survive to the end times. 
 
    So he’d endured it with them, huddled with them, burned with shame with them, hated the white men with them. 
 
    But he hadn’t killed them. 
 
    Now, that time had ended. 
 
    “Go set them free,” he told Hidden Bear.  “I’ll meet the braves in a few minutes.” 
 
    Hidden Bear stared at him for so long that, for a moment, Stars Flying Lightly thought he hadn’t spoken loud enough.  He turned to give his best friend a curious look. 
 
    Then his friend said, “You are getting soft.”  Then, without another word, he stormed back to the nest, though whether it was to kill the captives or free them, Stars Flying Lightly could only guess. 
 
    Sighing, the pressure in his heart even then tearing him asunder, Stars Flying Lightly dressed and went to meet the braves. 
 
    They had gathered around a fire along the sandy beach outside their nest, laughing and drinking as one of the terrified women they had captured the night before danced for them.  As Stars Flying Lightly approached, Svartr Buðlungr fell into step beside him, his dark robes seeming to collect the shadows themselves.  “I assume you no longer want me to capture the queen, considering your predicament?” the Duke asked nonchalantly. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly hesitated, watching his men revel in the distance.  It bothered him, what they did with the women, but it wasn’t his place to tell them what they could or could not do with their spoils of war.  Especially not now… 
 
    “We’re still capturing the queen,” Stars Flying Lightly said, without looking at the Nightlander magus. 
 
    Svartr Buðlungr groaned.  “I was afraid you’d say that.”  As casually as if he were talking about the color of the sky, Buðlungr said, “You do realize that I’m going to make you suffer the most exquisite tortures before I kill you, don’t you, boy?” 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly looked over at the Duke, feeling his age.  “As long as I succeed in driving out the white man, that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” 
 
    “Ugh.  That again.”  The Duke of the Nightlands shook his head.  “Surely even you can realize the pointlessness of that idea.” 
 
    “They breed like rodents,” Stars Flying Lightly agreed.  “But if you exterminate the problem—” 
 
    “And how would you exterminate them?” the Duke interrupted, also watching the men carouse at the fire.  “Tear them from their homes and execute them in the streets?” 
 
    “If need be,” Stars Flying Lightly said, his heart hardening, remembering all the bodies they’d been forced to leave behind. 
 
    “If need be.”  The Duke seemed to consider.  “So these men and women who have done nothing to you…you will take their lands for your own?” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Stars Flying Lightly said, knowing the Third Lander didn’t know the history of this continent.  “These lands don’t belong to them.” 
 
    “Ah.”  The Duke of the Nightlands looked him over curiously.  “So when you take these lands that aren’t theirs…  What if they resist?”   
 
    “Then they’ll die,” Stars Flying Lightly said.  He’d spent two centuries planning that very thing. 
 
    “And if they cooperate?”  The Duke’s blue eyes fixed on him in the night, his pupils so wide they were almost black.  A smugness crossed his face as he watched him.  “You’ll force them to march a thousand miles to some other land you like less?” 
 
    …march a thousand miles to some other land…  The words hit Stars Flying Lightly like a punch to the gut and he jerked to face Buðlungr.  Could he know…?  Before Stars Flying Lightly could respond, the Duke chuckled and walked on ahead, snagging a beer from the cooler on the beach.  The braves stopped laughing upon his appearance, and many moved to keep a wary distance from the Thirdlander lord as he joined them at the fire. 
 
    They, unlike Stars Flying Lightly, didn’t have the lines of seiðr to keep him in check, and a month ago, when he had first worked the binding, Buðlungr had killed two of his men before Stars Flying Lightly had been able to stop him.  He’d forbidden him from killing any more, but they kept a wary distance from him nonetheless. 
 
    The Duke glanced back at Stars Flying Lightly and tipped his bottle at him with smug invitation.  Immediately, several of Stars Flying Lightly’s men turned to see him standing there, trying to work up the courage to face them. 
 
    Pretending as if he hadn’t been lurking in the shadows, Stars Flying Lightly stepped forth to give the speech he was dreading.  
 
    He came to face them at the fire, shooing the terrified girl back into the arms of her brave.  He declined a beer when it was offered.  Then, taking a deep breath, looking out at the two dozen men who had stayed with him despite the queen’s poison that now ran through his veins, he knew he had to explain himself.   
 
    Tonight, he met with the traveler and the serpent.  He wanted his men somewhere else when it happened, knowing it would likely get violent.  Stars Flying Lightly had, after all, failed to acquire the queen.  It had been his one task in their plan, the entire reason the traveler had given him Buðlungr’s blood to work the spell in the first place.  Subdue the queen.  That had been the only thing they had asked of him.  Everything else, they would take care of with the Fury. 
 
    Subdue the queen.  The one thing that Stars Flying Lightly had been planning to do for the last seven centuries. 
 
    And he had failed. 
 
    Not only failed, but failed so completely that if she got around him with a working tongue, he became her willing puppet. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly was not looking forward to the conversation that would come.  The traveler had been very clear.  Capture the girl, or you are useless to me. 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly tightened his fists against his sides.  He would fix this.  He just needed to explain that his first attempt had been gentle, soft, easy—the patronizing approach of a mate.  His second attempt would not spare her feelings. 
 
    Looking out over his braves, who had quieted upon his appearance, sipping their beers in silence, Stars Flying Lightly knew was time for him to make his confession.  Stars Flying Lightly steeled himself and lifted his head to hide his shame.   
 
    “The queen, as you know, poisoned me,” Stars Flying Lightly said, forcing himself to meet their eyes.  Immediately, there were scoffs as some of his men looked away.  Stars Flying Lightly noted their faces, agonized at the respect he had lost with that simple fact.  “I came to her as a friend, with an offer to work together, and she used my gesture of peace to declare war, instead.” 
 
    “War.”  Buðlungr snorted and picked at his fingernails, the side of his head a mass of scarring from some horrible weave of seiðr the queen had used on him, his long black hair missing from the puckered wound. It was the wound that had changed Stars Flying Lightly’s mind about her.  Anyone willing and capable to do such things—things like shooting him in the knees when he had only wanted to talk—could not be the kind of peaceful, motherly creature that could be relied upon to lead people into a new era of humanity. 
 
    You did threaten to kidnap her, Hills Overhead said softly in the back of his mind. 
 
    Yes, but I wasn’t going to hurt her, Stars Flying Lightly thought back, scowling.  Now, after being forced to pick silver shards from his own shattered kneecaps, he had no such compunctions.  Don’t interrupt. 
 
    Hills Overhead gave a nod and disappeared from that place in the back of his mind. 
 
    “I hear she’s got a barghest,” one of his braves, a very serious young man named Laughs with Clouds said.  “What are we supposed to do against a barghest?” 
 
    “We have allies,” Stars Flying Lightly said, fighting to keep the men from seeing how uncomfortable that now made him.  “Two over-tier First Landers.  I’m speaking with them tonight.”  The messenger he had sent to summon them had not yet come back, and it had been almost twelve hours, and the disappearance was leaving an anxiety in the bottom of Stars Flying Lightly’s gut. 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call the jiaolong an ally,” the Duke of the Nightlands said.  “She makes no mystery of her alliances.  She’s just hungry.  She’d eat you just as quickly as she’d eat a human.” 
 
    “Silence,” Stars Flying Lightly said. 
 
    The Duke tensed, but looked away. 
 
    “Our goal remains the same,” Stars Flying Lightly told his men firmly, “but this time, we will have a different approach.”  Though it saddened him—it was far from the union he had dreamed of for the last seven centuries—he said, “Instead of asking, we will be taking her, destroying her harem, locking her in a cage, and breeding her like the treacherous animal she is.” 
 
    There were muttered grunts of approval amongst his men. 
 
    “But if she’s poisoned you, how can we still use her?” an older, wiser warrior of the name Night Breaks the Wind asked.  “If she ever got the upper hand—” 
 
    “She won’t,” Stars Flying Lightly interrupted.  “I’m going to have Buðlungr seal her tongue.” 
 
    That seemed to mollify his men a bit. 
 
    “The plan remains,” Stars Flying Lightly insisted, itching to get his men away from the nest before their allies arrived.  “Go hunting.  I’ll go back and meet with my—” 
 
    “Oh why wait?” the traveler asked suddenly, stepping out of the bushes along the beach.  His silver-filigreed hat and boots glinted gold in the firelight.  “You called?” 
 
    Before Stars Flying Lightly could respond, in the ocean behind him, something huge moved, a leviathan under the waves.  A moment later, a blue serpent as big around as a carriage slithered partway up onto the beach, forty feet of blue serpentine coils, with no end in sight.  Immediately upon seeing her hungry golden eyes under the flowing white mane, Stars Flying Lightly felt a wash of dread.  “Stay down!” he shouted to his men, who were already dropping their drinks and starting to stand.  Very reluctantly, they stayed on the sand, to Stars Flying Lightly’s relief.  He knew that if any of them ran, the jiaolong would give chase, and it would be a bloodbath. 
 
    “I said an hour from now,” Stars Flying Lightly said to the traveler, turning just enough to keep the horse-sized head of the jiaolong within sight. 
 
    “I heard you had…issues…” the traveler said, his Arabic features catching the light as he stepped into the circle of the fire’s warmth with them.  “Figured it was time to pay you a visit.”   
 
    Across the fire, the Duke of the Nightlands had gone still.  “Pestilence?”  His mouth had dropped open.  “This is your other ally, you idiot child?” 
 
    Pestilence?  Stars Flying Lightly froze and blinked, unable to correlate the Duke’s words.  He’d known the man had the ability to cause disease, but he used it sparingly.  Surely, it was a mistake, and the traveler wasn’t— 
 
    But the Arabic man nodded his head under the silver-filigreed cowboy hat.  “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Duke Buðlungr.” 
 
    The Duke turned to Stars Flying Lightly in horror.  “That is how you acquired my blood and bound me?  Because you’re working with Pestilence?”  He sounded horrified, disgusted, outraged.  He took a step away from the cowboy-hatted man.  “You mortifyingly stupid child.” 
 
    “And as it’s become clear that the young lord is incapable of using your services efficiently,” the Arabic man—Pestilence, Stars Flying Lightly thought, in horror, finally seeing why Hills Overhead kept warning him about the stranger—said casually to Svartr Buðlungr, “I’ll be taking up your contract on his behalf, after he and I have our discussion.”  The handsome Arab smiled at Stars Flying Lightly and his teeth were orange and rotten.  “Won’t I, my friend?” 
 
    Even as Svartr Buðlungr backed away, swearing, Stars Flying Lightly straightened, refusing to be cowed by the titanic presence of the jiaolong and the cursed company of the god of disease.  Though it was unspoken, he knew, beyond a doubt, that he was suddenly bargaining for the lives of his men, his people.  “The plan remains the same,” he said.  “The queen poisoned me, true, but we will still capture her and use her to make our army.  We’ve lost nothing.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, however, he saw Hidden Bear’s eyes fall upon him in horror.  His best friend’s face twisted in disgust and he spat, “You made deals with Pestilence, Stars Flying Lightly?” 
 
    Pestilence laughed, tipping his hat at the man.  “Pleased to meet you, too.”  A little flood of locusts slipped from beneath the brim, scattering out onto the sand. 
 
    Overhead, heavy clouds were moving in across the starry sky, blocking the light of the moon, leaving Stars Flying Lightly with a sense of dread that was even then sinking into his soul like an electric charge. 
 
    Hidden Bear saw the bugs and watched them crawl out onto the plants lining the beach, where they immediately began stripping the greenery bare.  Turning back to Pestilence, he stood straighter, lifting his head. 
 
    Don’t say it, Stars Flying Lightly willed him, knowing what he was thinking.  Please don’t say it.  I need you, friend. 
 
    “I am no longer willing to be a part of this,” Hidden Bear said, making a disgusted look at Stars Flying Lightly.  “You want my help to do the work of Pestilence, brother, then you will have to take it up with my corpse.” 
 
    “Offer accepted!” the Arabic man said cheerfully, tipping his hat again.  Immediately, a flood of the insects flowed out, a mountainous mass of flapping, chittering, flitting bodies that spread out and fell upon Hidden Bear in a crush. 
 
    “No!” Stars Flying Lightly cried, even as Hidden Bear grunted as the cloud hit him.  His startled sound quickly shifted to screams as he fell, enveloped, choking and screaming, flailing at the insects ineffectively as they started to eat him alive. 
 
    “No?”  Pestilence sounded curious as Hidden Bear shrieked under the mass of insects.  “I’m sorry, was there something I missed when you swore your life to work with us and offered us the lives of your men to our great cause?” 
 
    Remembering the oath, made in brotherhood over a sacred pipe, Stars Flying Lightly felt his heart rip under the knowledge of what he had done. 
 
    Many of the braves at the fire were slowly getting to their feet, wide, horrified eyes glancing between Stars Flying Lightly and Pestilence and the weakening flails of a dying Hidden Bear. 
 
    “Please stop,” Stars Flying Lightly whispered, not caring that he was begging, now.  It was more than he could stand to lose them, too.  “Please let him live.” 
 
    “No.”  Pestilence was still smiling, but his voice was ice.  “Despite centuries of planning, you specifically did what I told you not to do.  You tried to talk to her before you’d imbibed of her venom.  You soft-hearted, simple-minded fool.  Now she has not only a feylord, but a barghest at her disposal.” 
 
    “Something you were supposed to take care of,” Stars Flying Lightly snapped.  His friend’s choking, gurgling moans were tearing what was left of his heart.  “I wasn’t the only one who made a mistake.” 
 
    “The barghest is enthralled, fool,” Pestilence said.  “Control the queen, control the beast.  Very simple.  And you didn’t follow through, because you specifically ignored me, and thus lost me the element of surprise.”   
 
    Overhead, in what had been a cloudless sky only minutes before, there was a rumble of thunder and it began to rain, the stars blocked out by the storm clouds overhead.  Pestilence hesitated as the first patters of rain hit the brim of his hat, then glanced up at the swiftly-moving storm almost curiously.  After a moment, he seemed to shake himself and returned his attention to Stars Flying Lightly.   
 
    Cruelty suddenly lanced Pestilence’s face as he said, “You taking the element of surprise from me makes me want to take something from you.”  For long moments, he held Stars Flying Lightly’s gaze, challenging him, considering.  Then Pestilence’s brown eyes flickered towards the remnants of Stars Flying Lightly’s men. 
 
    “No!” Stars Flying Lightly begged, dropping to his knees before the man, knowing that his braves would never follow him afterwards, ye not caring as long as they lived.  “Please leave them.  Many are the last of the pure bloodlines.  Let them go.  I can still get the queen.” 
 
    “You and your purebred hounds are worthless to me now,” Pestilence said, waving a hand with the casualness of someone discarding a broken arrow.  “We know where she is, and her barghest will be distracted calling in the Valkyrie for a funeral.  I’ll simply use Buðlungr to subdue the feylord and take her for my own.” 
 
    “I can help,” Stars Flying Lightly said, hating the way his words sounded like begging.  As much as the queen had enraged him, she had occupied a soft spot in his heart for over seven centuries, and he had seen the confusion and fear in her eyes when he allowed Buðlungr’s illusion to fall away.  Whatever her crimes, he knew the woman did not deserve to be bound to Pestilence. 
 
    But Pestilence laughed.  “You?  You can’t fly, little lordling.  It would take you five hours to get to Willow,” he sneered.  “And then what?  You’ll…talk to her again?  We need her to breed.  I’ll take care of it—your services are no longer required.”  He waved a dismissive hand at him. 
 
    And, with his gesture, insects broke away from his body and spewed into the night in a swarming mass, slipping into the shadows and coalescing into a swarm that descended upon the party of wide-eyed braves in a cloud of buzzing blackness.  Stars Flying Lightly heard his men start to shriek even as the insects found him and started chewing, tearing at his eyes, his face, his belly, his back… 
 
    All around him, men were screaming, insects were roaring, feeding, friends were dying… 
 
    Not again, Stars Flying Lightly thought, on a wave of despair.  Great Spirit, not again. 
 
    “You said I could eat any of the ones who crossed us,” Stars Flying Lightly heard the jiaolong mutter through the roar of insects, watching with palpable disgust as the locusts picked at the screaming men on the ground. 
 
    “Next time,” Pestilence said, lazily holding one of the brightly-colored insects in his palm and watching it wander across the back of his hand.  “I had a bone to pick with—” 
 
    A bolt of lightning approximately the size of a house hit the ground near Stars Flying Lightly’s head, and the concussive blast of thunder exploded the insects feeding on his body. 
 
    Out of the lightning walked a tall Athabascan man, his lithe body dressed in dancer’s spandex and his long black hair done in a thick braid that dragged the ground.  “I thought I smelled you on my continent, insect,” the man said, making a face.  “Did you think I wouldn’t notice the drinking horn I won from you was diseased?” 
 
    Pestilence dropped the insect and his eyes went wide.  “Oh shi—” 
 
    A moment later, lightning flashed again, this time right down the center of Pestilence’s silver-scrolled hat, bursting the insects there in a massive puff of fire and dust. 
 
    “Thankfully, I didn’t use it,” the tall Athabascan man said, derisively wiping bug dust from his legs, “Though my usual house-sitter developed a very strong aversion to rain and lightning and can’t even go outside during storms.  Her shrink says it’s incurable.  When did you start dealing in mental disease, you disgusting cockroach?” 
 
    The Athabascan man—Thunderbird, he realized, in awe—hesitated to look down at Stars Flying Lightly, who was huddled in near-fleshless incoherence on the ground at his feet.  Making a sniff of disdain, he stepped over him and went to the cooler to grab a beer. 
 
    “Guinness?  Ugh.  Have you mortals no taste buds?”  He threw the black bottle aside, unopened, and went digging deeper, eventually coming back with a Pepsi.  Grunting, he flipped the tab and broke the seal, watching the surviving bugs slowly creep back together across the sand.  Glancing almost curiously at Stars Flying Lightly, who was healing slowly, but still too wounded to move, he took a big swig of soda and said, “What did you do to piss off Pestil—” 
 
    He was halfway through the last word when a gigantic, car-sized serpent’s mouth descended upon him and snatched him off the ground, throwing him in the air and catching him in big blue jaws like an orca playing with a penguin.  A moment later, Thunderbird disappeared down the jiaolong’s gullet, the only clue that he had been there a moment before that of a blue can of soda dropping to the sand by Stars Flying Lightly’s head to chug out brown liquid into the sand, along with a spray of blood that sizzled with electricity. 
 
    Instantly, lightning started crackling down around them, hitting the ground in arcs, slamming into the jiaolong’s head again and again and again… 
 
    Seeing Pestilence still crawling back together, knowing it was his only chance to escape, Stars Flying Lightly couldn’t find the strength to stand.  He moaned and flopped into the sand, much of his skin and muscle torn away.  Around him, all of his men were piles of bones, not having the regenerative powers of a lord to keep them alive. 
 
    I failed them all, Stars Flying Lightly thought, the knowledge tearing at his soul.  They trusted me to bring them vengeance, and I brought them death and failure instead… 
 
    Distantly, he noticed the insects coalescing again, barely hearing the lightning flashes roiling out over the water as the jiaolong retreated out into the sea.  I deserve to die for this, Stars Flying Lightly thought.  I led my men to their deaths with promises of life.  He no longer wanted to live. 
 
    Something grabbed him by the back of the shirt and yanked him off the sand.  Svartr Buðlungr’s face was suddenly filling up his vision.  “I’m going to do you a favor, young man,” Buðlungr said.  “And you’re going to release me from the binding Pestilence gave you so I can go home.” 
 
    Stars Flying Lightly hesitated. 
 
    “If there’s one thing that I have a soft side for,” the Duke of the Nightlands said, as he bit himself and used the blood to begin drawing a circle in the air around them, severing a hole in Reality, leaving a Void criss-crossed with bright, multicolored lines beyond it, “it’s the naïve mistakes of youths in love.”  He cocked his head at Stars Flying Lightly, “That, and I’d rather lose my cock to a barghest than serve the god of disease.”  Over the waves, the jiaolong breached the ocean suddenly, thrashing, and a gigantic black bird clawed its way from its mouth, lightning still slamming down onto the serpent’s head in a wicked corona of electricity.  The jiaolong grabbed it by a leg before it could fully get clear, and they fell back into the ocean together, their thrashing sending waves up over the beach, displacing the locusts. 
 
    “I want your word,” Svartr Buðlungr said, turning back.  “I realize now it wasn’t you who masterminded this mess.  You clearly had no idea what you’d befriended.  I help you get that queen in Willow, boy, you send me home.  I want nothing to do with this, after seeing what he did to Nökkvi.  You get her, our deal is complete, you cut all ties from me and let me go, no hard feelings.  You’ll be in your own kind of hell, dealing with Pestilence, and that’s enough for me.” 
 
    The Duke of the Nightlands watched Stars Flying Lightly beside his open portal, waiting. 
 
    “Take me to her,” Stars Flying Lightly managed, through a bug-ravaged windpipe.   
 
    The words weren’t very intelligible, but Svartr Buðlungr must have caught the drift.  He grabbed Stars Flying Lightly by the leg, and, with one more glance at the locusts that were even then beginning to climb into a human form, tugged them both into the Void. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15: Sundered Calm 
 
    “What do you mean, there’s nothing there for you to take?” Björn asked, feeling as if his feet had slid out from under him, despite the fact the frigid, greenish water continued to meander slowly about his waist. 
 
    Gunvor glanced back at the boat, looking truly confused.  “You can’t feel it?  It’s empty.  Lifeless.” 
 
    Björn’s heart skipped a beat.  Then, fisting his hands, he said, “Check again.” 
 
    Helka snorted.  “Odinson wants us to check again.  We don’t bow to you, little man.”  She tilted her head cruelly.  “In fact, as I remember, you—” 
 
    “Go check again,” Gunfor said to Helka. 
 
    Helka and Signe glanced at each other, then made faces and stalked back across the water to jump back into the boat.  Björn watched as they moved around Jessie in the towering flames, their bodies almost blending into the fire.  After they’d left, Gunfor crouched beside Björn, the fiery wings buoying her feet keeping her boots just touching the water at his waist.  The motion put them at eye-level.  “The years have not been kind to you, Nökkvi.  You smell…”  She leaned close, sniffing, then wrinkled her nose.  “Human.” 
 
    Björn went stiff all over, but didn’t flinch from her.  “Go find the couch-man and take him to Ásgarðr.”   
 
    “I told you,” Gunfor said, “there was no soul in that boat.”  She was squinting at Björn, looking curious.  “But you…” 
 
    “You’re here for Jessie, you fire-fucking bitch,” Björn snarled, allowing some of the shadows to roll from his body as he turned to bare his teeth in her face, “You want me, you’ll have to fight for it.”  He smiled viciously, only inches from her.  “And I’ll happily fuck your eye sockets bloody and shit on your corpse for old times’ sake.”  His hands were balled into fists under the water, and it was everything he could do not to grab Gunfor by the throat, yank her off her fiery perch, and start pounding her face into a paste. 
 
    Gunfor looked taken aback.  “Nökkvi, do you not remember the—” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to talk to Freyja’s hórur,” Björn snapped.  “Take Jessie of Nowhere to the afterlife or I will rip those wings off your feet and do your job for you.” 
 
    A frown formed on the she-bitch’s face.  “Nökkvi, Odin and Freyja wait for you to complete your task—”   
 
    “Odin doesn’t want me anymore,” Björn snapped.  He tightened his brutish, animal fingers into fists.  “He’s made it clear enough.  Give Jessie my place in Valhöll.  He deserves it more than me.” 
 
    Gunfor was watching him very closely by the time Helka and Signe returned, sneering.  “Still nothing.  Shall we take the beast back, instead?  Brynhilder’s throne has spot for him and she’s always had a fancy for pet barghests…” 
 
    “Stop, Signe,” Gunfor said, watching Björn warily, “he’s confused.” 
 
    Signe laughed.  “What else is new of the Odinsons?” 
 
    Brynhilder’s throne… Björn thought, remembering the last time he’d seen his friend, chained in misery to Brynhilder’s throne, watching him escape in mute silence as Björn slipped out of Guðrhöll in the ultimate act of cowardice. 
 
    “What happened to Eirik?” Björn whispered.  It came out on an inhuman chest-rattle that made the water around him freeze. 
 
    Gunfor stood slowly, looking uncomfortable.   
 
    “Wait.  He doesn’t know we…” Helka said, frowning at Gunfor. 
 
    But it was Signe who laughed cruelly and said, “You wanna know what happened to your cockless war buddy?  We bent him over and fucked him until he begged for mercy like all you sniveling cowards and we sent him home.  Last I heard, they killed him because he couldn’t stop peeing himself whenever the wenches came to serve him mead.” 
 
    Signe was halfway through a laugh when Björn’s fist lunged out of the water and he grabbed her by a fiery leg and yanked her off her feet. 
 
    “What the—” Helka cried, as she and Gunfor reached over their shoulders for their swords. 
 
    But Björn didn’t hear anything else because he had taken the Valkyrie under the water and fully transformed into the Nightlander beast.  The greenish tributary simultaneously boiled and became ice sheets between their combined energies as Björn wrapped his animal fists around Signe’s delicate throat and started to ram her head into the gravelly riverbed, roaring that rattling predator scream, splashing sheaves of water in arcs into the forest and over the onlookers as he slung her body around like a rag doll. 
 
    His vision blurred and went red in his rage, and somewhere in the middle of carving a new riverbed with Signe’s face and her sisters tearing him off of her, Björn had started mindlessly screaming, “Die!  Die!  Die!  Diiee!!” 
 
    By the time Gunfor’s boot finally kicked him in the head hard enough to make him roll away, Björn was seeing nothing but crimson fury.  He snarled and started towards Signe again, oblivious to her sisters, but the Valkyrie general lowered her flaming sword between them, scowling at him, forcing him to stop or be skewered. 
 
    “Get her out of here!” Gunfor snapped over her shoulder at Helka, who was holding an unconscious Signe by her arms.  Seeing her face again, Björn started to walk around Gunfor, once more powered by a rush of total rage.  Gunfor deftly stepped between them, warding him off with her sword.  “Go!”   
 
    Helka hesitated a moment longer, then, with an unhappy look at Gunfor, dragged Signe back up the column of smoke and into the heavens. 
 
    Then Gunfor, the last Valkyrie remaining to have answered his call to Ásgarðr, was pacing slowly around Björn, keeping her flaming sword between them.  “Eirik is fine, Odinson.  Signe was teasing you.” 
 
    But Björn knew she wasn’t teasing.  He had been there.  He had experienced it.  He knew that, in all the time that had passed, they would have broken his friend, snapped his mind like a dry twig.  And, seeing Signe, that greatest tormentor of all, escape, he lunged. 
 
    Gunfor rammed her sword through his chest and held him there, gagging as his insides sizzled, so she could yank him close.  “A truce was called—you remember?!” she shouted into his face, “We sent Eirik home in exchange for Valhöll’s prisoners.  Don’t tell me you don’t remember.  You were there.” 
 
    “Lies!” Björn snarled, viciously hurling Gunfor to one side.  He pulled her sword from his chest and snapped it in half over a knee, his shadows already sealing the wound, then tossed the flaming metal into the water, where the river became a massive column of steam.  “All you bitches lie.” 
 
    “It was the Pact!” Gunfor snapped, dancing out of his reach.  “The one sealed by you and Mardöll at the boundary between our Realms.  Two lives into one.  Two realms into one.  Freyja and Odin called a truce until we could see if peace could be made!” 
 
    Björn scowled at her, still easing himself closer through the water, hoping to get within arm’s-reach of the sword-witch.  “Peace?” he laughed.  “You hórur know no such word.” 
 
    Infuriatingly, Gunfor kept dancing out of reach of his claws.  “You don’t remember?” she demanded.  “How could you not remember?!” 
 
    “Remember what?!” Björn shouted, swiping at a flaming leg.   
 
    “Your fight with Pestilence!” 
 
    Remembering the wall of insects inside of the Wal-Mart, Björn laughed.  “I got first blood.” 
 
    But Gunfor frowned.  “First blood…  No, you were sent to stop him eight centuries ago after he killed one of Freyja’s chosen and he—” 
 
    “And stop running so I can carve out your soul and eat it while I shit on your dickless remains!” 
 
    Gunfor’s eyes widened.  “You’ve lost your mind.”  She started backing towards the ship and the column of smoke and fire, which was even then headed into the deeper water.  “Freyja be merciful, the Pact’s still unsealed and you’ve lost your mind…”   
 
    “I’ll show you whose mind is lost when I put my claws through it,” Björn laughed in a rage.  He waded out after her, sloshing through water over his shoulders, unable to feel anything but his fury. 
 
    Gunfor backed up some more, hopping aboard the fiery boat with Jessie’s corpse.  “They said you’d probably succumbed to the isolation, but I’d still hoped…”  Then she was in the pillar of smoke, watching him.  “So many had hoped…” 
 
    “Get off the boat and fight me, she-bitch!” Björn snarled, his too-heavy Thirdlander bulk—a bulk not built for swimming—thrashing the water in a frenzy to get to her before she could escape.  He grabbed the vessel with both hands, ready to haul himself out of the water and fight her in the fiery remains of his brethren. 
 
    The Valkyrie gave him one last, pitying look, then took the smoke-wreathed tunnel back to Ásgarðr.  Realizing she was going to leave without his friend, Björn screamed as her image flickered amidst the smoke as she moved up the column.  “No!” he shouted up at her, climbing into the fire-shrouded vessel despite the blaze.  He grabbed Jessie’s charred corpse and held it up between them as the flame seared his own skin.  “Take him!”  It was as much a plea as a command, buoyed by fear and panic that he had ruined Jessie’s chances of an afterlife by not having the self-control to avoid a fight.  “Come back here and take him!  Please!” 
 
    The Valkyrie’s flickers receded up the smoke pillar until they had disappeared against the hazy green midnight sky overhead. 
 
    Realizing that the Valkyrie were gone and Jessie would never grace the halls of Valhöll, Björn had a moment of strange and total stillness fall over him as the boat around him crackled and burned. 
 
    Then, looking down at the crisped and headless corpse he now cradled in his arms, its soul broken and abandoned, the only person who had seemed interested in helping him in centuries now just charred meat, Björn felt something in his mind snap. 
 
    “Done!” he screamed, throwing the corpse to the burning pyre at his feet.  “I’m done!”  He started tearing at the rune that Odin had buried in his chest upon his acceptance to Valhöll, the glyph-marked scar just above the nipple.  He sliced away skin, then the flesh, then, as the gray-black nugget of stone started to appear, he found it with his taloned fingers and ripped it out. 
 
    ODINSON the blood-soaked rune read. 
 
    Björn snapped it in half—to a resounding boom of shimmering Ásgarðr magic that hurled outward in all directions like a volcano’s shockwave, a dangerous thunder at the affront he’d just shown the gods.  Björn didn’t care—he was beyond caring.  This, after everything else that had been done to him, was the last straw.  He dropped the shattered token on the corpse, then picked up a burning mass of gold and hurled it into the column of smoke at the departing Valkyrie.  “Never again!  Done!  You hear me?!  Done!  Tell that fucker Odin I’m never coming back!  I’d rather be unmanned by the twisted spawn of Loki than see that abominable hall again!” 
 
    And then, in his grief and rage, still receiving no answer for his torment, Björn screamed and started ripping apart the useless pyre, the gifts, and the dead man, casting their sizzling pieces into the river.  So complete was his torment that he simply stopped thinking, riding that wave of unspeakable anguish in a howling fugue.  Anguish for his home, his brother, his comrades, his new friend, his life…   He had just finished breaking apart the last of the bottles of alcohol when something tapped him on the shoulder and he turned. 
 
    A tall, handsome, wiry, swarthy, and square-jawed Jessie stood behind him, covered in odd black knot tattoos, dressed in a flowing black and green robe of the Nightlands, arms crossed over his chest, looking amused.  Björn’s mouth fell open. 
 
    Then the skinny man in the boat with him sighed, reached back, and as Björn stared at there in daft incomprehension, Jessie hurled a punch at Björn’s chest that had the velocity of an asteroid impact.  He felt Jessie’s fist go through him, then, before he had a chance to comprehend that, there was another massive explosion that had made his rune-breaking seem pale in comparison, and he was sailing backwards out of the boat, tumbling and skipping across the water like a flat stone.  Then he was skidding under the water, sending up a spray like one of Bonnie’s ‘Jet-Skis’ as his momentum continued to fling him across the mighty Susitna river, but under its surface.  He descended in that air bubble until the walls of gray river water towered over him and his head contacted something unspeakably huge and uncompromisingly hard about twelve feet under the surface.  Björn, brought to a sudden mind-numbing halt after exhausting himself in his tantrum to the gods, shuddered and went still as the dirty glacial water folded back overhead to envelope him. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Björn woke face-down on a gravel riverbank, icy water lapping at his legs and abdomen, the noon sun blazing down on his unprotected skin, his head still pounding from hitting the underwater boulder.  He gagged, and water rushed from his lungs where there should have been air.  He coughed until he could breathe again, then lay, panting, stunned that he yet again alive when he should be dead. 
 
    Cursed, he thought.  Cursed to undeath. 
 
    Could he, somewhere along his twisted path, have become a draugr without knowing it?  The spirits of such creatures were often unaware of their transitions, their minds filled with only greed and hate. 
 
    …and he had just broken his runestone and attacked the Valkyrie. 
 
    But he had never thought himself to hate with such vehemence that it would bring him back from the dead. 
 
    If I were a draugr, I wouldn’t hurt this much.  Groaning, Björn lifted his head and looked around. 
 
    The river was completely unfamiliar to him, a cluster of sinuous gray waterways that snaked together over a massive delta of sand and dirt, dotted with patches of trees and twisted piles of driftwood, much bigger than the river rushing past the Deshka Landing.  He blinked, wiping sand from his face.  The last thing he remembered was being trapped on the bottom of the mighty Susitna River, struggling against the powerful current as it dragged him, rolling along the bottom, for miles… 
 
    Because the sun hurt and he could smell his own charred flesh from unknown hours of being exposed to it, Björn groaned and crawled up the riverbank and into the woods beyond.  There, as the shadows cooled him, he tried to recall what had happened to him.  He vaguely remembered a fight, then some sort of explosion… 
 
    Jessie.  But, remembering that strange skinny body, the slightly taller build, the black knotwork tattoos… 
 
    Was that really Jessie?  He had seemed…different.  More confident.  More masculine.  More sensual.  Less…mundane.  Even, perhaps, more intelligent.  Remembering the couch-man’s timid, jiggling countenance, and how wildly it contrasted the man’s brief seconds of smug knowing right before he’d punched him, Björn had to wonder if Jessie was draugr.  He certainly had experienced an unfortunate end, but Björn hadn’t seen the material obsessions in life that were associated with draugr in death.  In fact, Jessie of Nowhere had insisted on paying for everything, despite the fact that Björn could have just taken it. 
 
    Björn shook himself, allowing the shadows of his hiding place to refresh him.  Jessie could wait—the first thing he needed to do was figure out where he was.  Bonnie, his mate gifted to him by the gods, was alone and untended.  And he had no idea how much time had passed since Jessie’s funeral.  He could have been rolling along that river bottom for days and not known it until his body finally surfaced and his lungs could spit out the water they’d been carrying. 
 
    Standing to get a better view over the forest shrubbery, Björn surveyed his surroundings.  He grimaced when he realized he was he had woken on one of the many islands of the river delta, not actually at the river’s edge.  He squinted out at the vast gray expanse of cold, swiftly-moving glacial runoff.  The idea of getting back in the water to reach the other side didn’t particularly appeal to him, since his Third-Lander body was too heavy to stay above the surface, and the river was much broader here than it was at the Deshka Landing.  Perhaps he could wait for one of those flat-bottomed Firstlander ‘boats’ to come ripping up the river on its iron horses. 
 
    Then another, much more important thing occurred to him. 
 
    Jessie had beat him in a fight.  A couch-man.  A solver of problems.  A scholar. 
 
    True, it had been an ambush, but Jessie had merely punched him, once, and Björn had lost consciousness like one of those beardless, fruit-drinking weaklings that Bonnie had showed him at the ‘Mall’. 
 
    Björn felt his eyes widen in horror as he considered that.  First losing to a Fury, then to a group of Valkyrie, then to a couch-man?  His manliness was now fully in question. 
 
    True, he was trapped in the body of a beast, which limited his capabilities, but somehow Jessie—pale, jiggly Jessie—had transformed into a creature capable of delivering a single blow with the power to unman him. 
 
    Which meant it wasn’t Jessie.  It couldn’t have been Jessie.  Jessie was the weakling.  Björn couldn’t have lost. 
 
    Which meant it had to be Pestilence.  Or that Fury, using another guise.  Or maybe even Gunvor, sneaking up on him when his back was turned.  Yes, that was more likely.  One of Freyja’s wing-footed hórur.  He’d just been in such grief and shock that it looked like Jessie.  Somehow. 
 
    He scrunched his brow as he tried to remember the face of his opponent.  It hadn’t been right—the tattoos alone were unlike Jessie, more like the symbols of a magus of the Night Court, but full-body like a barghest’s stripes instead of the magus’s deliberate power points of the temples, chest, or hands.  Jessie’s book-licking intelligence had still been vivid in the doppelganger’s eyes—now a vivid green instead of the dull gray-green of before—but he’d been leaner, almost like the stinking, greasy, meatless monks one wouldn’t even waste jaw strength on eating up in the Himalayas.  And the confidence…  That had been wrong.  The doppelganger had oozed a strong, vibrant masculinity, completely unlike the timid cuckolded burger-flipper that Björn had grown to view as a brother.  And considering how often Jessie ranted against violence, the punch itself had been strange, almost as if it had come from a Fury. 
 
    So it had to be Pestilence.  Pestilence could take any shape, any form… 
 
    It was the only explanation for why Björn lost that fight.   
 
    No, he reminded himself, it hadn’t been a fight, it had been an ambush, and Pestilence had taken that moment to introduce false memories, punching through his chest, flooding him with power, making him think it was Jessie.  That was why his memories of the face were wrong.  It had been a mask.  And now Pestilence could do as he wished with Bonnie and her delightful stud hound.  Damn the Valkyrie’s winged feet!  They’d distracted him, and even now Bonnie’s mind might be twisted, warped…  Or perhaps she wouldn’t remember him at all!  Pestilence was adept at manipulating or removing memories altogether. 
 
    Which meant all the ‘concessions’ and ‘compromises’ he had made would be for naught because one could not trust the mind or memories of one corrupted by the patron of disease. 
 
    And yet he could do nothing, trapped here as he was on this deserted river island, hemmed in by deep, too-swift water.  He did a circuit around it, but the island had no driftwood from which to make a raft, no way to aid in a crossing, so he had no choice but to wait for a passing boat as the sun continued its slow journey overhead.  The longer he waited, the more his anger for his helplessness in the situation boiled out of his body and flooded the ground around him, freezing the trees, mosses, and shrubbery nearby to crystalline rigidity that shattered as he paced back and forth under the birch trees.   
 
    Björn was working himself up into a rage when he heard the telltale engine buzz of a ‘riverboat’ headed down the Susitna towards him.  He immediately parted the foliage to meet the boat on the shore, snapping the frozen undergrowth away into thousands of tiny crystal shards as he hurried down to the sandy beach with a roar. 
 
    He was so angry, in fact, that the sun’s pain was a mere irritation, his skin only smoking a little bit when he waved down the two older men in blocky red duckbilled hats riding up the river in their little green ‘boat.’  They pulled out of the main river reluctantly, turning to talk to each other, and their eyes went wide as they saw him up close. 
 
    “Well hey there sir,” one of them said, in almost a stutter, “did you get caught in a forest fire or something?”  They were looking at the island’s paltry tufts of trees for evidence of wildfire. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Björn said, wading out to the boat and grabbing it by the prow.  “Take me to the Deshka Landing.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh, we’re actually headed the opposite—” 
 
    Björn climbed into the boat, his body so heavy it almost upset the flimsy metal bathtub.  “You will take me to the Deshka Landing or I will eat you,” Björn said, smiling to show the humans his predator’s smile.  The two men immediately stopped talking.  The man driving the metal horses swallowed hard, put the engine in reverse, and got them headed back up the river in silence. 
 
    Twenty minutes into the trip, one of the men cleared his throat and said, “That looks painful.” 
 
    “What does?” Björn barked, tearing his attention from the swirling gray route ahead of them and snapping it to the small, fat-bellied man. 
 
    The man swallowed and pointed at Björn.  Frowning, Björn looked down, and it took him a moment to realize the man was pointing at his smoking skin. 
 
    “I’ve learned to ignore it,” Björn said, returning his attention to the river ahead.  “How long until we reach the Deshka Landing?” 
 
    The two men glanced at each other.  “Uhhh,” the one driving the metal horses said.  His eyes slid up and down Björn’s great body and swallowed again.  “With the added…weight…about two hours.” 
 
    “This is only a forty horse,” the man seated on the bench closest to Björn said hastily.  “We’re honestly lucky we’re moving at all.” 
 
    Björn grunted.  “Give me your jacket.”  His skin was starting to itch, now that he thought about it, and the smell of burnt flesh was starting to annoy him. 
 
    “Oh we got a spare, here.”  Entranced by the smoke coming off Björn’s body, the closest man pulled a big, padded orange vest from under the bench and handed it to Björn.  The orange vest was much too bulky for comfort, but at least it blocked some of the sun. 
 
    “Is this what passes for armor nowadays?” Björn demanded, rolling his shoulders where the jacket’s tiny puffed-up armholes pinched him.  “It’s tight.”  He wasn’t about to show his ignorance and say that it wouldn’t stop an arrow, however, because Bonnie had made it clear to him that the world—and its technologies—had changed dramatically since his time with the Víkingar. 
 
    The two plaid-clad men in the boat glanced at each other.  “Uh…just needs to be adjusted…” the closest man said.  He swallowed hard and gingerly—almost as if he expected Björn to break his arms for the attempt—reached out to start adjusting straps on the garishly colored orange vest until it fit less snugly around Björn’s shoulders. 
 
    “Now it’s loose,” Björn complained.  “And it doesn’t cover the chest.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to snap it shut in front,” the guy said, reaching to do so. 
 
    “Leave it,” Björn said, batting his hand away.  “Too restrictive.  If I must fight Pestilence, I want my arms free.” 
 
    The man opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but a quick head-jerk from the hairy human driving the ‘boat’ made him cut off his words with a cough.  “You got it, buddy.”  He leaned back to give his copious stomach extra room, looking vaguely uncomfortable. 
 
    Time passed.  Björn tried not to think about how hungry he was now that he had—yet again—risen from the dead. 
 
    Eventually, the bearded man closest to him leaned forward over his copious stomach again and, almost timidly, lowered his voice and said, “Uh…so uh…what are you?”  Instantly, he winced and backtracked.  “I mean, not really my business, you don’t wanna tell me that’s fine.” 
 
    Björn turned and squinted down at the human who was wasting his time.  “I am a former warrior of Odin trapped in the body of a barghest of the Third Lands, apparently doomed to the life of a draugr if my current state of unlife is any indication.” 
 
    The man leaned back, looking him over appreciatively.  “I was gonna say necromancer.” 
 
    Björn made a full-body jerk of disgust.  “Those ballless skull-faced sadists with their cold, undead harems?  Do I look like I fuck frigid corpses to you?” 
 
    The man’s bushy white eyebrows went up.  “Uh, no sir.” 
 
    “Let Loki fuck corpses.  Like any good son of Odin, I like my women warm.”  Björn made a disgusted snort and let a little bit of the Thirdlander chest-rattle escape in his displeasure at being compared to a magus with a death-fetish. 
 
    Then Björn remembered he was no longer one of Odin’s Chosen and he felt himself deflate.  Not Odinson, cursed to undeath, doomed to chase a woman who wanted nothing to do with him, trapped in the body of a beast… 
 
    It just didn’t make sense.  Why had the gods cursed him this way?  What had he done to deserve such injustice? 
 
    Then, as it always did, it struck him with the impact of Thor’s mighty hammer—he’d abandoned Valhöll.  He’d dropped Skofnung and walked away.  Of course Odin hated him.  He was serving as an unlucky example to those fools who might do the same. 
 
    Then he remembered Gunfor’s scream into his face as he sizzled on her blade.  “A truce was called—you remember?!”  She had made it sound as if Odin and Freyja had come to terms…and the union between himself and his mate would seal the fate of the realms. 
 
    Not exactly what he remembered, but then again, the Valkyrie were dishonorable mind-fucking wenches who needed to die screaming on a man’s blade a thousand times in a thousand different ways to make up for the depraved things they had done to him and his brothers. 
 
    Unbidden, he heard her desperate cry, “Your fight with Pestilence!” 
 
    Björn hadn’t exactly considered ripping off the bug’s head as a ‘fight,’ but more foreplay.   
 
    Foreplay.  Despite himself, Björn jerked as the word sparked a strange memory of himself in his Odinson form, standing in an ancient villa, looking down at the blood spattered across the flagstones, surrounding the meager pile of ashes within the pentagram.  He remembered he was supposed to have a partner, supposed to have someone at his side, but he had left Freyja’s weakling behind, not about to be weighed down by a woman.  “No, Nökkvi, don’t go alone…!”  He remembered closing the portal without her, hunting down the scene of the ritual on foot.  He remembered a glorious French villa, grape vines creeping up the sides, a beautiful Roman fountain bubbling beside a charred mark on the courtyard.  Björn remembered squatting, reaching down to touch the blood… 
 
    …and behind him, a voice, cool and confident.  “They send a lone warrior to fight a magus?  They must want you to get fucked.  Consider this foreplay, my pet.”  Björn had drawn Skofnung and swiveled, confident, ready to end the rogue magus, but the speaker had already closed the distance with an inhuman speed of no mortal magus, and surge of gold energy overwhelmed his mind, instead. 
 
    Björn twitched, the odd flash catching him off guard.  Unwittingly, he remembered what Gunfor had told him.  “…you were sent to stop him eight centuries ago after he killed one of Freyja’s chosen…” 
 
    But that was impossible.  He’d spent the last eight centuries banished to body of a beast for dropping Skofnung at Odin’s feet. 
 
    Almost immediately upon having that thought, he had another strange image flash across the front of his mind.  Skofnung…falling at the booted feet of a stranger.  A strange hand, picking it up with a rune-embroidered rag.  Björn, helpless, dropping to his knees, the golden timepiece falling from his hand. 
 
    “Ah, you found it for me.”  The dark-skinned man had retrieved the timepiece, twirling it around his finger by its chain as he smiled.  “It has sentimental value, you understand.” 
 
    Björn remembered the man’s back as he walked away, Skofnung’s blade peeking from under his arm as he carried it.  Stopping in the doorway of the magnificent villa, Skofnung under his arm, the stranger had said to someone within, “And now that I’ve dealt with our little interruption, what should I do with you, meddler?  My instincts say to make the Odinson cut off your head, but that’s so…uninteresting.  I’ve been dabbling in the arts of the mind lately, and I’d say I’ve gotten rather good, maybe even better than a feylord.  Care to give it a whirl?” 
 
    “Fuck you, pest,” had been the impertinent reply from the man in the other room.  “You don’t have the balls.” 
 
    But that was impossible.  Björn remembered relinquishing his sword to Odin, he remembered leaving Valhöll and the never-ending battle of Hjaðningavíg because eventually they would want him to kill Eirik.  He remembered… 
 
    Perhaps he simply had the order of the memories wrong.  Perhaps he had lost Skofnung in a battle in the First Realm, then had retrieved it and returned it to Odin before abandoning Valhöll in shame. 
 
    Then the eerily cold, cruel words came to him like a whisper from the past, “What do you fancy, Odinson?  Vampire?  No, too fancy.  And a Jötnar would be an improvement.  But a seductor is just cruel…  How about a barghest?” 
 
    But he remembered Odin making him a barghest.  He remembered Odin reaching forth with a gloved hand… 
 
    Odin, Björn realized with a start, didn’t wear gloves. 
 
    But he clearly remembered Odin’s black leather riding gloves as they touched his temples, remembered the gold energy flowing through him as Odin chanted his incantation… 
 
    But Odin didn’t need incantations to make his magic.  Odin was magic. 
 
    The contradictions threatened to unspool his mind into a tangled knot of insanity.  Grimacing, Björn turned his thoughts back to that of his mate in order to keep from going mad.  If Pestilence had been the one to punch him in the boat, Björn didn’t have much time.  Every second he waited was a chance he gave the demigod to destroy her like he had destroyed so many others… 
 
    By the time the riverboat rounded the final corner of the Susitna and Björn could see the tranquil greenish waters of the Deshka Landing cradled by towering gravel embankments ahead, Björn’s mind had worked itself into a frenzy.  When they grew closer to the ramp and he smelled blood, however, he lost what little control he had.  He jumped out of the boat and charged up the gravel strip to the boat launch area where he had left Mardöll. 
 
    Immediately, the smell of sun-tainted blood and rotting viscera assailed his senses in an unmistakable blast.  The tables of alcohol were still where he had left them, but the cloth tents overhead were shredded, the bottles broken and scattered, the reek of mead and whiskey almost drowning out the stink of fear and bullets and blood. 
 
    His woman’s blood. 
 
    Sure, he could smell the blood of others—many others—but it was Bonnie’s blood that stopped him cold.  He found her chair, torn to pieces by bullets and strewn across the gravel in pieces, the once-colorful canvas colored in brown stains.  Björn squatted and picked up a piece.  There was no mistake the heady smell of her blood.  Old blood. 
 
    He stood, glancing around.  More bloodstains covered the torn and twisted tents and chairs.  Bullets had torn up the tables, the booze, the rocks… 
 
    Another waft of putrefying dead flesh caught Björn like a Valkyrie’s boot to his gut.  Tense, he looked up the gravel hill, where blood spatter and bullet holes marked the road back up to the open-air boat-storage lot of the Deshka Landing.  With dread in his soul, now, Björn followed the smell of his mate’s blood to the plateau above.  He found spatters of it here and there, weaving back and forth up the hill, a rich and carnal warmth surrounded by splashes of weak and terror-permeated human blood.  The ground was riddled with the smell of bullets and old gunfire.  And fear.  Lots of fear. 
 
    At the top of the hill, Björn found the rows of boats torn and toppled, the spatters of blood stark against the sides of fiberglass river vessels and aluminum barges.  And the bullets…  So many bullets.  They had torn the metal into unrecognizable shreds. 
 
    His mate’s blood followed a path through the storage area and back to the gated entrance.  The gates had been torn asunder, the small store beside the broken barriers now a smoldering ruin. 
 
    Out on the road, blocking entrance to the Deshka Landing, was a familiar black SUV, upside down on the asphalt—now a burned-out husk.  Beyond that, yellow caution tape kept out passerby. 
 
    Getting another hint of his mate’s blood on the wind, Björn twisted and followed her path as it wove into the forest to the right of the gate, abandoning the road to plunge into the trees.  He found her blood more readily, here, covering the plants she had struggled through. 
 
    The stink of bodies hit him again from straight ahead, much stronger now, and Björn hurried his pace, slapping the bloodstained alders and willows out of his face as he stumbled through the thick forest undergrowth. 
 
    And then, in a sudden thinning of the forest, the alders gave way to birch, the forest floor opened up, and Björn stumbled to a halt, stunned by what he saw. 
 
    Corpses littered the forest floor in haphazard heaps.  Dozens of them, the countless bodies stacked atop each other in piles, dressed in both black and civilian colors, many with their bodies torn apart, their organs exposed and covered in flies. 
 
    And there, amidst the carnage, he found her. 
 
    Or, rather, what was left of her. 
 
    Björn stumbled to a halt in the middle of the destruction, unable to see past the single pool of blood at his feet.  Her blood.  So much blood it soaked the mosses underneath a solid crimson that still hadn’t dried, the silver-blue of her magic still clear to his Thirdlander sight.   
 
    Too much blood.  A death’s worth of blood. 
 
    And, despite the depression still compressing the mosses where it had lain for untold hours or even days, Bonnie’s body was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: Fantasies 
 
    “Oh my gawd just make it end,” Bonnie muttered, holding her temples in her fingers.  Out in the river, the barghest was in the middle of committing arson in front of a crowd of curious—and snickering—outdoorsmen.  Any minute now, she could see the cops or fire department showing up, or worse.  Bonnie ground her temples with her fingers, refusing to look as Björn sloshed accelerant over the corpse and its ‘gifts’.  “This is a nightmare.”  Her head was pounding—she’d slammed back several glasses of hard liquor to put her in the proper mindset to set an entire boatload of riches on fire—and the last two days of dancing to the barghest’s inane, stupid whims as he doggedly pursued his goal to pointlessly set millions of dollars on fire had been seared in her memory as, quite possibly, the worst two days of her life.  Worse than getting shot and operated on without anesthetic, for sure. 
 
    “On the plus side,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, as the barghest lit the floating monstrosity and the first burst of flames roared towards the sky, “At least it will be over soon.” 
 
    At least it would be over soon.  Then Bonnie caught herself repeating the feylord’s suggestion with a mental twitch.  “Stop doing that,” she muttered.   
 
    “Can’t,” the feylord replied, for the thousandth time.  Which was true, he couldn’t.  Maybe.  Dammit.  Bonnie took another huge swig of hundred-dollar-a-bottle whiskey from her red plastic cup as she scanned the ‘party’ around them.  It was rather pathetic—just a bunch of fisherman milling around, drinking hard liquor and eating last-minute catering.  Out in the river, Björn was waist-deep in the greenish water, fiddling with the ‘boat’ that was piled with enough gold and valuables that she could’ve used it to buy nine condos. 
 
    Or maybe a hitman who specialized in barghest, vampire lords, Furies, and Inquisitors. 
 
    “I can’t handle much more of this crap,” Bonnie said, having to turn away from the column of flames before she lost her mind.  “A month ago, I was making fourteen bucks an hour as a nurse’s assistant, and he’s out there burning like three million dollars like it’s pocket change, just poof.  Seriously.  Like three million.  For a stranger.”   
 
    “Historically, Odinsons have a propensity to get weirdly attached to people and things,” the feylord said, giving a commiserating nod as he continued to watch the flames.  “They’re much like very small children that way.” 
 
    “I bet he never had to work a day in his life,” she muttered.  She did a quick mental calculation, then decided she didn’t want to know how many hours it would have taken her to acquire that much wealth working at her last job wiping hardened shit from demented old men’s hairy assholes.  “Oh man.  I feel like I’m gonna puke.  Yep, gonna puke.  I’m hyperventilating.”  It was probably the alcohol.  She grabbed the feylord by his furry shoulder and leaned toward him to get away from the flames eating approximately one percent of her net wealth.  “Talk to me about something else,” she said into his dog-guised face.  “Anything else.” 
 
    “Anything, eh?”  A glint of mischievousness flickered in his brown doggy eyes. 
 
    “Anything,” she said, chancing another glance over her shoulder.  As the flames leapt higher, consuming the luxury shops’ distinctive jewelry bags, Bonnie groaned and looked away again before she was overcome with the urge to grab the nearby fire extinguisher and march out there to put an end to the carnage.  “Seriously, I can’t watch.  There’s gonna be a molten nugget of gold on the bottom of that creek bigger than my leg.  Distract me.  Quick.” 
 
    “Gold is just a rock, if you think about it.”  Then Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cocked his head.  “Though a very pretty rock that can be made into such exquisite things…”  He glanced back at her with a raised doggy brow.  “In fact, it’s rumored that the Lady of the Wind Clan has a set of golden dildos numerous enough to fill an entire room.” 
 
    Bonnie groaned.  “Golden dildos?!” she demanded, maybe a little too loud because she was pretty much drunk, but at this point, she was beyond caring.  “Who would use a golden dildo?!  That’s like trying to shake hands with a cheese grater.” 
 
    The closest fisherman—a ruggedly handsome, good-looking guy with a square jaw and a week’s worth of heavy brown stubble—glanced in her direction and held up a beer in tentative greeting, grinning at her quizzically over the open bottle.  He was only standing a couple feet away, facing the blaze, and it was clear he thought she was talking to him, since, gee, who would be talking to a dog about dildos?  Petrified despite the liquor-induced haze, Bonnie hid her face with an embarrassed hand and avoided eye contact, instead turning her attention back to her ‘dog’.  “Oh my gawd can this day get any worse?”  Even relaxed from the booze, her whole body was starting to shake with indignity that she was essentially enabling a monster to burn three million dollars’ worth of fancy jewelry because he had a man-crush on a waiter.  “Björn better help me find Masaaki after this or I’m de-nutting him.” 
 
    “Barghests are good candidates for de-nutting,” the feylord said idly.  Then he shrugged and added, “But they can also hunt a hummingbird through a busy city in the middle of the night with a ten-day late start.  He can find your yatagarasu.” 
 
    “He better,” she grumbled.  “Or his testicles are forfeit.”  She groped at the air with a cupped fist and clenched, hard, channeling her intense frustration from enduring the last two days of Viking neuroses in order to placate the otherwise uncontrollable beast.  “Like grapes.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen gave her fisted hand an appreciative look.  “Could get dangerous to de-nut a barghest alone.  Perhaps you’d let me tie him up first?” 
 
    “Ooh,” Bonnie said, thinking of about three million things she’d like to do to a tied-up barghest who had insisted on burning a fortune’s worth of luxury items or face collateral damage.  Then she made a face, remembering him breaking her house with his foot.  “Too bad anything we use to tie him down would snap the moment he twitched.”  As would, she realized, anything she tied him to. 
 
    “Not necessarily!” the dog-shaped-feylord said with a surge of excitement.  He dug into his furry side and retrieved a luminescent green coil of what looked like fishing line with one paw.  He dropped it into her palm, where it felt as light as air and had a vague buzz against her skin.  “It’s called faewire,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen continued as she squinted at it.  “Completely unbreakable, unless you use a knife made of faespar.  Only person who can untie it is the person who made the knot in the first place.  Really handy to detain small-minded beasts with a criminal reflex.” 
 
    Bonnie raised a brow as she pulled a feathery strand from the coil and moved it in her fingers, noticing the odd tingle in her fingers.  “Could get interesting.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded.  “Very.  Just wrap that baby around his wrists, tie it off, and do whatever you want to the poor sot.  He’ll cut his own hands off before he gets out.  Meanwhile, you can have him singing soprano and there wouldn’t be anything he could do about it.” 
 
    “I like,” Bonnie said, grinning.  “Think it would go around his fat meathead neck?” 
 
    “Oh for sure.”  The feylord was obviously enjoying the idea of restraining the barghest as much as she was—probably because he had also spent the last two days being dragged around to caper to the barghest’s every stupid, mind-numbing Viking whim.  “Struggle too hard and it cuts the jugular.  We do it all the time in the Second Realm to punish criminals.  I’d suggest hog-tying him, though.  Makes it more interesting.” 
 
    She had to chuckle, imagining Barghest Training 101.  She’d start with potty-training—apparently the beast thought he could casually piss on anything that wasn’t pissed on by another man first, but most especially and vigorously pee on things that had been pissed on by other men first—and move on to obedience and civility training, maybe even etiquette.  Hell, with the proper incentive, maybe she could even teach him to use a fork…  She idly glanced out at the barghest’s huge back and considered.  “I wonder if they make gimp suits that big.” 
 
    “Could get one custom-made,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said. 
 
    A bit surprised at the feylord’s comment, Bonnie turned and frowned at him.  “How do you know even know what a gimp suit is?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shrugged casually.  “I’ve been observing vampires for the last six years.” 
 
    Of course.  Because vampires were kinky evil bastards with dungeons where they trapped people for lifetimes of sexual servitude and chronic psycho-emotional torture…   
 
    “Believe me,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen growled, “that guy needs a little punishment.”  He looked her over.  “And maybe a riding crop and some high heels.  You ever tried on a leather corset?  I saw a bunch in your parents’ dungeon.” 
 
    Bonnie made a face.  In the background, the barghest was obliviously watching the column of flames. 
 
    To distract herself from the wanton destruction of property, Bonnie quickly turned back to the feylord.  “How about we get him one of those spike collars?” she said, remembering some of the other paraphernalia hanging from the walls.  “We could get a matching one for his balls, if I don’t castrate him first.”  She considered.  “I’d probably castrate him first.” 
 
    “Uh,” the fisherman asked, looking nervously at her, “who are you talking to?” 
 
    “Bonnie is completely uninteresting to you,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said to the man.  “In fact, the odd way she talks to herself about castration and sexual domination makes you uncomfortable.  You’re pretty sure she’s a schizophrenic dominatrix with a fetish for men your exact height and weight and you’re being overcome by the powerful urge to move quietly away and hope she doesn’t notice you.  In fact, you start to wonder if perhaps she’s going to end this show by donning heels and corset and randomly start castrating guests with her stilettos.  Fortunately, you manage your anxiety by eating the food and drinking the mead and not talking to us again.” 
 
    The man immediately turned away and started digging through the hors d’oeuvres, eating with renewed vigor. 
 
    Bonnie was scowling at the feylord when he turned back to her.  “Really?!” she demanded. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s bored,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said with a yawn.  “He’s lucky I didn’t make him offer himself up for your riding crop.” 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him.  “I don’t have a riding crop.” 
 
    “Eh.  We’ll get you one.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen gave her a mischievous grin that was clear despite being translated through a mastiff’s droopy jowls. 
 
    “Wait wait wait,” Bonnie said, finding her words a little slurred from the drink and not caring.  She waved her half-filled cup of whiskey at him.  “You like that stuff?  Seriously?”  She’d always thought, judging by the way vampires tortured people for fun, it was definitely off the table. 
 
    “Always wanted to try it out,” he said nonchalantly.  “Saw you guys do it enough…”  He gestured at her with a paw. 
 
    Bonnie considered.  She had a vague idea how BDSM worked due to her morbid fascination with the ‘toys’ that kept showing up at her parents’ house throughout her childhood.  “Top or bottom?” 
 
    The feylord’s slow, jowly smile was enough to make her nervous.  “What do you think?” 
 
    Bonnie thought about it, forcing her alcohol-numbed mind to sift the data.  She’d read way too much literature on the subject in the last few years, trying to work out the root of her morbid BDSM fascination, never realizing that it was because she had caught her parents eating people as they chained them down and fucked them and had subconsciously blocked out the memories.  And, now that she remembered, the thought of such games now held a weird duality in her head, where on the one hand, she was curious and had spent several years idly fantasizing about them, but on the other, the horrors she had found in her parents’ dungeon had left the very thought of detaining someone—or being detained, now that she was on Everyone’s Most Wanted List—repugnant in her mind. 
 
    “It’s not repugnant if it’s fun,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, leaning back against the gravel bank, looking thoroughly amused.  “So what am I, vampire?  Top or bottom?” 
 
    Squinting at him, she said, “Someone who can get anything he wants just by telling?  You’re a bottom.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, but he did grin at her.  “We’ll get you a corset.” 
 
    “So you’re a bottom?” 
 
    “Let’s just say…”  The feylord coughed uncomfortably and glanced at the men milling at the tables, “The idea of a ball gag fascinates me.  Sometimes…erm…painfully so.” 
 
    Which, Bonnie realized, made so much sense.  Kind of like the way powerful corporate executives hired a dominatrix to strip them, humiliate them, and restrain them, enabling their fantasies of submission that they couldn’t have in real life.  Which, in essence, for someone whose every whim was instantly satisfied in the board room, made them feel more…human. 
 
    “You’re too intellectual about it,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said.  “For the incredibly powerful, it’s like an itch that needs to be scratched.  It’s just understood.  The powerful have…needs.”  He cocked his head at her.  “At least it is in the Second Lands.  There are whole professions devoted to pleasing my peers.  We can’t die naturally, you know, and we rarely lose power or position, so the hierarchal structure is rather rigid.  Once power is gained in my realm, it is absolute, and one can have it for millennia.”  He yawned.  “Breeds some interesting fetishes, for sure.” 
 
    “You like ball gags.” 
 
    The feylord coughed, and she was pretty sure if she could see through the dog guise, he would have been blushing.  “That kind of lack of control is…unheard of for me…and I admit I’m…curious.” 
 
    Immediately, Bonnie flushed.  “So every time I tell you I’m gonna gag you and send you to the vet…” 
 
    “I almost want you to try,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said.  Then he looked a bit sheepish.  “Well…minus the vet visit part.  I could definitely do without that.”  He hesitated, cocking his head at Bonnie.  “What about you?” 
 
    Bonnie immediately steeled her thoughts, knowing that the mind-reading gremlin would catch anything she happened to think by accident.  She finished her whiskey, instead, and made a point of getting up and setting it down on the nearby table, and, seeing she was tipsy from drowning her sorrows in the copious amounts of booze she had been coerced into providing for the occasion, decided she’d probably had enough. 
 
    “Oh come on,” the feylord sighed, as she sat back down beside him.  “I told you.” 
 
    Flushing, she reluctantly allowed herself to consider the prospective roles, which she had never really considered outside full-leather bodysuits that covered everything because she was practical in her fantasies and her phobia of nakedness would have left her a sobbing, inconsolable wreck the moment she ever got into a real fantasy encounter.  But if they could find away around that…  “Uh, well, I have sometimes wondered what it would be like to—” 
 
    Back in the water, the barghest swiveled, saw that their ‘guests’ were milling idly and not really partaking of the feast, and reddened until it looked like his head would explode.  “Make merry!” he snapped.  “Now!” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen muttered.  Raising his voice, he waved a paw and snapped, “Make merry for our resident asshole!” 
 
    Immediately, the men at the tables started laughing and eating with gusto.  Turning back to Bonnie, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, “You were saying?”  His gaze was intense and his curiosity was almost palpable.  Hell, she could almost feel him reading her mind. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard.  “Um.”  She flushed, suddenly aware of the fact she was a virgin discussing kinky sex with a stranger… 
 
    “We’re certainly not doing anything else productive,” he said, jerking a paw at the barghest’s latest stupidity and how they were trapped there, witness to a three million dollar inferno.  “Besides.  I kind of get the idea you don’t have anyone to talk about this stuff to…?” 
 
    Which was true enough.  Even Bonnie’s female friends had been hesitant to discuss anything in-depth with her, since Bonnie had always been so careful not to let them know too much about her or her home life, following some innate fear of them ever meeting her parents.  Parents, she realized now, that she probably subconsciously worried would eat them.  But, as much as she wanted to talk to someone about her sex life—or lack thereof—the idea of telling a man… 
 
    Then she thought of Theo and Masaaki’s warning, and how she was apparently some sort of budding sexual serial killer.   
 
    “Keep in mind,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen offered, “I won’t even be thinking about going anywhere near you until someone takes your virginity first, so your secret is safe with me, vampire queen.”  He pulled his jowls back in a grin.  “Until you’ve lost your maidenhead, you might as well think of me as thoroughly and completely gay, because I am not interested.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes at him.  “Like you think I’m diseased or something.” 
 
    “Oh, much worse than that.”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen chuckled. 
 
    Maybe it was irritation at being used as Miss Moneybags for a Viking throwback or maybe it was essentially being compared to someone with syphilis, but Bonnie’s anger punched through her inhibitions and she lifted her chin and said, “I think I’d like it.” 
 
    The feylord, who had turned to look at the now-cheerful fishermen celebrating around the tables, swiveled back to her with a frown.  “Like what?” 
 
    Immediately, Bonnie felt herself flush.  Ultimately, her admittedly naïve sexual fantasies were nonetheless a nasty little secret that she’d always held close to her chest, one that was completely at odds with her fear of naked people, and warred with everything she hated about her parents.  But the idea of being tied up had always…creepily fascinated her.  As did having a man completely at her mercy, subject to her every whim.  Sure, being attacked and subdued by paramilitary zealots had somewhat put the damper on that, but being kidnapped by a romantic interest had always historically appealed to her—hence her last six years of fastidious, in-depth study of Scottish and Early Americas romance novels. 
 
    The dog’s raised brow was enough to know he’d gotten the ‘memo.’ 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Bonnie muttered.  She dropped her head into her hands again.  “Just kill me now.” 
 
    The feylord scooted closer to her chair.  “So what fascinates you about being tied up and kidnapped?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen pried, leaning in and putting his paws on his knee. 
 
    “I’m not fascinated by being tied up and kidnapped.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who had been smiling that big doggy grin, gave her a flat look—the kind of look that told her he was a natural mind reader and she might as well have screamed it in his ear and she was wasting both of their time. 
 
    “Ugh!” Bonnie cried.  “All of it, okay?”  
 
    “Can you be more specific?” he insisted, getting way too interested. 
 
    Bonnie flushed hard, and was acutely aware she was well-and-truly intoxicated while discussing kinky sex with a dog-man in the middle of a faux Viking funeral, surrounded by loud and cheering outdoorsmen that were halfway to being completely shitfaced drunk.  “There aren’t a lot of specifics,” she managed. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” the feylord cried.  “I spent the first hundred years of my life isolated on a villa with no women I could legally engage with because my father literally wanted my dick to wither and fall off.  I had my fantasies detailed out to the second.” 
 
    Which was…true.  After not being able to be around boys without getting physically ill at the thought they’d randomly take their shirts off or, gee, try to get in her pants, Bonnie had gotten pretty specific, right down to the fact that her dream guy liked to have sex fully clothed. 
 
    The feylord was like a cat with a mouse now.  “How so?” 
 
    Flustered, Bonnie said, “Maybe being tied up, maybe the other way around…  I dunno, as long as it wasn’t someone like Björn, I’d try whatever.”  Then she remembered she was having this conversation with a man who looked like a dog and she made a face.  Belatedly, she added, “Well, maybe not whatever.” 
 
    “Thanks.  That makes me feel so much better.”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen sighed and leaned back against the gravel, still watching her.  “So, seeing how you’re probably—as long as you can put together your harem before someone harvests you or kills you—destined to be a very old, very powerful lady of this realm, much as the lords and ladies of my homeland, what do you think you’ll do to find release, once the power of your station becomes overwhelming?” 
 
    “Ha!” Bonnie cried, stunned he was even contemplating life more than three days in advance.  “Right now, I’m just thinking about ‘survive another day’.” 
 
    “I’d say you’ve got a good start on that,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said.  “A barghest, a feylord, a yatagarasu, and a vampire lord?  Those four powers, together, could defeat almost any foe.” 
 
    “Too bad they’re scattered who the fuck knows where,” Bonnie muttered, scowling out at Björn again. 
 
    “Indeed.”  He glanced at her sideways.  “So what’s your fantasy, vampire queen?” 
 
    Watching the barghest’s big silhouette against the flames, thinking about how physically appealing he was, which was immediately shattered by how he was going to demand to strip when she fed on him, she muttered, “I don’t have one.” 
 
    “Bullshit.”  
 
    “I don’t,” Bonnie said, careful not to think of it.  “Can’t.” 
 
    The feylord gave her a long look, then sighed and said, “My fantasy is rather simple.  It’s childish, really, but I’ve had it for quite some time…”  He waited to see if she was paying attention. 
 
    “And?” Bonnie prodded, curious despite herself. 
 
    “Ball-gags aren’t my only interest,” he muttered reluctantly.  “Punishment is…scarce…for creatures of my…stature.” 
 
    Now that was interesting.  “So, what, whips and chains?” 
 
    The feylord looked uncomfortable.  “Basically, yes.” 
 
    “Like…”  Bonnie hesitated.  “You wanna be spanked?” 
 
    He gave her a long, considering look, then said, “Considering my current state of mental dress, you probably don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “I do, actually.” 
 
    He gave her a lingering timid look before sighing, deeply, and seeming to relent.  “Fine.  I want a woman to dominate me so completely and overwhelmingly that, try as I might, I completely forget who I am.”  He hesitated, visibly debating how much to tell her.  Then, when she didn’t mock him, he apparently decided to plunge ahead.  “If you want to get even more specific, I want this woman to force me to submit in such a way that I find release in the total helplessness of my situation.  I want ball gags, I want whips and chains and spreader bars and cuffs and, fuck, maybe even strapons and dick restraints.  I want even the threat of her punishment to make my balls ache and my dick so hard it hurts.  I want to cum from the thrill of her power over me, with or without her approval, and I want to be punished for my missteps.  I want to be her slave, heart and soul.  I want her to make me forget I’m a feylord and make me feel…human.  A powerless, uneducated, drooling human savage whose most complex thoughts are how much his balls hurt because his mistress is refusing to let him find release.  A human whose only power is a desire to please someone more powerful.  That is my fantasy, vampire queen.  Now tell me yours.” 
 
    Bonnie had the insanely strong urge to blurt out her sexual fantasies before she put the mental breaks on his suggestion and ground her teeth.  “Goddamn it I told you—” 
 
    “Sorry,” the feylord muttered, actually sounding contrite.  “I really can’t do anything about my voice.  My training was denied me by my father, and it’s quite possible that even trained, I wouldn’t be able to contain the suggestions.  My uncle claimed I was a natural.  They’re rare…but dangerous and inconvenient.”  He gave her a sad look.  “And very hard to make friends.  Once most people figure out what I’m doing—even if it’s on accident—they want nothing to do with me.” 
 
    She still felt a little ruffled, but was somewhat mollified.  “Your father wouldn’t train you?” 
 
    He waved a dismissive hand.  “He wanted my brother Kesani'aan to succeed him, not I.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Again, he seemed reluctant to answer.   “I’m…deformed.” 
 
    She hadn’t seen anything deformed about him, the couple times she’d seen him.  “I take it you’re not talking about the dog thing?” 
 
    He gave a spontaneous laugh that was pained.  “No,” he said.  He sucked in a huge breath and let it out slowly, his eyes flickering back to her face.  “I’m…discolored.  It shows my…verdant…heritage.” 
 
    “So?”  Bonnie, who didn’t know anything about feylords, had simply assumed green was the color they came in. 
 
    “Oh no,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen laughed.  “No.  My kinsmen are very proud of their bloodlines—we have whole halls devoted to recording family histories.”  He idly fidgeted with a rounded white quartz crystal on the gravel bank.  “Normally, their skin has the tone of the indigenous peoples of this world.  But my family line has a dirty secret, an old one, one that they had managed to hide until I slipped from my mother’s womb looking like a sack of rotting lettuce.”  He tossed the rock with his paw before looking at her.  “I’m the proof that my ancestors, at one time, interbred with lesser species.” 
 
    “Something green,” she said. 
 
    “Indeed.”  He sighed.  “The way our culture works, it calls into question the legitimacy of my father’s claim to his seat on the Council—hell, the legitimacy of the entire Sky Clan line.  They can’t take it from him, of course, but it puts him in an awkward place if it’s common knowledge that he and his progeny carry the blood of the peasant class.” 
 
    “Which is why he cursed you to look like a dog and packed you up for a trip to the First Realm?” Bonnie offered. 
 
    He gave her a tired look.  “I’m actually surprised they haven’t tried to assassinate me yet.  Normally, that would be the next step.” 
 
    There was a sad moment of silence where Bonnie digested that.  As asshole and criminal as her parents were, she had always felt like they appreciated her, if only because she was the living proof that their genetics were walking and talking.  It was a very self-absorbed, narcissistic way to look at raising a child, but at least, in their own weird way, they cared.  Hell, they had died trying to secure her a vampire lord to help her survive her awakening.  Even after a lifetime of witnessing their sadism, she couldn’t imagine having a parent that hated her so much he plotted to kill her. 
 
    Meanwhile, the feylord—even trapped in the guise of a dog—looked despondent and hopeless.  He was fiddling aimlessly with stones beside his leg, lost in thought. 
 
    In part to get his mind off the sad situation of his childhood, she said, “You really want to know my fantasy?”  She hadn’t told anyone her fantasies before.  In fact, she’d always thought they were stupid, and that they’d never, ever come true because this was America and people didn’t do that crap in America. 
 
    He stopped digging his fingers through the stones and looked up. 
 
    Bonnie coughed uncomfortably.  “Okay, so, uh, it goes like this.  I’m just doing something really normal someday when some hot guy basically just walks up behind me, grabs me, ties me up, and transports me to this remote island where he had a nice house, and uh…”  Halfway through, she realized it was probably the alcohol talking, and her face flushed so much it felt like it would explode. 
 
    “Go on,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen urged.  Then, just as the suggestion was lodging into her head, he quickly amended, “I mean, if you want to.” 
 
    “Um…”  Bonnie glanced at the fishermen ‘making merry’ nearby.  None of them were listening to them, but their presence still made her uncomfortable.  Besides, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was a man, and she couldn’t tell a man… 
 
    “Gay, remember?” the feylord insisted.  He chuckled.  “Hell, when it comes to you, at the moment, I’m so incredibly gay I might as well be wearing rainbows.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “You don’t find me attractive at all?” 
 
    “Ummm, in this case, my brain is overriding my balls, so no.  No I don’t.”  He gave her a jowly grin.  “What’s your fantasy?” 
 
    “Pretty much like yours,” she muttered.  “Being forced to orgasm, no way out.” 
 
    “Oh, interesting.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Restrained?” he insisted, like they were discussing the flavor of daiquiris at the beach. 
 
    Bonnie squinted.  “Maybe?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, how else is someone going to force you to orgasm?” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe a little?” 
 
    “Like what kind of restraints?” he asked.  “Rope, leather, steel?” 
 
    It had been rope.  And, the moment she had the thought, she saw the feylord’s eyes narrow as he caught the thought and she suddenly felt like a worm trapped on a hook, unwittingly skewered by his attention.  Bonnie coughed uncomfortably.  “Look, I really didn’t want to turn this into a debate topic,” she said, feeling her neck heat.  “It was just a stupid idea I had as a kid that isn’t really—” 
 
    “What about your partner?” he insisted. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What do you want your partner to be doing?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen asked.  At her continued stare, he offered, “There are many ways to bring a woman to orgasm.  What did you imagine him doing?”  He hesitated.  “Hands or mouth or…?” 
 
    And then, Bonnie realized what was happening.  “You’re prepping me!” 
 
    He grinned so hard his jowls parted.  “I’d consider it more of a pre-play interview, but sure.” 
 
    And…Bonnie didn’t know how to handle that.  She was at once thrilled by the idea of someone willing to act out her fantasies…and at the same time terrified beyond all reason.  Masaaki and Theo had basically scared her out of even using a vibrator for the next fifty years, which made it even more thrilling to think that he’d be willing to do them with her someday.  The feedback loop between fear, anxiety, and excitement made her brain twitch even through the drunken buzz. 
 
    The feylord grinned slowly, watching her.  “You mind if I show you something?” 
 
    “Show me what?” Bonnie asked warily. 
 
    “We feylords have this…thing…we can do.  Being mind-magi and all.  We don’t do it often—it takes a lot of concentration—but it’s fun.” 
 
    Squinting at him warily, Bonnie said, “O…kaaay.” 
 
    “Then I can show you?”  He seemed a bit too alert, watching her all-too-carefully. 
 
    But Bonnie was drunk, bored, and trying to distract herself from the three million dollars even then going up in flames.  “Sure.” 
 
    The feylord leaned closer again and lifted a paw towards her face, hesitating at the last minute to meet her eyes.  “I’m going to have to touch your head.” 
 
    “What, like a Vulcan mind-meld?” she demanded. 
 
    Instead of not knowing what a Vulcan mind-meld was, the feylord—who had told her he had spent countless hours trapped in the same room as Theo watched every paranormal, supernatural, and sci-fi show known to man—grinned a jowly grin.  “Exactly.” 
 
    “I dunno…”  Bonnie remembered what the fey twins had done, and swallowed.  Then she took another look at Björn, saw that the barghest was still busy setting fire to a three million dollar pile of gold, and immediately wanted to punch something. 
 
    “It’s very distracting,” he offered. 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” Bonnie said, wrenching her attention from the pyre before she tried throttling the guy who had knocked over her house with his foot.  “Yes.  Distract me.  Quick.” 
 
    The feylord immediately reached out the rest of the way and touched her temple with a paw… 
 
    There was a sudden explosive whomph of green light and the world shifted.  In the space of a heartbeat, Bonnie found herself standing on the gritty gray beach of a northern island, the blue-green ocean waves lapping at her stiletto-covered feet. 
 
    “How’s that for getting kidnapped?” the feylord’s voice asked from behind her with a chuckle.   
 
    Bonnie spun…  And found a tall, exotically-dressed, green-skinned man standing behind her, his emerald eyes twinkling.  His verdant hair was twined with leaves, perhaps as if they grew there, and his body was lithe, his handsome face even then set in a mischievous grin.  His clothes were unlike anything she’d ever seen…  Yellow silk and embroidered with so much detail they looked like living tapestries draped over his body.  
 
    He raised a green brow at the rocky outcroppings around him.  “I hope you meant an Alaskan island, not a Bahamas island, but that could be adjusted.”  When his green eyes came back to level on her once more, there was deep amusement there. 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “You…”  Her words trailed off when she realized she’d shoved a riding crop at him.  Then she realized what she was wearing—high-heeled, tight-laced knee-high boots and a black leather corset—and she gasped. 
 
    “So…” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, grinning at her over his crossed arms, “…I guess it’s time we find out what you’re willing to do to get back home, vampire.”  He cocked his head at her.  “You want top or bottom?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17: The Island 
 
    Bonnie could not believe what was happening.  Could.  Not.  Believe.  Because, of course, she knew it was the work of a mind-magus and therefore all in her head.  She closed her eyes and willed herself to wake up. 
 
    “Doesn’t work that way,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen yawned.  “You let me touch your head.  I’m in control here.”  He quirked a grin at her.  “Unless, of course, you want to be…?” 
 
    “You…” Bonnie sputtered, at once thrilled, freaked out, and even a little turned on.  She was so overwhelmed by so many emotions, in fact, that her brain was having trouble computing.   
 
    And then, as idly as if he were discussing the flavor of drinks, the feylord said, “I’ve always wondered what could be achieved with the well-placed suggestion that a girl orgasm.  Repeatedly.”  He glanced at her, green eyes twinkling, obviously enjoying this way too much.   
 
    “Oh don’t you dare,” Bonnie gasped, blushing furiously. 
 
    “It would probably work pretty well,” he continued casually.  “Helplessness—and you are helpless, don’t deny it—makes one more susceptible to suggestion.”  He took a step closer, until his big body was almost touching her.  “It has to do with the mental submission of knowing you are totally and completely fucked…”  He let her chew on that.  “…if I want you to be.” 
 
    Mental…submission?  Her heart started to pound out of control and she almost backed away from him.  Almost.  Instead, she let indignity straighten her spine and rode it like a racehorse, knowing it was the only goddamn thing keeping her in control of this situation.   
 
    The feylord scoffed.  “You’re not in control of this situation.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Bonnie demanded, stepping forward until their chests touched and poking him in the gut with her riding crop, making him back up.  “Don’t be so cocky.  You said you like to be dominated.”  She slapped the crop harder against his chest, making him flinch.  “You act tough, but I bet I could have you shooting your load without even touching you, you kinky leaf-colored freak.” 
 
    He looked up slowly from where the leather flap squished his nipple under the fancy yellow silk, his green face filled with mischief.  “Deal.” 
 
    Bonnie coughed and, blushing, backtracked hastily, “Um, okay, maybe someday.” 
 
    “So I’ll be top first?”  He sounded disappointed. 
 
    Her words died in her throat, caught between heat, thrill, and terror.  “Um…” 
 
    Thoughtfully, he said, “So…is penetration on the table?” 
 
    Fuckity fuck fuck fuck.  “No, it’s not on the table!” Bonnie cried.  Just the idea of getting naked with someone was almost enough to make her puke.  Her heartrate was already starting to climb from the unwanted thought of being naked with another, and her palms were getting sweaty on her riding crop. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked her over, thoughtfulness in his vibrant emerald eyes.  His gaze stopped on where her she was gripping the crop, white-knuckled.  When his eyes returned to her face, there was compassion there.  “You know, I might actually be able to help with that.”  He gestured at their surroundings and winked at her.  “Considering.” 
 
    Which meant, instead of having her show up in a dominatrix outfit and him show up in a strange elfin suit, they could both be naked when he mind-kidnapped her.  A pang of anxiety hit Bonnie in a reflexive wash, just as it always had whenever anyone had mentioned exposing her to her ‘irrational’ fears.  If anything, her fists tightened on the riding crop.  “That’s okay,” she said.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen gave her a long, sustained look before raising a single brow. 
 
    Seeing that he knew, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing she could do about it, and that, hell, he could make her face her fears, Bonnie at once felt horrified—drenched in that old, unreasonable terror—while at the same time felt desperation bubbling up from within—she didn’t want to be afraid all the time, didn’t want to be crippled by it.  She struggled with those two opposing forces for several long moments in silence.  Then, in a whisper, “You really think you could help?” 
 
    The feylord looked her over, then gave a nod.  “I’ll add it to my list.”   
 
    Bonnie fought a little thrill of mingled fear and excitement.  “Um.” 
 
    “So,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, shifting his weight and continuing to look at her over crossed arms.  “Which will it be for our very first experience together, vampire?  Top or bottom?” 
 
    Realizing he was totally serious, Bonnie flushed.  “Okay, uh, you had your fun.  You should probably take me back now.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a proper kidnapping fantasy if I took you back when you asked,” the feylord said, looking amused as he continued to watch her over his crossed arms.  “Top or bottom?” 
 
    The pressure in her head was so intense that Bonnie felt like her face was on fire.  “Ummm…” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen uncrossed his arms and, moving towards her, gently took the tip of the riding crop between thumb and forefinger, bringing it up between them as he examined it thoughtfully.  When his vivid green eyes met hers, this close, Bonnie felt her breath catch.  “Of course, if you want to be on top, it should probably be in person.”  His lips started to shift into a smile.  “That way I can’t cheat.”  And then, as the feylord tugged on the riding crop, sliding it out of her fist, it turned into a pair of handcuffs in his hand.  He dangled them between him, grinning as her eyes widened, then cast them behind him, into the sand. 
 
    “Top,” Bonnie blurted, knowing that he’d have to let her go that way. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen chuckled.  “No, I don’t think so.  The barghest is busy making an ass out of himself setting some expensive baubles on fire, and this is more fun.”  He took a step closer, until their bodies were almost touching, his whole countenance almost vibrating with mischievousness.  “I’ve been thinking about it,” he went on, reaching out and fiddling with a string of her corset, “and it occurs to me you’re much more likely to try to dominate me—thereby fulfilling my fantasies—if I fulfill yours first.  Give you some incentive.”  He cocked his head, grinning down at her.  “Know what I mean?”  He gave the corset knot a gentle tug. 
 
    Bonnie, whose pounding heart was trying to burst her own eardrums, knew exactly what he meant.  “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    The feylord laughed.  “My family abandoned me, I’m doomed to appear as a beast to every intelligent creature in every realm, and I’m probably going to be murdered within the next decade to make room for my brother’s ascension.  One could say I don’t really have a lot to lose…”  He tugged the string a little harder, threatening the knot… 
 
    Oh shit, Bonnie’s startled mind babbled, I’m trapped in a mind-realm with a mind-magus and he’s about to do anything he wants to me…  She felt her fear starting to rise, her thoughts and breath spiraling out of control. 
 
    Then, like a crystal gong scattering her fear, Masaaki’s voice rang out from one of her dozens of self-defense classes.  Every man has an innate weakness, the samurai’s words barked at her.  Use it, or face the consequences later. 
 
    Even as the feylord’s eyes were going wide as he no doubt caught the thought, Bonnie’s fist lashed out and grabbed him by the nutsack through the pretty silk pants.  Giving him no room to escape, she tightened her hand and yanked the taller man closer.  “You were saying?” 
 
    The feylord blinked down at her like a startled deer, his whole body completely rigid, his fingers still gripping the string of her corset.  He swallowed.  With her free hand, Bonnie reached up and pried his limp fingers off the string. 
 
    “We,” she said, putting a little more pressure into her grip on his balls, “are going to come to an understanding, girly-man.  I’m about twenty times stronger than you and it’s actually harder for me not to make peanut-butter out of your testicles at the moment, considering you just tried to mind-rape me.” 
 
    “No, I—” The feylord tried to cringe away from her, but Bonnie held him tight, forcing him to actually move closer or risk losing a nut.  Groaning and crumpling over her, he managed, “Perhaps I misjudged your fantasy…”  
 
    “You didn’t misjudge anything,” Bonnie bit out, grabbing him by the chin with her other hand and forcing him back to give her his attention again.  “Except, of course, whether or not I was going to go along with your little game, mind-magus.” 
 
    “That’s generally what a kidnappee in a kidnap fantasy does…” he babbled. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Bonnie said.  She spun them around and started backing up the beach, forcing him to waddle after her, hand still solidly gripping his ballsack. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was saying, “I didn’t think you’d react like—” 
 
    Bonnie stopped, all but crushing his balls in a fist.  “React like what, slave?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who was mid-word, choked as his mouth fell open and he stared at her. 
 
    “I mean, that is what you are, isn’t it?” Bonnie demanded.  “I dosed you with my poison, I’ve got your balls in my fist, hell, you said yourself you were part of my ‘harem’, so that means I can do whatever I want to you…right?  Slave?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen remained speechless and staring, like something important in his brain was hemorrhaging. 
 
    “Come here,” Bonnie gritted, starting to back up the beach again, giving him the option to follow along or lose testicles. 
 
    “Maybe we should just go back,” the feylord was saying amidst a nervous laugh as she forced him to shuffle after her.  “This wasn’t exactly what I—” 
 
    “Oh no,” Bonnie said, “you wanted this.  You said so yourself.  You wanted me to choose.” 
 
    “For later,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen gasped.  “It was for later.  Our first time.  Was just…ow fuck…teasing.” 
 
    “Yeah screw that.  No time like the present.”  Still holding the feylord by the balls, she squatted, found the handcuffs he’d tossed there with her free hand, and stood.  “You wanna be dominated, time to be dominated.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen saw what she had retrieved from the sand and his pretty green eyes went wide enough she could see the whites all around.  The poor guy stopped breathing.  Seeing how suddenly petrified he was, Bonnie almost laughed. 
 
    “Turn around,” Bonnie commanded, releasing his balls and gesturing for him to make a circle.   
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen stared at the sand-covered handcuffs, then swallowed.  “I, uh…” 
 
    Bonnie dangled the cuffs between them enticingly.  “Now or never, green dude.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s mouth was hanging slightly open as he dragged his eyes from the cuffs and up to her face.  She saw shock in his eyes, saw him trying to identify her motives. 
 
    Surprisingly, he hesitated only a moment before he did as commanded. 
 
    “Hands behind your back,” she barked. 
 
    Hastily, he did as he was told.  And, even though she knew he could shift the cuffs back into a goddamn riding crop if he wanted to, she slapped the metal over his wrists.  Then, with a harder-than-necessary shove, she drove him to his knees in the sand. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen watched in silence as she stalked around him to get a better look at her prisoner.  She held out a hand, palm up.  “Ball-gag,” she said, snapping her fingers. 
 
    The mind-magus’s eyes widened again, but a moment later, a red ball and its requisite leather straps appeared in her hand. 
 
    “All right, you eloquent fucker,” she said.  “It’s time I lay down some rules.  Open your mouth.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t it be better if we discuss the rules before—”  The feylord’s words came to a sudden halt at the dangerous look on her face and he gave a nervous laugh that kind of sounded like a squirrel’s titter.  He swallowed, hard.  Then he opened his mouth. 
 
    Bonnie unceremoniously stuffed the gag between his teeth and tightened it at the back of his head, locking it in place with the buckle.  Then, grabbing him by the shoulders and spinning him around, she shoved him to his back in the sand and climbed on top, straddling him like a horse. 
 
    “You ready for the rules?” she demanded, from her seat on his abdomen. 
 
    His verdant emerald eyes were wide as he nodded up at her. 
 
    “The rules are this,” Bonnie said.  She reached back and grabbed him by the nuts again, then tightened her fingers, hard.  “I get to decide when we have sex, you leafy-haired freak, and if you ever take me to this place again without my consent, I will hunt you down in real life and I will rip them off.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned through the gag as she tightened her grip, waiting for him to get the memo. 
 
    “Understand?!” she demanded, clenching her fingers even more. 
 
    “Mmmphh!” he cried. 
 
    “On the other hand,” she said, releasing his nutsack and leaning forward, planting her hands in the sand on either side of his head so she could get a good look at him, “I accept.” 
 
    “Mmmph?” he asked, blinking up at her warily. 
 
    Bonnie grinned down at him, strangely exhilarated by how helpless he was.  She knew it was an act—she knew he could, in reality, leave at any moment—but it excited her nonetheless.  “You fulfill my fantasy here and I’ll fulfill yours there.” 
 
    “Mmmfh fmmg mmrrfff—” 
 
    Bonnie stopped him with a finger on the little red ball holding his jaws apart.  “When we’re ready.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen swallowed, then nodded. 
 
    “But in the meantime…”  The lump in his pants was pretty obvious and she’d always wondered what a man’s flesh felt like, down there, and right now, he wasn’t exactly in a position to stop her…  She saw the feylord’s eyes widen even before her hand slid down his abdomen, seeking out that fascinating part of male anatomy she’d never actually handled in person. 
 
    “Mmmmmmmph,” he groaned, flexing and tilting his head back as her fingers traced the outside of his pants and she found a very rigid— 
 
    “You’re turned on,” she cried, delighted, exploring the impossibly hard shaft with her fingers through the silk. 
 
    Gasping through the gag, he nodded almost desperately. 
 
    “Holy crap,” she said, getting a good grip of it through his pants.  It had to be…well, bigger than she thought a dick would be, that was for sure.  Then again, she’d only ever seen them limp, and here it was like wrought iron… 
 
    She released her hold and sat up, giving him a thoughtful look.  “You know, this would be a more effective domination if you couldn’t just, oh, I dunno, think about being free and boom.” 
 
    He shook his head, the desperation plain in his eyes.  “MMm mmnnnthmnf mmm nnnnmph mm mmnnpph.” 
 
    “You want to go back now, huh?” she said, grinning as she intentionally misunderstood him.  “That’s such a shame.  Things were just getting interesting.”  She tisked. 
 
    He watched her from the ground for much too long, making it clear she had misjudged what he had been trying to say—and that he understood she’d done it on purpose.  Then, slowly, he shook his head, making a divot in the sand with the back of his head. 
 
    Teasingly, she said, “I mean, there are so many things I’ve wanted to do to a guy in your position.”  She reached down and traced the line of his sternum, then allowed her finger to drop, seeking out the hard tips of his nipples under the yellow silk and flicking them pensively.  “So many things…” 
 
    “Mmmph, mmnnndnnnkmm, mmmfh fhgggmmm…” he began. 
 
    Bonnie raised a brow, and he swallowed hard and stopped talking. 
 
    Grinning, Bonnie patted his chest.  “Good feylord.” 
 
    He blushed, his face becoming even more green.  Which made her wonder if, perhaps, other parts of him might be green. 
 
    He gave a tiny, wary nod. 
 
    No way.  She had a crazy, random curiosity to see the color of his nipples.  Glancing at his face to make sure she wasn’t stepping over some line, when he didn’t object, she pulled up the hem of his shirt just slightly to peek underneath, getting a brief glance of near-emerald peaks.  Seeing them, like cute little green buttons, she had to touch them, and immediately, the feylord gasped and flexed beneath her. 
 
    “Oh wow, you’re a sensitive slave, aren’t you?” she asked, gently rubbing one of the tight peaks between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    His response was an uncontrolled whimper and a shudder. 
 
    Then, as the man’s naked, rippling green abs started to register in the back of her mind, Bonnie quickly dropped the yellow silk back in place and tried not to puke. 
 
    Seeing him gasp and relax back into the sand, panting, she felt a surge of regret.  Well, it was fun while it lasted.  Too bad she was basically molesting the poor guy.  Sighing, she said, “I bet you probably want me to let you up and get back to real life now, right?” 
 
    The feylord swallowed and, still breathing hard, shook his head. 
 
    It took her a moment to realize he…didn’t?  Bonnie sat there, straddling him, meeting his eyes and thinking.  There were so many things she’d always wondered about men and the male body, things she had always wanted to explore, but she had never actually thought she’d ever find out due to her own ridiculous phobia.  She debated that.  He seemed willing enough to let her explore him, but he did have a freakin’ ball gag in his mouth… 
 
    …which made it so much easier to face his potentially naked flesh, knowing that she could hide it again the moment she wanted to. 
 
    “You said you’re in control here, right?” she finally said, after mentally chewing on that a minute or two. 
 
    Looking up at her from the sand, he nodded slowly, wary as a cat. 
 
    “And you can get out of it at any time?  End it?  Go home?” 
 
    He swallowed around the gag and nodded again. 
 
    “And you don’t mind if I…uh…keep going?” 
 
    Eyes locked with hers, he shook his head. 
 
    Curiously, she slipped a hand under his shirt and let it slide against the smooth skin she found there.  Raising a brow, she let her fingers find one of his nipples.  “So I can do anything I want to you, because if you didn’t want it to happen, you’d stop it?”  She squeezed the hard peak between thumb and forefinger and was rewarded when the feylord groaned and strained underneath her again. 
 
    Seeing how much he obviously enjoyed what she was doing to him, Bonnie was caught in a weird state of baffled arousal.  Dropping closer to him, she pinched the turgid flesh more savagely and said, “You didn’t answer my question, slave.  Could you stop this if you wanted to?” 
 
    Whimpering, the feylord nodded. 
 
    Still sitting on his abdomen, she released his nipple and let her hand trace back down to the waistband of his pants.  She watched his expression carefully, reveling in the little tensions that came over his face and body as she moved his fingers over him.  Gently, testingly, she slipped her fingers under the waistband, and instantly, the feylord tensed beneath her with a little gasp.   
 
    “And I can do anything?” she asked, teasing the flesh just under his belly button.  “Anything at all?” 
 
    He groaned and closed his eyes, panting. 
 
    “You’re not answering my question, slave,” she said, gingerly sliding her fingers under his beltline, down through the soft tuft of his pubic hair and, when he didn’t object, tickling the soft skin at the base of his penis.  Then, at his continued silence, she wrapped her hand around the shaft and held it.  “Anything?” 
 
    A panting head-shake from the feylord. 
 
    She released him quickly, flushing.  “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought—” 
 
    “Mmmmmphf mmmph!” he cried eyes going wide and sat up as much as he could, nodding, hard.  He was gasping, his breath coming in ragged pants. 
 
    Bonnie hesitated, her fingers still trapped by his waistband.  He didn’t look upset… 
 
    The feylord shook his head vigorously, green eyes desperate.  “Hmm-mmm!” 
 
    Meaning he had been so entranced by what she was doing to him he gave her a head-shake when he meant to give her a nod. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Oh.  Well, in that case…”  Bonnie, grinning now, reveled in how his breath caught when her fingers slid back under his pants and once again tentatively found the silky-soft head of his penis.  She ran her fingers over the tender skin of the head and he groaned and flopped back to the sand, obviously enjoying it immensely.  When he didn’t object, she put her hand around the rigid flesh of his shaft again and gave it a tentative tug. 
 
    The groan of pleasure was unmistakable, as was the little hip-thrust as he tried to meet her hand.  Grinning despite herself, Bonnie began to slide her hand upon his hard staff even as she sought out a nipple with her other hand, flicking it with her fingernail as she pumped his dick a little harder.  “Mmmm mmph,” he whimpered, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he tensed underneath her, straining to get more from the friction of her hands.  She kept her strokes slower than he wanted, forcing him to thrust to meet her, exhilarated by the tension and frustration it was creating in him. 
 
    This is actually a lot of fun, Bonnie realized, watching the feylord lose himself to her touch.  He seemed to be totally, thoroughly enjoying himself, his breathing getting heavy and ragged, the sounds behind his ball-gag getting ever more mindless and carnal. 
 
    She waited until he was pumping to meet every motion of her hand, straining and shuddering beneath her, before she spoke.  “I just want you to know,” Bonnie said casually, watching him contort under her.  “You do not have permission to cum, slave.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen jerked and his eyes flashed open indignantly. 
 
    “If you do, I will punish you,” Bonnie reminded him calmly.  “I want you to think about that for…” she considered, “…the next ten minutes.”  Then she kept going, harder this time, teasing the hot flesh of his nipples with her free hand as she tugged the hard, veiny staff of his cock with the other, giving him no escape, no mercy. 
 
    “Mmmmfph ffmmmrr!” he moaned.  “Mmmmfh mmgh mmmghhhw!” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t hear you,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “Mmmmmmhhhhhgfffhhh!” he cried, almost a sob. 
 
    “Better not,” she warned. 
 
    “Mmmmmhffff,” he whimpered.  “Mmmffph mhhhph.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    His whole body was shaking under her, his eyes closed, trembling all over like he was losing his mind. 
 
    He’s getting close, Bonnie realized, as she continued to caress him.  She recognized the unconscious little jerks and spasms from her own experience pleasuring herself.  He’s totally on the edge… 
 
    “Don’t cum,” she warned.  “You really won’t like what I do to you.” 
 
    His moan made his whole body shake as he obviously struggled to keep himself under control.  Just to screw with him, she started pumping faster, making him gasp and start to struggle under her, begging, trying to get away so he didn’t cum without permission. 
 
    Holy shit this is fun, she thought, watching him beg and struggle.  She didn’t even bother letting him up, instead using a knee to pin his chest back to the ground as she got a better grip on his cock and started pumping it for real.  “Don’t do it,” she warned, as she pumped his shaft under the silk, making him gasp and flex as his whole body shook in desperation. 
 
    She waited until he was gasping and shuddering and begging mindlessly through his gag for her permission to release.  “So how badly do you wanna cum for me, slave?” she finally asked, slowing her motions. 
 
    He made a sound that sounded like it was a cross between a whimper and a sob, which shifted to a groan as she started to slide her hand down the shaft.  Bonnie grinned, buoyed by the thrill of a man letting her do this to him.  Her fingers found the soft, wrinkly flesh of his balls and she cupped them in a hand, making the feylord moan. 
 
    “How bad?” she demanded, squeezing a little. 
 
    “Mmmphf,” he whimpered, tense underneath her.  “Mmmhh mmmmph!”  His eyes were pleading with her, and he looked, for all the world, like a man on the very edge… 
 
    “I didn’t hear you, slave,” she said, giving his testicles a threatening tug.  “How badly do you wanna come for your mistress, eh?” 
 
    “Mmmph!”  He was trembling under her, his whole body, and the realization of that, knowing she could drive him over the edge in a fraction of a second, was utterly exhilarating.  “Mmmmph mmmmhhh phhhh mmm!” 
 
    Grinning, Bonnie leaned down, bringing her lips to brush against his ear, which made him moan and flex under her again, bringing his body to meet hers.  “Sorry, you’ll have to be a little louder,” she whispered against his ear, bringing her hand back up to the head of his dick.  She gave it another gentle stroke, then another. 
 
    “Mmfh mmmph!”  He was shuddering under her, so close…  She kept moving her hand, bringing him back to the very edge, grinning as she watched his eyes close and his face contort as he leaned back, about to cum. 
 
    “Say it again,” she insisted, a whisper against his earlobe. 
 
    “Mmmmmphhhhfff,” was his strangled, agonized moan. 
 
    “Wow, you sound pretty serious.” 
 
    “Mmm-hhmmm.” 
 
    “Okay then…”  Against his earlobe, she said, “On second thought, I don’t feel like you deserve it yet.”  She released her grip suddenly and sat up.  Patting his chest, she said, “Now take me home before the barghest eats somebody.” 
 
    It took the shuddering feylord a moment to open his eyes.  “Mmph?”  When he saw that she was done teasing him, his green eyes narrowed, and a moment later, Bonnie realized it was probably the wrong thing to have done. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18:  A Feylord’s Revenge 
 
    And, in that minute, the ball-gag disappeared, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s arms came out from underneath him, and the big feylord was sitting up, rolling her off of him, pushing her down to the sand, grabbing her wrists, trapping her with his larger body.  “Oh really,” he said, his sparkling green eyes only inches from her own.  “You really think you’re gonna get away with that.  Really.” 
 
    Bonnie was startled at how he now easily overpowered her, her vampire strength from before completely disappearing as if it had never been.  Now he loomed over her, his big body pressed against hers, that rock hard shaft now tight against the apex of her legs.  Ooooh shit, she thought, her words suddenly failing her as she realized just how badly she’d fucked up.  
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”  The feylord moved over her, lifting his hands from her forearms, but her arms nonetheless somehow remained pinned, tied to something overhead…  Bonnie’s heartbeat quickened as she realized that, while hers were somehow still trapped, his hands were now free to roam the rest of her body, and he was making use of it, reaching for her corset. 
 
    “So I guess it’s time I make something clear to you, little queen,” the feylord said, as she craned her neck to see a massive eye-bolt sticking out of the sand that had not been there before, which her wrists were now thoroughly bound to by a fine hemp rope.  When she jerked her gaze back to his face, eyes wide, the feylord teasingly tugged the string dangling from the corset’s bow-knot.  “There are consequences for every action,” he said calmly.  “In science, they call it Newton’s Third Law.  In Buddhism, they call it Karma.”  He grinned at her and leaned down to brush his lips against her ear and whisper.  “Me?  I call it justice.” 
 
    Bonnie gulped as he straightened over her to once more look her in the eyes.  “Um.” 
 
    Still straddling her, his hand slowly started to undo the laces of her corset. 
 
    Heart pounding, Bonnie blurted, “Oh shit, I just—” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked.  “You just what?  Just tortured me for like twenty minutes, never intending to let me find release?” 
 
    “Um,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Speak up,” he commanded, giving the string a threatening tug.  Then, around a dangerous grin, he added, “Slave.” 
 
    And, no sooner did he say it than a leather collar appeared around her throat, padlocked in place.  A little thrill rushed through her at the feeling, and she had to struggle get her sudden thundering heartbeat under control.   
 
    “You’re in my world,” he told her.  “I can do anything to you here.”  He held out a hand and a ball gag appeared in it.  He held out another one and showed her a vibrator.  He examined it a moment before his eyes returned to her face, full of mischievous promise.  “Anything.” 
 
    Seeing that, Bonnie blurted, “Oh fuck…” 
 
    “And now you’re starting to get the picture,” he said, grinning.  He lowered the vibrator to the sand and laid the ball-gag down on her chest, tucked between the swell of her breasts.  Patting the gag, he said, “We’ll just leave that right there, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case of wha—” 
 
    He touched her lips with a big, warm finger, his eyes alive with the excited intent to misbehave.  Bonnie swallowed, hard. 
 
    “So,” he said looking her over and seeming to deliberate.  “What should we do first?”  He gave her a playful look.  “You ticklish?” 
 
    Bonnie’s breath caught.  “Don’t you dar—” 
 
    At the quirk of his brow and the way his eyes dropped to the gag, however, she bit off the rest. 
 
    “Wise decision,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen noted.  “Besides, since I can do anything—he tugged her corset again—you aren’t really in a position to bargain.” 
 
    “I’m gonna wake up eventually,” Bonnie blurted.  “And when I do, I’m gonna—” 
 
    He sighed.  “Ball-gag it is…” 
 
    “No!” she cried, swallowing hard.  “I’ll…uh…be quiet.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who was already reaching for the red rubber ball, hesitated and raised a single emerald brow at her.  “You sure?” 
 
    Biting her lip, she nodded. 
 
    “Things might get…interesting…” he warned.  “And every time you speak without permission from now on, I’m going to make you cum for the offense.” 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes went wide and her heart started hammering so wildly she couldn’t hear herself think. 
 
    “Now that we’re on the same wavelength, slave,” the feylord said, as his hand fidgeted with the bow keeping her breasts hidden, “I’ll give you three choices as recompense for you torturing me just now.  First choice, I take off my shirt.  Second choice, I take off your shirt.  Third choice, I force you to cum until I get bored.  Pick one.”  And then, at her prolonged, red-faced silence, he cocked his head and belatedly added, “You may speak.” 
 
    Bonnie immediately blurted in an open-jawed rush, “Those aren’t choices!!” 
 
    Completely serious, he said, “After what you did to me?  Those are your choices if you want to get outta here.  Slave.” 
 
    “Not fair!” she cried. 
 
    “Oh, look who just said something without permission?”  Even as his face was twisting with naughty glee, he began, “Slave, I want you to—” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet!” she blurted, desperately trying to slide away from him despite the way his body pinned her down and her wrists were bound over her head.  Desperately, she babbled, “I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen scanned her face, debating, obviously enjoying himself.  Then, mercifully, he said, “So what’s your choice?” 
 
    Her brain stumbled over the three choices he had offered her, stuttering as she realized there was no way out, and she had to choose. 
 
    “Not fair,” she whispered, begging him to see that he was being unreasonable. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s mouth dropped open.  “Not fair?”  He laughed.  “Obviously you don’t understand the meaning of that word.  Slave.  Now pick one, before I pick for you.”  He started tugging gently on the laces between her breasts, tucking his fingers under them and pulling gently.  “This is probably what I’d pick.”  He winked at her.  “Then again, I’m biased.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard, knowing, deep down, that she was utterly and completely screwed.  She was trapped in a mind-world playing a mind-game with a mind-magus.  She was fucked.  Utterly fucked. 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, flicking the laces of her corset again, this time daring her to say something about it.  “Then again, most people would’ve thought about that before they spent twenty minutes denying me…”  He traced a big hand up between her breasts, then moved to one side, doing lazy spirals on the leather over the swell of her breast. 
 
    Gotta regain control, she stammered to herself, a mental mantra.  “I think it’s time to go back.” 
 
    “Nope, my turn,” he said idly.  “So what color are your nipples, vampire?  The rest of you is so pale…”  His finger tucked under the cup of her bodice, tugging just enough to make her freeze.  Then he paused, waiting. 
 
    Realizing just how fucked she really was, Bonnie felt a little part of her surrender.  “I have to pick one?” she squeaked. 
 
    He started tracing his finger back down the laces between her breasts, looking somewhat distracted.  “Mmmhmmm.” 
 
    The next minute as Bonnie agonized over her choices and tried to decide between them was a form of torture in itself.  If she chose her shirt, it wouldn’t be as scary as seeing him naked, but it would expose her in a way that she’d never been exposed to a man before.  But if she chose his shirt, she could see everything that had fascinated her only moments earlier…while having to face the fear of seeing him naked and the unwelcome rush of subconscious memories that would flood into her mind.  Or she could choose to orgasm, which she’d always wondered what would be like at a man’s hands, but to put herself in that position, to let him touch her, as long as he wanted… 
 
    “You’re awfully silent there, slave,” he said, giving her a playful grin as he tugged on the knot to her laces again.  “Is that you telling me you want me to choose for you?”  He continued pulling back slowly, the knot binding her breasts out of sight loosening… 
 
    “Orgasm,” Bonnie blurted, willing to say anything to keep her from being exposed to him… 
 
    His fingers froze on the laces of her corset.  Slowly, his eyes slid back up her chest to her face. 
 
    Too late, Bonnie realized what she said.  “I mean, maybe you should just—” 
 
    His warm finger pressed against her lips stopped her.  “You said orgasm.” 
 
    And then he was moving over her, sliding down her body, forcing her ankles apart.  Bonnie gasped when she realized what he was doing and tried to close her legs, but even as she did, she found something was holding them in place, and when she looked, her ankles, too, were roped off to eye-bolts in the sand, spreading her legs wide, giving him complete access. 
 
    “Oh my gawd,” Bonnie whimpered, heart pounding totally out of control as she realized what he was about to do to her.  “Oh gawd.” 
 
    The feylord hesitated, head and upper torso hovering over her pelvis as he held himself above her.  “You okay?” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard.  “I…”  She was trying not to hyperventilate. 
 
    “We can stop any time you want,” the feylord said.  He propped himself up over her on his elbows, laying his lower body down between her legs as he examined her face.  “Just say the word.” 
 
    “Okay, then, I think—” Bonnie started, beginning to tell him to do just that. 
 
    “Of course,” he interrupted, sitting up, eyes twinkling with amusement, “it proves you’re a chickenshit.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “Chicken?”  She jerked her bound wrists and ankles.  “You’ve got me tied up.  I’m helpless.” 
 
    “You told me that’s what you like.”  He dropped to the sand beside her, one elbow holding up his head.  “Oh, and you just spent like twenty minutes alternating between groping me and threatening to crush my family jewels…quite convincingly…while my hands were locked behind my back.”  He grinned.  “And the whole time, you were gripping my cock, keeping me on the verge of cumming for like twenty minutes, while I couldn’t say shit.” 
 
    Gawd, she was a chicken.  This wasn’t even real… 
 
    When Bonnie couldn’t form a response, the feylord sighed and sat up.  “I guess I was asking too much.  You are young, after all, and haven’t had a chance to fully embrace the pleasures of not being in control.”  He reached for her ankle. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” she cried. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen froze, looking a bit baffled.  “I was gonna free you.” 
 
    “I know what you were doing,” she gritted. 
 
    Giving her a confused look, he nonetheless pulled his hand away from her ankle.  “And?” 
 
    “And just let me think about this for a minute.” 
 
    He sat back, looking amused.  “Generally, a kidnapper with dubious intent doesn’t just sit back and wait for his abductee to decide whether or not to be abducted.” 
 
    “Shut up or I’ll gag you again.” 
 
    He raised a brow, but shut up. 
 
    And there, bound and helpless in a mind-world not of her own making, Bonnie began crunching the pros and cons in her head.  Pro:  None of it was real, so she could maintain her dignity and virginity in the real world.  Con:  She was a virgin and she had no idea what to expect, and whatever he was about to do to her might scar her for life.  Pro:  She’d always fantasized about this very thing, and being trapped, spread-eagled, was creating a delicious heat between her legs.  Con:  She had no way to stop him if he went over the line, aside from his word.  Pro:  It would probably be a lot of fun to have him touch her.  Con:  He could do anything he wanted to her, literally anything.  Which was terrifying. 
 
    She was halfway through deciding the pros were generally outweighing the cons when Tl'oghk'etnaeyen yawned and said, “Orgasm for me, slave.” 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes went wide even as she was overtaken by a sudden, startling rush of heat in her groin that, in heartbeats, built to a sudden inexorable pressure in her groin that overflowed to a delicious tipping point.  She fell into an uncontrollable spasm as that red-hot heat in her groin shot up her spine in wave after shuddering wave of undiluted pleasure that took over her entire being. 
 
    “Oh…my…” she gasped, her body contorting, straining against the ropes until her muscles hurt from the intensity of the convulsions, “…gawd!” 
 
    Just as her body started to relax, allowing her to breathe, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen gave a sly grin and said, “And again, please.” 
 
    “Noo—” Bonnie cried out as her body flexed again, of its own accord, and those horrible waves of pleasure returned, making her spine arc as her body responded.  Once she could finally breathe, she gasped, “You said once!” 
 
    The feylord’s answer was the look of a smug cat.  “I never said once.”  He crawled back over her until his body was positioned over hers, his arms and legs straddling her, then lowered himself back on top of her, the hard length of his cock almost painfully digging into her groin.  Brushing sweaty hair out of her face, he said, “I said until I got bored.”   
 
    Seeing the demonic look in his eyes, Bonnie froze.  “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled as he said, “What are you gonna do to stop me?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “I—” 
 
    “Cum again, slave.  Harder this time.” 
 
    “Oh ffuuu—” she gasped, then her ribs seized and she couldn’t finish as the pleasure immediately washed through her, taking her by storm.   “Unnnghhh,” Bonnie whimpered, as her body uncontrollably climaxed again, straining against the ropes, against his body, against the hardness pressing into her groin. 
 
    When she regained control, she found him watching her motionlessly from above, soaking in her pleasure with a gentle smile.  “Had enough?” 
 
    Panting, Bonnie nodded. 
 
    The slow smile that spread across his face was horrifying.  “Tough.  Cum again, please.  Even harder.  I want to feel you lift me off the ground.” 
 
    “Oh my gaw—”  But then Bonnie completely lost control, her body totally taking on a mind of its own as the pleasure rushed through her.  She felt her core clench against her will, tearing her apart, her shivering, sweaty body completely succumbing to the magic of the mind-magus’s command. 
 
    When it was over, she just stared up at him breathlessly, unable to move or form a single sentence. 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, with a slight frown, like someone analyzing a performance.  “Better, but could use improvement.  I don’t feel like you’re putting enough effort into it.  Slave, cum until—” 
 
    “Wait!” Bonnie cried, panic making her limbs responsive once more.  She desperately tried to slide out from under him, but was brought short by the ropes on her ankles.  “Please,” she babbled, “I can’t do it again, please!” 
 
    His lips stretched in an amused smile.  “—you pass out,” he finished. 
 
    The sudden heat and the inescapable explosion that followed left her completely overwhelmed, and no amount of straining or struggle could get it to stop as the convulsions started…and then kept going.  And going.  “Mercy!” she begged, thrashing under him.  “Please!”  She couldn’t take any more.  Her heart, her trembling muscles—  She knew it would kill her.  “Please mercy,” she gasped as she shuddered, awash in the horrible pleasure. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, considering, as he continued to pin her down, forcing her to strain against him.  “No.  Keep going.” 
 
    And she did, because she had to.  Somewhere in the haze of pleasure-pain that followed, she pleaded, begged, and screamed.  When it was over—she didn’t know it was over until she realized she was blinking up at him, dazed—she was panting, her breaths ragged and harsh in her chest.  When their eyes met again, Bonnie felt an unbidden wave of respect, even awe. 
 
    “Now we’re even,” he said, kissing her forehead.  Then, instead of sitting up, the feylord further leaned down to touch her ear with his lips, as she had only minutes before.  “And just for the record,” he whispered against her earlobe, “next time you choose orgasm, I’ll use something other than my voice to make you cum.” 
 
    Trapped under his hard body, Bonnie whimpered at the heat his threat automatically produced in her core, an unconscious memory of what he had done to her, spiking her heartbeat until it was a thunder in her ears. 
 
    “Until then,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, his voice shifting as he sat up and cheerfully patted her shoulder, “Let’s go find out what our very big, very stupid friend is doing in the real world before someone realizes we’re asleep and draws beards and penises on our faces in Sharpie, eh?” 
 
    Still adrift in that delirious haze of pleasure, feeling totally open and relaxed to him, Bonnie found she could only nod, still in awe. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen smiled, a genuine, happy smile, and reached up to touch her temple… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: Carnage 
 
    Bonnie gasped and jerked awake. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, in brindled dog form, was sitting nearby, a sheepish mastiff grin on his jowly face.  “Welcome back.” 
 
    “You…” she sputtered, jumping to her feet and knocking her camping chair over in horror.  She glanced down at herself, found that she wasn’t dressed in a black leather corset and eight-inch stilettos, but patted her T-shirt and jeans down just in case anyway.  Then, returning her attention to the dog, she froze.  He’d trapped her in her own mind.  With just a touch… 
 
    Suddenly, it occurred to her just how dangerous a feylord really was.  Sure, he wasn’t constantly threatening to eat people or rip them limb from limb or suck them dry or cut them in half, and he certainly couldn’t knock down a house with a foot, but suddenly all those idle threats to ‘mindweave’ someone into a cockroach were making a lot more sense… 
 
    He could, she realized, kill with a touch.  Or render someone a drooling idiot.  Or give them intense pleasure… 
 
    “How about Option Three?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said warily. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard, realizing how closely the feylord was watching her thoughts.  Listening…  Because she couldn’t hide anything from him. 
 
    Just the understanding that her mind really was that naked to him made her heart start to pound with the onset of that all-too-human fear response—this time facing a new kind of predator.  Something higher on the food chain.  Something that could simply think her to death, or worse.  Bonnie’s anxiety ratcheted up, realizing just how dangerous this particular creature really was.  If a mind-magus could touch her and trap her in her mind, hold her hostage, what else could he do?  He already forced people to act out his will by accident… 
 
    Unbidden, she remembered something he had said, earlier, his voice heavy with regret.  “And very hard to make friends.  Once most people figure out what I’m doing—even if it’s on accident—they want nothing to do with me.” 
 
    Her eyes met his and she saw the sadness there.  He knew what she was thinking—and he knew she would probably want nothing to do with him ever again.  She watched him turn away to pick at the sand beneath him, mouth set in unmistakable grief. 
 
    It was his obvious misery that brought her thoughts of his dangerousness to a crashing halt.  He’s cursed to look like a dog and I’m the only goddamn intelligent being on the planet who can hear him when he talks—the rest just hear a dog barking.  He still hadn’t explained that one.  He’d shown her, though, and she’d watched in fascination when Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had approached two dozen people in a row trying to get their attention and tell them, gee, he wasn’t canine, and all he got for his efforts was people shouting at Bonnie to ‘control her dog’ or the barghest patting him on the head for ‘properly terrifying the Firstlander pussies’.  And with even his family turned against him… 
 
    I’m the only one he’s got. 
 
    Very carefully, Bonnie picked up the chair she had knocked over and put it back in place beside him.  Then, pointedly, she sat back down beside him. 
 
    It was her legs coming to rest in front of him once more that made the feylord glance back up at her, his dog-brown eyes curious, even puzzled. 
 
    “I figure,” Bonnie said, trying to relax and ease the tension she felt, now that she truly understood how dangerous he really was, “you know the score.” 
 
    “The…score?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen asked, frowning. 
 
    “Not without my permission,” Bonnie said. 
 
    The feylord’s jowly mouth fell open.  “Then…you’re not mad?”  The hope in his voice was painful.  It was then that Bonnie realized he had made a gambit by taking her to his mindscape, and he had fully expected her to hate him afterwards. 
 
    “Oh, I’m mad,” Bonnie said.  She allowed herself to grin at him just a little.  “But I’ll punish you later.” 
 
    Immediately, his eyes widened, and it surprisingly wasn’t with excitement, but rather, with wariness and even fear.  “So…”  he cleared his throat uncomfortably, “About that…  You had me gagged earlier so I couldn’t address this properly, but I really would prefer not to try anything like that in person for, oh, another hundred years or so, considering a young vampire queen’s propensity to lose control and kill their—” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes at him and he swallowed hard. 
 
    “At least…uh…not until you lose your virginity?” 
 
    Again with the virginity!  “Look,” Bonnie said, “I think you guys are blowing that way out of propo—” 
 
    But the feylord’s attention had shifted to something out in the river.  Or, rather, above the river…  “Ohhh shit.”  He jumped to his feet and scrambled backwards. 
 
    Unnerved by a feylord’s sudden anxiety, Bonnie twisted to follow his gaze.  At first, all she saw was the gigantic column of black, turpentine smoke.  Then saw the three shimmering shapes flit down the column of smoke like human-shaped licks of flame and she stiffened.  “Wait.  Are those—” 
 
    “Gaia’s tit,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, backing up beside her.  “Those are Valkyrie, shit!” 
 
    Bonnie blinked.  “So?” 
 
    “So, he is an Odinson.  They are daughters of Freyja.”  The way the feylord said it, he was explaining how to breathe. 
 
    “So?  That’s good, right?”  That was, after all, what Björn had told them all he was trying to accomplish. 
 
    “No.”  The feylord just shook his head slowly, his jowly mastiff jaw hanging open as he stared at the fiery boat.  “Not good.”  He shook his big doggy head.  “I can’t believe he actually managed to do it.  It’s not been done in ages.” 
 
    Bonnie glanced at the people gathered around the ‘feast’.  None of them seemed to have noticed the three ethereal women stepping from the column of smoke and into the fire.  “Is it safe?  I mean, should we try to get these guys out of here?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen looked over his furry shoulder at the group of twenty-two ‘revelers’ that Björn had managed to coerce, bribe, or guilt into seeing his ‘couch-man’ off.  Most were facing the tables, loading up on food or drink, not even watching the burning ‘boat’ that their ‘very special’ friend had insisted on burning with a ‘fake corpse’ out in the river as part of a ‘school project’ studying ‘obsolete Viking rituals.’ 
 
    “I could just tell them all to leave,” he offered. 
 
    Bonnie considered.  “Björn probably wouldn’t take that well.” 
 
    “I could make him take it well,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, growing increasingly agitated as he watched the scene unfold.  “It’s not safe for them here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…”  Would it be safe for them if they ran?  The idea of Björn chasing down the onlookers who left and slaughtering them for being cowards or backstabbers or pussies. 
 
    “I would stop the barghest from hunting them,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said. 
 
    “Stop mind-reading me!” she gritted.   
 
    “Can’t help it,” he said distractedly.  “Have you been listening to the oaf and his stories of the Valkyrie?  Things are about to get ugly out there and these people aren’t safe.  I’ll mind-weave him into a toad if I have to—we need to do something.” 
 
    She grimaced, not really liking the idea of constantly jerking Björn around with mind-games.  The one time he’d called Tl'oghk'etnaeyen on it in the middle of the boat storage lot still stuck with her.  “Okay, but if he figures out what you’re doing…” she said. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Odinson.”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen turned towards the gathered fishermen, who were by now starting to notice the three flame-wreathed women walking across the surface of the water to stand over Björn and their jaws were falling open.  Several were pointing and reaching for their pockets. 
 
    “Oh shit, don’t let them take pictures!” Bonnie said as soon as she saw phones coming out. 
 
    “Okay, guys,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, “put the cameras away and calmly walk away.  Nothing interesting happening here.  Go home and forget this happened.” 
 
    Immediately, the crowd took on a bored nonchalance, showing complete indifference to the confrontation between the barghest and Freyja’s messengers.  They began putting their plates and cups down and started to leave. 
 
    “You could at least make them clean up a little,” Bonnie muttered, watching several of them drop their plates and cutlery where they stood and start walking away like mind-controlled zombies.  Which, she realized, was probably exactly what they were. 
 
    “Oh balls, they’re starting to argue,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, watching Björn and the Valkyrie.  He turned to face her, looking nervous.  “Hey, Bonnie, it might be a good time to—”  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen hesitated, frowning as his eyes caught on four other men that were approaching the festivities from the forest, walking nonchalantly through the milling crowd as it walked away.  The men were dressed in matching, top-end hunting gear, their camouflaged clothes looking almost tailored, though they carried no guns, just…  Compound bows? 
 
    “Kesani'aan?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen whispered, getting off his haunches.  “But…” 
 
    “Huh,” Bonnie said watching the closest man raise his bow, “and here I thought it wasn’t hunting seas—” 
 
    “Run!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, ducking even as the man expertly drew and released an arrow at the two of them. 
 
    The man’s arrow missed Tl'oghk'etnaeyen and took Bonnie through the gut in a startling, hammer-like blow, pinning her to the canvas chair and knocking her backwards, into the sand.  Bonnie grunted at the sudden, blinding pain in her spine, but when she tried to get out of the chair, the barbs of the razor-sharp arrowhead caught on the canvas, and she merely pulled the arrow deeper into her gut as she dragged the chair a few feet, then fell to her knees.  At the same time, back on the river, Björn had started shouting profanities and was grabbing one of the Valkyrie by the head, slamming her into the riverbed again and again… 
 
    “Kill each other,” the hunter that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had called Kesani'aan said calmly. 
 
    The fishermen that had been walking away from the catering tables hesitated, then glanced at one another in confusion. 
 
    “I said kill each other,” the tall, Athabascan-looking man snapped. 
 
    One of the fishermen pulled out a pocketknife.  Another slowly reached down for a rock, though they looked stiff, fully aware that they were being compelled.  Several others reached for rocks, still hesitating and glancing at each other. 
 
    “Throw rocks at the men with bows!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, having jumped down over the river bank and out of a direct line-of-sight from the compound bows.  “Hit them in the head as many times as you can!” 
 
    Immediately, every man in the group bent, grabbed stones, and started throwing them at the feylords.  The four men, who had turned their attention back to Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, shouted curses and ducked as a hail of rocks started hitting them in the head, shoulders, back, chest…  They retreated back to the forest, the group of fishermen following.   
 
    He really is good at that, Bonnie thought, baffled, still drunkenly fighting with her chair. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen used the distraction to rush forward across the gravel beach and tear the canvas where the arrow’s barbs caught the fabric, then touched her forehead again, and immediately a wash of warm green energy flooded her mind and body, whisking away all of the numbing booze, immediately bringing everything back into focus. 
 
    She had an arrow in her gut and someone was shooting at her!  Bonnie lunged to her feet, wide-eyed.  “Björn!” she cried. 
 
    The barghest, waist-deep in the water, was screaming at the sky, watching the last of the Valkyries retreat up the roaring column of flame, and didn’t even turn. 
 
    “Odinson, come fight!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen shouted.  “Your queen is in danger!” 
 
    The barghest ignored him completely, hurling curses at the departing Third Landers. 
 
    “Fuck, he’s too far gone.”  The feylord looked panicked, caught between wanting to run to the barghest and wanting to run away.  “They’re going to have saa łic'ae,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen whispered.  “Hounds that can find us anywhere.  They have our scent, so you need to get your barghest to—” 
 
    Then, on the river, there was some sort of eerie, crystal-sounding thunderclap and the barghest started throwing a tantrum on his boat, flinging apart the burning pyre and screaming curses to Odin. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blinked.  “Holy shit, I think he just broke his Champion’s Mark.” 
 
    “Björn!” Bonnie shouted.  “Get over here!  Some dude just shot me!” 
 
    Björn, oblivious, continued flinging debris and screaming like a manbaby in the boat. 
 
    “Okay, Bonnie, I’m gonna open a portal,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen began, starting to trace his paw in a circle around them as he watched the barghest tear apart the pyre.  “That was my brother Kesani'aan, and those guys won’t keep him for long.  We can come back for the barghest once he deals with his…”  A green arrow slammed into Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s paw, making the feylord scream and scramble to get back over the lip of the riverbank, the shimmering green portal he had been opening cinching back shut with a fizzle. 
 
    At the edge of the forest, the tall, Athabascan-looking man who had shot the arrow was watching Tl'oghk'etnaeyen and calmly nocking another one.  Behind him, the other three hunters were cursing, ducking stones and casually picking off fishermen with arrows as if they were targets in archery practice.  All around the gravel boat launch, Björn’s guests were continuing to throw stones, even as they took shimmering green arrows in the chests, the heads, the eyes… 
 
    They’re killing them, Bonnie thought, horrified. 
 
    “Come on!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, ducking to grab her hand and pulling her forward, over the cutaway of the river’s edge.  “They were going to kill them anyway!  They don’t let mortals see them and live to tell about it!” 
 
    Bonnie stumbled over the gravel lip and numbly followed, tugged along by the feylord’s ‘jaws’ on her hand, even as she glanced over her shoulder in regret.  “Please don’t let them die like that!” she cried, trying to drag them to a halt.  “Please, Naeyen.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen hesitated, eying her with his weighing brown doggy-eyes, then turned towards the fishermen.  He seemed to consider it a second, then set his jaw and shouted,  “Don’t let them shoot you!  Stop throwing stones and run until you’re sure you’re not being pursued.” 
 
    The seven fishermen that hadn’t yet been picked off bolted in all directions, dodging the arrows with the fanatic ease of professional parkour competitors.  All but one made it into the woods, with the last taking an arrow in the hip, then in the back of the neck, before he went still upon the ground. 
 
    “Get Tl'oghk'etnaeyen!”  The one called Kesani'aan shouted behind them, raising a bow and firing again, making her friend cry out as a shimmering green arrow buried itself in the sand just ahead of his feet.  “Ignore the mortals!” Kesani'aan said.  “Call in the hounds!”  One of the four immediately lowered his bow and raised a silver whistle to his lips, and an ethereal sound punctured the treetops, followed by the instant baying of hounds. 
 
    “Come on,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, lunging back over the lip of the riverbank and pulling her faster as he led her along the edge of the slough.  His wounded hand he cradled against his chest, not even bothering to try to remove the nasty, notched blades from his flesh.  “Run!  As fast as you can!” 
 
    And, like her feet had caught fire, Bonnie ran.  Faster than Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, an arrow’s glowing green fletching jutting from her stomach, having absolutely no control over her feet, she ran. 
 
    And, for once, Bonnie wasn’t pissed at the feylord for spelling her mind.  She quickly outdistanced him, the trees and undergrowth flashing past in a wave of green. 
 
    She was just beginning to worry that she would run forever when Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s desperate voice called from the distance, “Slow down and wait for me!” 
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Naeyen?!” Bonnie demanded, slowing so he could approach.  She was feeling cold chills all over at the twisting pain in her guts as the arrow shaft moved around in her abdomen as she looked over her shoulder.  “Who are those guys?!” 
 
    “My brother!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried.  “Keep running!” 
 
    Bonnie did.  In the distance, she thought she heard the sounds of a helicopter. 
 
    Seeing that, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen frowned and slowed to a halt.  Behind them, the eerie baying was echoing amongst the birch trees, the unnatural animals almost crystalline in their howls.  For her own part, Bonnie could feel herself slowing.  The arrow was sapping her somehow, draining her energy as well as her blood. She tried to tug at the arrow in her gut, but she might as well have been tugging on something fused to her body. 
 
    “That won’t come out without releasing the curse,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said. 
 
    …curse…?  Bonnie did not like the sound of that. 
 
    Behind them, she heard men running along the raised edge of the riverbank, then a second arrow took Bonnie in the back, suddenly knocking her forward into Tl'oghk'etnaeyen in a fiery, searing pain that welled tears into her eyes and lanced fire through her chest.  They went down together in a sprawl, half-falling into the sluggish green water.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was up in an instant, throwing muddy water off his silken clothes as he backed away, horrified green eyes fixed on something behind them.  “Get up!” he cried.  “Come on!  Run, Bonnie!” 
 
    At his command, Bonnie’s body immediately lunged to her feet despite the arrows, following the feylord in what appeared to be a blind panic.  For an instant, he remained in a human form, but as she got used to the pain and her eyes dried as she ran, his green skin and hair and embroidered yellow silk blended back into the form of a dog. 
 
    “Where are we going?!” she cried. 
 
    “I’ve gotta open a portal!” he cried, panic raw in his voice.  He hesitated as he saw a boiling mass of grasshoppers congregated on something on the riverbank ahead.  They almost seemed like they were eating something, as whatever poor creature it was moved beneath them.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s brow furrowed at that only a moment before an arrow whizzed past his ear and hit the center of the cluster of grasshoppers, dispersing them in a cloud.  “Gaia’s tit!” he shrieked.  “We’ve gotta get out of here!” he cried, lurching into another sprint.  “Kesani'aan had my father’s best tutors.  They’re trained magi.  They catch us, we’re dead!” 
 
    “Hurry up and open a portal then!” Bonnie panted. 
 
    “They’re not gonna give us time!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried.  “I have to concentrate to—” 
 
    An oval of light sliced into the Void in front of him like something in a sci-fi show, and the tall, dark-robed vampire and the native lord calmly stepped out.  They were facing the river, glancing around curiously, not yet having seen them. 
 
    “Ffuuu—” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen started, stumbling to a halt. 
 
    The two newcomers immediately twisted to face them.  “You!” the creepy, D&D sorcerer-wannabe snapped, pointing at Tl'oghk'etnaeyen.  “I have had enough of your shit, sprite—” 
 
    A glowing green arrow shaft zinged past Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s ear and buried itself in the blood-sorcerer’s chest, making the vampire grunt and look down. 
 
    “Fight my pursuers for me, Buðlungr!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, spinning away from them and running up the bank, into the forest.  Bonnie scrambled after him. 
 
    The native lord grabbed Bonnie by the wrist with a vise-like grip, and Bonnie spun and kicked him in the crotch.  Instead of doubling over, the vampire snarled and stepped towards her, dragging her close with unmistakable threat.   
 
    “Let go of her!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, desperation in his eyes as he hesitated at the forest’s edge.   
 
    Somehow, the native creep held her through the compulsion, though the sorcerer was drawing black runes of blood in the air, and the strands were lancing out, rushing at the four feylords even then jogging to a startled halt on the bank. 
 
    When you allow the enemy to put his hands on you, you allow them to control the fight, Masaaki had warned her.  You are daimyō.  If they dare to reach for you, throw them into the shit like the honorless dogs they are. 
 
    Using the hold the vampire had on her wrist, Bonnie spun and threw him over her shoulder, tossing him into the water behind her.  Behind her, the four feylords were quickly ducking out of the way of the slashing black cables even then reaching out from Buðlungr’s fingers.  Bonnie had only a moment to blink at them, dimly recognizing something from the time the Inquisitors had tried to kill her. 
 
    The native vampire lord, however, didn’t let go of her arm in the fall, and instead took her with him, much like a wall of granite.  She dropped to the ground, pulled to her knees by his weight. 
 
    Hesitating, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen glanced between Buðlungr, who seemed distracted with the feylords who were even then panickedly ducking between Void-black cables that sliced the foliage apart in waves, and the native lord, who was crawling out of the water, reaching for Bonnie’s throat… 
 
    A silent helicopter crested the treeline across the slough behind them, and a sudden strafe of bullets pelted the ground and mowed the foliage around them, catching Bonnie, the two vampires, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen in a scream of tearing shrubbery, breaking rocks, and ripping flesh. 
 
    “Get in the portal!” Buðlungr snapped to his companion, who still hadn’t let go of Bonnie’s hand.  “Take her!  We’ll close it behind us!”  He had switched his target to the silent helicopter, whipping a wave of black through it, cutting away the nose and part of its rotor mechanism.  A moment later, the helicopter blade spun up much too fast, and the whirring engine roared as the vessel fell from the sky. 
 
    “Bonnie!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried.  The feylord, who had been knocked down by the spray of bullets, was panting, holding a bleeding abdomen, glancing desperately between Bonnie and the forest behind him.  Still holding her, the native vampire lord was getting up, a snarl on his face. 
 
    Then, like a freight train, the big native dude with the old woman fetish was yanking her towards the open hole in reality as Buðlungr backed up, clearly intending to join them and seal the portal. 
 
    “No!” Bonnie cried, struggling against the much stronger vampire. 
 
    “Come on, woman,” the native vampire snarled, yanking her with approximately the force of a bear.  Ahead of him, Buðlungr had already stepped back into the Void. 
 
    “No, no, no, no!” Bonnie cried, as her heels dug into the ground, creating furrows that didn’t slow the vampire lord at all.  He was already climbing back through the portal, tugging her— 
 
    Something tight cinched around Bonnie’s waist, dragging her up short with the suddenness of a chain going taut.  She paused and looked down. 
 
    The thin green cord that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had called ‘faewire’ was even then knotted around her waist, the other side wrapped around a cluster of cottonwood trees.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was even then finalizing the knot with bloody fingers. 
 
    The vampire lord took one look at that, then turned on Tl'oghk'etnaeyen, who was backing away with wide eyes, and grabbed the feylord by the throat.  “Release her!” he snarled, yanking him off his feet.  “Or I rip you apart.” 
 
    Emerging from the woods, a group of black-clad Inquisitors were returning fire at the portal, catching the native vampire and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen in a spray of bullets that made the lord grunt and her friend scream.  One of the humans threw a grenade like the one that had debilitated Bonnie at the café, and it went off in another explosion of silver mist that suddenly rendered Bonnie’s lungs and eyes completely useless.  A glowing hunting arrow slammed into the native lord’s shoulder, barely missing Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s kidney.  The lord grunted and threw up a hand to try and pull out the arrow, then stiffened when it refused to budge.  As Tl'oghk'etnaeyen continued to choke in his grip, he waved at the mist, then hissed when his skin started to burn where it touched the silver fog. 
 
    A moment later, through the burning, blurry agony of silver aerosol, Bonnie watched the vampire lord back through the portal, dragging Tl'oghk'etnaeyen by the throat. 
 
    A glowing hunter’s arrow followed them, hitting something on the other side and making the vampire grunt before the portal snapped shut behind them, leaving Bonnie alone on the riverbank. 
 
    Realizing the hopelessness of her situation, knowing that she was surrounded by people who wanted to kill her and that she had no way to extract herself from the situation, Bonnie nonetheless heard Masaaki’s disapproving voice in the back of her mind. 
 
    If you ever find yourself cornered, death is a better option than being captured.  Fight to the death, daimyō.  Never let yourself get taken in battle.  For you, it would be a fate worse than you can ever imagine.  Use that knowledge to power you, when all hope is lost. 
 
    So, when the black-clad men started pouring out of the forest to surround her, Bonnie put all thoughts of how much she hurt, how badly she was bleeding, and how much she didn’t want to die from her mind.  The faewire still wrapped around her waist, she spun and attacked them with a violence of complete, thoughtless fury. 
 
    She wasn’t the best martial artist, but she was fast, and she was strong, and she hit the first Inquisitor head-on with a speed that dragged him down to the ground with her.  She stabbed him with her fangs, an instinctive push-pull in her wrists, tearing the life-force out of him, and was already getting up and charging the next. 
 
    “It’s the queen!” someone was screaming.  “Kill it, kill it!”  Men with machine guns were trying to scrabble back up the bank, to get away from her, obviously not having considered she wouldn’t be escaping through the portal with the others.  Bonnie followed them gleefully, the new surge of energy she’d taken from her victim relieving the drain of the silver and the arrows.  She found another victim, stabbed him in the neck, and ripped her fangs free before she’d even had a chance to drain his life force, tearing away part of his neck as she did so.  The man slumped to the ground and she found another. 
 
    And another.  And another.  As they tried unsuccessfully to crawl back up the bank and get out of range, Bonnie fell upon every Inquisitor within a thirty-foot circle of the cottonwood tree that held her. 
 
    All but one. 
 
    He had stayed up on the bank with a high-powered rifle, and, as she lunged and pulled at the faewire holding her just out of reach, he raised his weapon, aimed at her head.  Desperate, Bonnie threw herself to one side.  She heard the bullet whistle past her ear. 
 
    “Damn,” the black-clad man said, sounding totally emotionless and sinister in his calm.  She heard the gun mechanisms click as he casually reloaded another huge silver round into his rifle. 
 
    Make use of your environment, wan-ko, Masaaki’s words returned to her, chastising her for, yet again, letting him cow her with a sword.  Never accept that you are without weapons when you go against a better-armed foe.  Use his sense of superiority against him.  If they have a sword, you get a stick.  Anything is better than bowing your head and accepting your fate like a peasant. 
 
    In front of her, the rifleman was chuckling as he slid the bolt back into place.  Bonnie grabbed a rock from the ground and, as the man with the hunting rifle once more raised the scope to his face, she threw it with all her strength at his chest. 
 
    The man, who was ten feet beyond the reach of her tether, went suddenly stiff as the rock entered his cranium, the gun firing by accident as he fell, grazing her cheek as the bullet lodged in the tree by her head. 
 
    Panting, Bonnie grabbed another rock and crouched, senses on high alert, looking for movement in the shadows of the forest. 
 
    She heard it before she saw it.  Two huge, green, near-hairless hounds with glowing skin and burning yellow eyes stepped from the foliage, followed closely by the four feylords.  They stood there, watching her a moment in almost curious silence, their clothes making them blend perfectly into the forest, their bodies only showing when they moved.  The hounds, if they even could be called that, stood rib-high at the shoulder, with tall, blocky shoulders and hand-like feet with talons rather than toes.  Their green tongues were lolling, and they drooled pure energy into the ground that made the flowers grow, their eyes and mouths like a glimpse into a sunny day. 
 
    “How many times have you had sex with my brother?” Kesani'aan asked finally. 
 
    Bonnie, still filled with the carnal rush of violence, only snarled and crouched against a mass of driftwood, hands each clutching a rock, daring the fey to walk within range. 
 
    The leader of the four lords sniffed, pulling his leather gloves from his hands as he surveyed the damage around them disdainfully.  Wordlessly, he stuffed the leather gloves under his belt and reached for his elegant, carved compound bow.  In the slough, the remains of the helicopter were bubbling as they sank, one of the soggy survivors of the crash climbing onto the bank towards her, a small black pistol in one hand.  He raised it at Bonnie… 
 
    And a glowing green arrow shaft took him between the eyes. 
 
    “I’ll ask again,” Kesani'aan said, casually lowering his bow as the man with the gun slumped to the ground.  “Was my brother’s curse affected at all by you fucking him?” 
 
    “I haven’t fucked him,” Bonnie bit out.  “Why are you all so freakin’ obsessed with that?!” 
 
    The feylord gave her a smug look.  “That was the wrong answer.”  And then, as carelessly as a butcher cutting the throat of a chicken, he raised his bow a second time and, between the feylords’ arrows and the two shimmering, tiger-sized hounds that rushed down the bank to savage her, Bonnie quickly lost consciousness.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20: The Problem with Portals 
 
    “We could hitchhike,” Aimée offered, for the hundredth time. 
 
    “No, stop asking,” Theo said, still intently concentrating on a rune he was etching into the ground with his own blood.  “Don’t want your buddies killing anyone for helping me.”  Then, to the blood-soaked ground, he snapped, “Freyja smite me with a fucking Valkyrie, open a fucking portal!”  He slapped the ground in frustration, throwing shreds of bloody moss and undergrowth aside. 
 
    Aimée sighed.  She could barely see the vampire lord in the darkness, though she knew he had continued tracing unholy lines in the earth and the air, muttering under his breath, each new iteration resulting in a dark, light-eating fizzle and pop, usually followed by a curse by the vampire.  He’d been doing it for hours, all unsuccessfully, and she was thoroughly bored.  Down along the ocean’s edge, the low thrum of car engines from the Seward Highway had been tantalizing her for the last twelve hours.  If she could just get there, she might be able to get help… 
 
    Already, she could feel herself growing soft, almost friendly, with the unholy creature.  She needed to end it before he could break his word and dose her again…or her barriers came down and she actually started to like this monster. 
 
    Her heart hardening at that thought, she said, “But if we could just find someone to drive us to Anchorage or let us borrow a phone—” 
 
    Theo cut her off with a sudden flash of silver-blue magic and a grunt of surprise, then a much louder shout of victory.  He lunged to his feet, panting, as the bubble he had made with his life-energy began to expand, becoming a human-sized door cut into the fabric of reality, and opening into an eerie blackness crisscrossed with the energies of a thousand places across the globe. 
 
    Aimée stared at the gaping tear that Theo had cut into the air, eyes fixed on the sizzling, vibrant network of energy pathways in the darkness beyond.  It had taken Theo two hours to make it, during which he had lost patience repeatedly, scrapping his progress and starting over, probably going through several pints of blood in the process, and Aimée had given up hope he would be able to complete it. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, but she already knew.  An unholy opening to the inner workings of the Realm, a gate to the Void.  Like a man who tore back the drywall to expose the wiring of a house, Theo had revealed the energetic blueprint of the Earth itself. 
 
    Aimée took a quick step backwards, hastily making the sign of the Cross.  A portal into the Void—the place where magi went to travel great distances in mere moments—could take them anywhere on the globe in a matter of moments.  He could take her to a forgotten island in Polynesia and the Order would never know what happened to her.  She had heard of such things, in training, but never seen one.  Most of the magi capable of making them had been killed a long time ago. 
 
    “I’m super rusty,” Theo said, oblivious to her sudden panic.  He was wincing at the way the edges of the portal were sizzling.  The pitch-black, crackling boundary of the rip in the natural world definitely seemed unstable, like reality was fighting against it, “And I was never very good to start.  Not like that asswipe Buðlungr.”  He turned away from the portal and grinned at her, displaying too-long teeth.  “I’m more of a vampire jock, if you get my drift.  I got enthralled young, and I was more interested in bashing heads together and sex.  Blood magic and studying wasn’t really my forte.”  The vampire almost looked…sheepish?   
 
    Aimée stared at him, stunned by how the gesture seemed so human. 
 
    But he was a demon, she reminded herself quickly, and Aimée knew that if she didn’t continue to make that distinction in her mind, she was on a slippery slope to unraveling everything the Holy Order of Angels had ever taught her about demonkin. 
 
    And she had seen enough demonkin in her life to know that, on the whole, they were evil. 
 
    Maybe he’s a good one, a stubborn part of her insisted.  Like the selkie…  Aimée viciously fought that back down, lifting her chin.  He had enthralled her.  She couldn’t be expected to think clearly, so she had to assume that any thought she had was compromised by his venom. 
 
    Seeing her spine go rigid, Theo’s grin faded as if it had never been, replaced with bitterness and exhaustion.  “So I take it you’re back to trying to convince yourself I’m a monster that deserves a stake through the heart.”  It wasn’t a question.  Just…tired. 
 
    Just the thought of someone putting a stake through the vampire’s heart made Aimée physically ill.  She managed to resist the compulsion to step towards him and feel his chest to make sure he was safe, however, and instead kept her distance.  She had gotten better at managing the poison’s surges after the first few hours of fighting an internal struggle while sleeping on his chest.  She still wanted to be near him, but at least she no longer wanted to climb on top of him just to make sure he didn’t walk away while she wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    Theo was watching her carefully.  “You’re getting better at that,” he noted.  “Faster than most.  Pretty soon, you’ll be planning out ways to drive that stake in my heart yourself.” 
 
    The thought made her bowels twist in dread.  “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “But you do want me dead, and you do want to be free of the Nótt Lagsmaðr’s curse.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she blurted, even as the poison stabbed her with anxiety of being ‘free’ of Theo.  Then she winced, realizing what she’d said.  “I mean…” 
 
    Theo looked depressed.  “It’s okay.  I didn’t really expect much different from an Inquisitor.”  He looked her over, his big greenish eyes sad in the darkness.  “I thought maybe I could…”  Then he stopped and shook his head.  “You just get tired of being treated like a psychopathic monster, when that’s the last thing I am.  Hell, when I find those types, I bash their heads in myself.” 
 
    “You were the one who killed the queen’s parents,” Aimée whispered.  “We found them in a basement…that was you?!” 
 
    Instead of nodding, Theo’s eyes darkened as he scowled at her.  “And that’s another thing.  You’re fucking trespassing, murderous assholes who think absolutely nothing of sneaking into a guy’s home and snooping around, taking whatever you want, or killing anything that might be inside.” 
 
    “Because you’re dém—”  At his sharp look, Aimée caught herself.  “Most of the time, it’s warranted.  We have resources and knowledge the government does not.” 
 
    “Uh huh.  To murder people and destroy their lives, force them to uproot again and again and again?  To hunt them like animals?”  He cocked his head at her.  “Oh, and I forgot to mention use their energies to power your own weapons and spells and devices.” 
 
    “The Order does not use ‘spells’,” Aimée snorted.  “That’s entirely the realm of the profane disciplines of the dark arts.” 
 
    “Okay,” Theo said, “so when you trap a person’s soul, then you put it into an object to, say, give you perpetual light in those handy little lightsticks you carry so you don’t have to run to Wal-Mart to grab batteries once a month, that’s all good to you.” 
 
    Aimée swallowed and glanced down at the lightstick on her belt, which she hadn’t activated since night had fallen because the first time she had, it had made Theo hiss and burn. 
 
    …just as it had been intended to do. 
 
    “Those are made from yatagarasus, right?” he went on, still watching her with that judging condemnation as he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “And sanzuwu,” she muttered, starting to feel sick, despite herself.  “A few fey.” 
 
    “My friend’s a yatagarasu,” Theo said.  “One of the most straight-laced, decent guys I’ve ever met.  Very honor-bound.  An old samurai.”  He was watching her way too carefully.  “In fact, as far as I know, I’ve never heard of a bad yatagarasu.  They’re generally pretty benign.” 
 
    “No démon is benig—” Aimée blurted on impulse, before she stopped herself, biting her lip and looking at the ground. 
 
    “So basically, because he could make his skin shine like the sun, you guys harvest his soul and turn it into a flashlight, and everything’s OK with the world.  Doesn’t matter that the guy was honorable, or he had kids, or loved ones, or goals.  He was different, so you harvest him and use his energy to find more.” 
 
    Aimée swallowed.  When put under that lens, it sounded rather bad.  What was worse, Aimée had never liked the fact that the Order used the souls of demons to power their weapons and artifacts.  It seemed…wrong.  And yet, the Holy Order of Angels had insisted that sacrifices were necessary in the pursuit of the purity of God.  Her fingers automatically found the oyster shell in her pocket and she rubbed it, unable to respond.   
 
    “You’re just a bunch of brainwashed hypocrites,” the vampire lord said, his face twisting with disgust.  “I’ll see you later.”  He turned back to his portal. 
 
    Seeing that he intended to leave her there, Aimée allowed herself a small concession of her morals on the rush of Nótt Lagsmaðr panic that followed. 
 
    “I…am struggling,” she admitted.  “I’ve never met a démon who was…amicable…before.” 
 
    Theo hesitated, turning slowly back towards her as he once more put his back to the portal.  “Oh?” Theo said, once again raising a masculine brow at her with that superior judging look.  “Have you ever gotten to know any of these ‘demons’ before you killed them?” 
 
    Aimée flushed, remembering the selkie.  “I’ve killed enough to know you and your yatagarasu friend are not in the majority.” 
 
    The vampire had the decency to wince.  “Well, that’s true enough.”  He glanced at the portal, which continued to flicker with unstable energy, seeming to consider.  “So…whaddaya say?  You wanna chance using it?”  He didn’t sound very sure of himself.  “I mean, I can’t guarantee we won’t both freeze to death.  It’s been like two hundred years since I did one of these things, and I don’t remember it looking this jagged around the edges.”  He squinted and poked at the edge.  “I mean, I’m pretty sure it didn’t have that gold glow to the edge.  Or sizzle.  Why’s it sizzling?  You know?” 
 
    That definitely didn’t leave her feeling confident.  “Inquisitors are banned from using the blasphemy of demons,” Aimée said. 
 
    “But you can harvest their souls,” he said distractedly.  “That’s okay.”  He was poking it with a stick, now.  “That’s funny.  You can actually push on it…”  He demonstrated, making the portal squish to one side, then looked at her curiously.  “You ever seen anything like that?” 
 
    It was not making her interested in testing its functionality.  “Where does the portal come out?” 
 
    “Hypothetically?”  He was still cocking his head at it like a puzzle.  “I get to decide that when we get inside,” the vampire said.  He glanced at the sizzling portal with a wariness that one might eye a wild snake.  “If I can remember how to get us out the other side before we both succumb to the cold.” 
 
    Aimée was a bit bemused, watching the vampire deliberate.  She had always thought that the demons’ unholy powers were innate, that they never had to struggle or hesitate when using them.  But now, after observing the hours of frustration and cursing both Freyja and Odin trying to summon the portal, as well as the nervousness on Theo’s face as he now eyed his creation, she knew that definitely was not true.  “We could hitchhike,” she offered again. 
 
    The vampire turned away from the portal to squint at her.  “What, so you can alert your buddies that you were kidnapped by a vampire?” 
 
    “Do I look stupid to you, démon?” Aimée snapped. 
 
    Theo raised a single brown brow pointedly and waited. 
 
    “Theo,” she muttered, deflating.  It had become habit, now.  The moment he crooked his brow at her, she submitted and gave him what he wanted.  The alternative—him talking about how he longed for death in some grotesque and creative fashion—was too horrifying to even consider. 
 
    “I generally don’t like bringing innocents into my affairs,” Theo said, watching her, his distrust clear in his pale green eyes. 
 
    Aimée agreed, having that exact same attitude, since it was so much easier to cut the demons from the weave if there were no loose ends to mop up later. 
 
    “…because people like you usually end up killing them in some misguided attempt to cleanse the world of anything interesting that could threaten your cult’s hold on the minds of Man.” 
 
    Aimée, who had been nodding, went still with shock and forgot to breathe.  “Did you just…”  She swallowed, hard.  “Call the Church of God a…”  She couldn’t bring herself to say it. 
 
    “Cult.”  Theo crossed his arms in challenge.  “That’s exactly what it is.”   
 
    Aimée’s mouth fell open.  “Merde,” she whispered.  “La lumière de Dieu me donne la force,” she managed, making another sign of the Cross, for the thousandth time that night.  “Le sang du Christ me preserve.”   
 
    But the vampire didn’t flinch at the name of the Lord.  In fact, he snorted with derision.  “How many times have you met your God, Aimée?  Ten?  Twenty?” 
 
    Aimée flushed.  “The likes of Him do not waste His time with pitiful sinners like me.” 
 
    “Oh?”  He wasn’t even attempting to hide the smugness in his face.  “But you’re so devout.  You would think a real god would show himself to his true believers.” 
 
    “We’ve seen his angels,” Aimée managed.  “They show themselves to the Order, to make His wishes known.” 
 
    Theo snorted.  “You mean a Fury?” 
 
    Aimée frowned.  “No, not a—”  She hesitated, realizing the mythologies were very similar… 
 
    Theo held out a hand, looking down at the palm curiously.  “Let’s see here.  I’ve met Odin, Freyja, Osirus, Psyche, Zeus, Thunderbird, Thor, Poseidon, Nimue, Hades—” 
 
    “All démons!” she snapped, the fire of her passion rising in indignant fury.  “How dare you suggest—” 
 
    “You say they’re demons,” Theo said.  “And yet, they’ve got the decency to make themselves known to those who follow them,” Theo said, dropping his hand with a flat stare. 
 
    “Because God doesn’t need to show Himself or grant favors like some common street-peddler to prove his existence.  The devout know.” 
 
    “All I’m saying,” Theo said, “is you’ve never seen him.”  He gave her a long look.  “But I’ve looked Odin in the eyes and told him his breath stank.” 
 
    “You truly believe something holy would have stinking breath?” Aimée laughed. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re saying Jesus didn’t shit?”  He made the most smug look and said, “’Cause I can attest to that personally.” 
 
    She flushed again and backtracked, knowing she couldn’t argue history with someone who had lived through it.  “God doesn’t concern Himself with the desires of a few sinful mortals,” Aimée said.  “He’s above that.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Theo said.  “What has your ‘God’—” the demon had the audacity to raise his hands in an airquote, “—done for you, Inquisitor?” 
 
    Aimée stared at him, revilement once again taking hold of her core.  “How…” she sputtered.  “How dare…” 
 
    “When you figure it out,” Theo said, lowering his hands humorlessly, “let me know.  Until then, try not to be a murderous cultist for a few minutes while I decide how to get us out of this mess, because whenever you open your mouth to spew that demon bullshit, what I’d like more than anything is to just leave you behind.”   
 
    As she was gasping with the horror of that thought, the vampire went back to evaluating the safety of the portal he had made, going so far as to stick a branch through it, watching nervously as the edges of the portal started to spark with the gesture.  A moment later, when he pulled the stick back, it was covered with ice crystals and looked dehydrated, while at the same time the part closest to his hand was dripping with…liquid gold? 
 
    Theo sniffed it, yanked his head back with a grimace, then slapped the birch branch against a spruce trunk.  Like something that had been dipped in liquid nitrogen, the stick shattered into a dozen pieces.  “That stinks of Fólkvangr.” 
 
    “Well, you were cursing Freyja’s name enough in the middle of your incantations,” Aimée snapped.  “Maybe she heard.  Granted you a favor.”  The idea that this demon so casually questioned the truth of God still rankled her. 
 
    He winced, then glanced at Aimée.  “I’ll need some of your blood to build a barrier to the cold.” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Aimée blurted, backing away.  “Clearly you have no idea what you’re doing.  The last thing I’m going to let you do is play with my blood.” 
 
    Theo sighed and threw the remnants of the stick aside.  “So we’re back to Square One.  We’re not going anywhere because I don’t want to hitchhike, and you don’t want to walk the Void.” 
 
    “Judging by the way that thing is fizzling, you don’t want to walk the Void, either,” Aimée growled. 
 
    “Fine, you know what?  You’re right.”  Theo cancelled the unholy spell by slapping at the outside edge.  And, like a child’s soap bubble at a birthday party, the portal collapsed with a loud static sizzle in which gold coruscated upon the ground like ball lightning in all directions.  Turning away from the failed experiment, he said, “We’ll do it your way.  We’ll use the highway.  But I swear to Odin’s underarms, if you get some trucker killed because you get your buddies involved, I will put you out of your misery.” 
 
    Demons were so disgusting in their quaint oaths and curses summoning their higher demon of choice.  So…vulgar.  It clearly demonstrated said higher demons as false idols in comparison with the purity and holiness of God.  Aimée sniffed. 
 
    Theo was watching her carefully.  “I’m serious.  If you get someone killed because you call in your zealot pals after me, that’s it.  I don’t care that you spent the day snoring on my chest.  I’ll kill you, and it won’t bother me one bit.” 
 
    “The Order would never accept me again, knowing I’ve been compromised,” Aimée muttered.  Which, painfully, was the truth. 
 
    Theo gave her a long look, seemingly searching for something.  “Yeah,” he said eventually, “but that’s not gonna stop you from trying, is it?” 
 
    “I won’t involve civilians,” Aimée said.  “This is between us, vampire.” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes.  “See, that’s what you pricks don’t get.  There is no ‘between us’.  I’m not fighting you guys, and I’m definitely not in the middle of some holy war.  I’m just minding my own business.”  The blood-soaked ground behind him hadn’t stopped sizzling.  In fact, the longer he ignored it, the brighter the golden crackling seemed to get, rolling out in all directions at the place where the portal had disappeared back into the earth.   
 
    Theo went on, oblivious.  “I’m just some poor schmuck that wanted some peace—wanted to find some place where he wasn’t going to get kidnapped and raped and forced to do abominable things to people—and gee, around the thirteen hundreds, you guys start—” 
 
    “Démon,” Aimée said softly, watching the energy of the ground behind him grow. 
 
    “—hunting my kind and using our souls to power your fucking flashlights don’t call me a demon, Inquisitor bitch.”  Scowling at her, he crossed his arms and went on, “I’ve been a good fucking guy, helping people, saving the damsels in distress…hell, chasing down runaway cows and putting my back into barn-raisings when I have to.  And what do I get for that?” 
 
    The gold energy was building, spreading outwards, making a black, eye-like hole in the blood-soaked ground as it pushed the boundaries outward. 
 
    “Theo,” she whispered, backing up. 
 
    “Better,” Theo said.  “I get shit for it.  Hunted.  My house ransacked when I’m not at home, my stuff rifled through, my most prized possessions taken…” 
 
    “Theo,” she said, swallowing.  Something was moving inside the hole.  Something radiant. 
 
    “I had mementos of the Nightlands, stuff my father had given me before he died,” Theo continued.  “It wasn’t powerful or even very valuable, but you know what you fuckwads did with it, the first time you ransacked my home?” 
 
    “Theo, I think you were right.  There’s something there.” 
 
    “Damn right, I was right.  I lived through it.  You guys gathered it all up and burned it.  Right along with my wife and best friend.  Tied them to a stake and set them on fire, saying it was in their best interest, having relations with a fucking vampire.”  There was raw hatred and hurt in his eyes now, agony that he’d managed to hide until now.  “You sadistic, soulless—” 
 
    “Theo, there is something coming out of the ground!” Aimée shrieked, pointing as it raised an arm and clawed its way into the mosses. 
 
    “Something coming out of the…”  Theo blinked at her, frowned, then turned slowly to look. 
 
    Immediately, his eyes went wide and he stumbled backwards, coming abreast of her.  “What.  The.  Fuck.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Aimée cried. 
 
    “Oh fuck.”  Theo’s mouth was open, his unnaturally big eyes wide.  “Fuck me, fuck me.” 
 
    The huge naked woman who was crawling out of the earth coughed, and smoke and sparks spun into the night on her breath.  She dragged herself onto the mosses with obvious effort, then collapsed into a fetal position, shivering.  She groaned and shook for several long breaths, spewing more smoke and fire into the air with every gasping exhale.  Her pale skin seemed to have a strange shimmer to it, like a gold paint.  Eventually, though, her lungs seemed to clear, and a few moments later, she lifted her head and started to look around.  Her thick, braided hair was almost pure white, and her eyes were like glowing icicles in the night. 
 
    Seeing that, Theo had gone totally still.  “Aimée,” he whispered, “don’t move.” 
 
    “Why not?” Aimée demanded, backing up a few more feet. 
 
    Instantly, the woman’s head swiveled and locked on Theo, who was the closer of the two of them.  She got to her feet with predatory effortlessness that could not be human, her lithe and muscular body flexing with the ease of a warrior.  She scowled at the two of them, eyes narrowed, as golden energy rolled away from her feet. 
 
    “Um,” Theo said, “greetings.” 
 
    “Greetings?!” the enormous woman snapped.  “Who the fuck are you?  Where’s the god that summoned me?  The fuck does he want?” 
 
    Theo’s mouth fell open.  “Uh, I, uh…”  He swallowed and took a step backwards. 
 
    Her glowing eyes widened.  “It was you?” the woman demanded, in complete disbelief.  “You?!  A worthless vampire throwback?  A man?!  Summoned me?!” 
 
    There was something in the rage of the newcomer’s voice that left cold chills in Aimée’s very soul.  She took a few more steps back, the Nótt Lagsmaðr’s caress not strong enough to make her stay. 
 
    “Look, Miss,” Theo babbled, “I’m really rusty and I didn’t know what I was—” 
 
    The woman lunged towards him, almost too fast to see, and grabbed the vampire by the throat.  As if he were made of paper, she lifted him completely off his feet.  “How dare you, you cow-toed blood-sucking nobody.” 
 
    “It was an accident!” Theo cried, squirming in her grip. 
 
    The woman narrowed her icy eyes and shook him like a doll.  “Accident?!  You really think I’m going to buy that, you bloodletting little creep?!”  As she snarled, golden energy rolled off of her feet like ball lightning, sizzling in the mosses and shrubbery around them. 
 
    “Honest!” Theo cried, choking.  “I didn’t do it on—” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” the woman snarled, leaning in, “you didn’t even have the good sense to bind the ground around the portal, you utterly dumb bacraut.” 
 
    “I wasn’t…” Theo gagged, “…binding…” 
 
    The woman’s icy eyes narrowed and she squeezed.  Aimée heard bones in Theo’s neck snap.  Then, with no more interest than one would discard a banana peel, she threw him aside, where he gagged and choked on the ground. 
 
    Even as the Nótt Lagsmaðr tried to stay Aimée’s feet, something instinctive and carnal made her take another step away from the glowing creature in front of her. 
 
    It was the wrong thing to do.  Immediately, the woman’s ghostly visage found her, and she cocked her head.  “You’re a mortal.”  Like it was confusing for her.  “Did you actually think you and your friend here could bind a Valkyrie to do your bidding?” 
 
    Bind a…  Aimée froze.  Valkyrie were over-tier immortals.  Along with the Odinsons, they were the demigods of the Third Realm, far above what could be summoned with a mere spell.  And often, when naïve fools in the First Realms decided to summon Thirdlander demons, they would cast a circle upon the ground with a binding ritual…  Aimée’s mouth fell open.  “No, that’s not what—” 
 
    But the golden energy was sizzling again, and she took three steps and had Aimée by the throat and was lifting her, squeezing, making her choke… 
 
    “You pot-licking cow.”  As she spoke, golden energy coruscated up her arm, rolling over Aimée’s body.  “You dare summon a Valkyrie like a common peasant.”  Her huge fingers started to tighten, and Aimée felt her windpipe being crushed like a paper bag. 
 
    A rotten birch branch exploded over the Valkyrie’s perfectly-pleated hair.  “Get off her, bitch,” Theo croaked, head hanging at an odd angle. 
 
    The branch made no more impact on Aimée’s attacker than if Theo had smacked her with a pool noodle.  Very slowly, the glowing, blue-eyed woman turned, still holding Aimée off her feet by her throat.  “Excuse me?”  As if she couldn’t comprehend what had just happened.  “Did you just…” she dropped Aimée and took a step away as if she no longer mattered to her, “…strike me, you flabby goat penis?” 
 
    “Pick on someone your own tier,” Theo sneered.  “Then again, being a woman, bullying the wildlife is probably how you get your kicks.”  He ripped another branch off a tree.  “You’ve probably never had a fair fight in your life.” 
 
    The glowing woman stiffened all over. 
 
    He’s baiting her, Aimée realized, in horror.  Why is he… 
 
    Then she realized.  Her.  The vampire lord was trying to save her. 
 
    He can’t… Aimée thought, on a horrifying surge of the Nótt Lagsmaðr.  She almost ran to him right then, to shield him with her body.  Instead, a deep, carnal fear of the huge, glowing woman made her take a step backwards. 
 
    “Did you just…insult me?” the Valkyrie snapped. 
 
    “No, I insulted your fighting skills,” Theo said.  “You’re just a horse-faced bitch.  Barely worth fucking.” 
 
    The Valkyrie choked.   
 
    “Aimée, run,” Theo growled, tensing. 
 
    And then, in a soul-crushing shriek, the Valkyrie lunged at him, dragging the vampire lord off his feet and hurling him bodily across the next forty yards, slamming him through trees like a linebacker. 
 
    As the land started to roar with the crackling golden energy coruscating from her feet, Aimée backed away, her awe and terror cancelling the heady rush of the Nótt Lagsmaðr.  She watched the vampire lord thrown about like a doll, then, realizing this was her chance, ran. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21: Thrall, Meet Thrall 
 
    Theo watched the Valkyrie crawl out of the hole in the ground amidst a glowing sizzle of Freyja’s energy and he began to wonder if he was cursed.  First the juiced-up vampire couple ambushing him, then a yatagarasu slicing him open with enchanted Masamunes, then a desperate virgin queen wanting him to consort, then Mandi getting kidnapped, then Buðlungr blood-binding him, then that damned genocidal Firstlander lord trying to take his queen, then a stuck-up Inquisitor forcing him to thrall her, then a fucking Valkyrie, all in the course of a few weeks. 
 
    Unlike the others, however, Theo needed to make absolutely sure that the Valkyrie didn’t try to kill him.  He could afford to get roughed up a little bit by the other guys on his level.  A Valkyrie, on the other hand, may as well have been a Fury or an Odinson for the kind of damage she could give and take without perishing.  If a Valkyrie picked a fight with him, Theo might as well cut off his own head and throw it over the edge of a volcano—they were just as bad as a barghest, but smarter and more refined as they killed people. 
 
    Oh, and as immortal as an Odinson.  Over-tier.  Like that goddamn peacock Thunderbird. 
 
    Theo’s scalp still itched from the last time he’d scuffled with the demigod.  The thunderbolt had been totally unnecessary, and had caught him mid-word, as he was telling the fancy pigeon where he could stuff his ‘territorial dispute’.  Theo, of course, had taken the lick and held his tongue and started using the park urinals and stopped casually pissing on trees when he was in the woods.   
 
    And, like Thunderbird, the Valkyries had a reputation for not taking kindly to under-tier who got in the way. 
 
    And somehow, in this massive catastrophe of a week, somewhere in his curses and tantrums and haphazard, clumsy incantations, he had summoned one.  Summoned.  Against her will, no warning, no asking, no explanation…  Just a portal that snatched up the first Thirdlander soul that happened to come too close, typical of the usual idiotic séance-friendly Ouija-board bimbos who bought a book of spells at Barnes & Noble, got drunk, and drew some bloody runes in the floor and accidentally dragged a pissed-off Third Lander into their Friday Night coven party. 
 
    And it had been a fucking Valkyrie. 
 
    He was so screwed. 
 
    Aimée didn’t seem to understand how fucked, because she was looking at the huge naked Viking woman like she’d look at a sprite that was interrupting her vampire-friendly camping trip. 
 
    “Aimée,” he whispered, “don’t move.” 
 
    “Why not?” the Inquisitor demanded, of course immediately backing up. 
 
    Instantly, the Valkyrie’s head swiveled and locked on Theo like a battleship’s cannon targeting system.  She smoothly got to her feet, her huge, naked body flexing with the ease of a someone who knew how to use it.  Golden energy was rolling off of her in sizzling electric waves, meaning she was already pissed.  Great. 
 
    “Um,” Theo said, praying she was in a good mood, “greetings.” 
 
    “Greetings?!” the Valkyrie snapped, clearly not.  “Who the fuck are you?  Where’s the god that summoned me?  The fuck does he want?” 
 
    Theo felt his testicles shrivel.  “Uh, I, uh…”  He swallowed and took a step backwards. 
 
    It took the Valkryie a moment for what had happened to register in her unearthly blue eyes.  “It was you?” she cried, as if it were absolutely inconceivable to her.  “You?!  A worthless vampire throwback?  A man?!  Summoned me?!”  It was a disbelief that Theo thoroughly shared.  By all rational understandings of the laws of the Realms, an under-tier or first-tier couldn’t summon an over-tier.  It simply didn’t happen.  The power of the summoner had to be stronger than that of the summoned, or they had to have a really good spell made by, preferably, another demigod, or even better, a god.   
 
    Theo had neither. 
 
    Behind him, Theo heard Aimée take a few more steps backwards, leaving him to face the Valkyrie alone.  Probably, of course, hoping they got into a scuffle and she could use the moment to get to the highway, and damn the Nótt Lagsmaðr. 
 
    “Look, Miss,” Theo managed, carefully avoiding looking at the huge Viking woman’s bouncy pink areolas, “I’m really rusty and I didn’t know what I was—” 
 
    In a movement too fast to see—or avoid—the Valkyrie lashed out and grabbed Theo by the throat and lifted him off his feet with the hydraulic ease of a bulldozer.  Even as Theo was choking and batting ineffectively at her steel-strong arm, she said into his face, “How dare you, you cow-toed blood-sucking nobody.” 
 
    “It was an accident!” Theo managed, his feet dangling and jerking as they tried ineffectively to find purchase. 
 
    The big blonde woman narrowed her glowing blue eyes and shook him like a martini.  “Accident?!  You really think I’m going to buy that, you bloodletting little creep?!”  As she snarled, golden energy rolled off of her feet like ball lightning, sizzling in the mosses and shrubbery around them, making them pop and fizzle in little sparks of gold. 
 
    “Honest!” Theo cried, choking.  “I didn’t do it on—” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” the woman snarled, leaning in, “you didn’t even have the good sense to bind the ground around the portal, you utterly dumb bacraut.” 
 
    “I wasn’t…” Theo managed, barely able to get air past his windpipe, “…binding…” 
 
    The immortal’s icy eyes narrowed and, looking directly into Theo’s eyes with the same vindictive malice as one might exterminate a particularly bitey insect, she squeezed.  Something crunched in Theo’s neck that shouldn’t have, and he felt his legs jerk.  Then, with the carelessness of someone flicking aside a dead mosquito, she tossed him into the undergrowth, where Theo struggled for air even as adrenaline and his Nightlander magic started to patch him back together. 
 
    Then, as he was helpless on the ground, the Valkyrie turned on Aimée. 
 
    Theo, who had professionally bashed heads together in the Nightlands for over three millennia, could handle a little roughhousing.  The Inquisitor, however, could not, and he immediately felt a pang of protectiveness—part Nótt Lagsmaðr and part human decency—surging in his chest as he struggled to right himself.  It wasn’t fair to Aimée that she be killed for his mistake.  Yes, she was a judgy bitch, and yes, she would’ve happily put a bullet through the back of his head for most of the time he’d known her, but he’d taken her under his wing, and if there was one thing that got Theo doing stupid things that he probably shouldn’t, it was a damsel in distress. 
 
    The Valkyrie’s back was to him as she glared at the Inquisitor.  “You’re a mortal.”  She was clearly just as confused about the situation as Theo was, considering neither him and Aimée and twenty of their firstborn children bleeding out should’ve been able to summon a Valkyrie.  They only showed up in the First Realm nowadays for things like prominent Viking funerals and ten-thousand-man slaughters on the battlefield.  “Did you actually think you and your friend here could bind a Valkyrie to do your bidding?” 
 
    Just leave it to his foul luck that the Valkyrie automatically assumed he’d summoned her on purpose, then broke his windpipe before he could tell her otherwise.  Damn it!  His throat was healing, but too slowly to intervene. 
 
    Theo saw Aimée’s mouth fall open as she stumbled backwards.  “No, that’s not what—” 
 
    But the Valkyrie clearly wasn’t in any mood to listen to reason.  And, if the golden energy sizzling around her was any indication, she had literally climbed out of the portal ready to kill.  The big Viking woman grabbed Aimée by the throat with the same ease a farmer snatched a caged chicken and yanked the Inquisitor off the ground. 
 
    Seeing that, Theo snagged the first thing he could lay his hands on—a rotten birch branch—and forced himself to his feet.  His neck wasn’t working correctly, the bones crushed and tilting his head off to one side just from where the Valkyrie’s fingers had squeezed, but Theo had never been known as a guy who had been particularly brilliant when a pretty girl was in danger.  And Aimée was about to die.  He knew it as clearly as he knew he wasn’t going to survive the next ten minutes. 
 
    “You pot-licking cow,” the Valkyrie was snarling into the Inquisitor’s terrified face.  As she spoke, golden energy rolled up her arm, coruscating over Aimée’s jerking, struggling body.  “You dare summon a Valkyrie like a common peasant.”  In her grip, Aimée started to gag. 
 
    Odin, throw me a bone here, Theo thought.  He said a little prayer to Freyja to control her champion before someone got killed, then lunged in and swung the branch at the Valkyrie’s head with all the might he could muster. 
 
    His cudgel exploded over the Valkyrie’s perfectly-pleated platinum hair in an impressive shower of wood shards and bark.  “Get off her, bitch,” Theo managed through his mangled throat. 
 
    The Valkyrie went stiff.  Then, like a curious lion about to crush a mouse, she turned, her one arm continuing to hold Aimée out as if she weighed no more than a pheasant.  “Excuse me?”  She looked completely baffled.  “Did you just…” she dropped the Inquisitor turned to face him completely, “…strike me, you flabby goat penis?” 
 
    “Pick on someone your own tier,” Theo said, with a lot more confidence than he felt.  He allowed complete scorn to fill his words as he continued, “Then again, being a woman, bullying the wildlife is probably how you get your kicks.”  He ripped another branch off a tree.  “You’ve probably never had a fair fight in your life.” 
 
    Comprehension filled the Valkyrie’s glowing blue eyes and she stiffened with the full-body indignation of someone about to remove the thought from his head—by extracting gray matter. 
 
    Behind her, Aimée took a nervous step backwards, her pretty gray eyes filled with indecision. 
 
    “Did you just…insult me?” the Valkyrie asked, still appearing baffled, like she was faced with a rabid canary. 
 
    “No, I insulted your fighting skills,” Theo said, hefting the branch.  “You’re just a horse-faced bitch.  Barely worth fucking.” 
 
    The Valkyrie choked.  He watched his own death cross her face as her lip started to come up in a snarl. 
 
    “Aimée, run,” Theo growled, tensing for what he knew was to come.  Just let this be enough of a distraction for her to get away… 
 
    He had just enough time to see Aimée turn to flee before the Valkyrie hit him with the force of a charging barghest, slamming him backwards before he even had a chance to swing the stick a second time.  All around him, the Valkyrie’s golden power was hitting him like ball lightning, and Theo knew, in that instant, as she drove him through six-inch trees like a grizzly bear hurtling through tall grass, his body snapping into pulverized pieces against the crush of her chest, that he was going to die. 
 
    Somewhere in his mind, the fear of finally taking on something bigger than he could control triggered an instinct he had buried since that very first day in his bedroom, playing around with the queen.  Since that day, he’d never been afraid. 
 
    Pissed, yes.  Vengeful, sure.  Humiliated and righteously enraged, of course.  But afraid?  That hadn’t really been on the table as a lord of the Nightlands, nor subsequently as one of the only noteworthy paranormal beings that the Inquisition hadn’t managed to murder yet.  While he wasn’t a very good blood magus, Theo was great at ripping off the heads of those who had earned his ire.  A professional thug. 
 
    And here he was, crumpling like a rag doll as the Valkyrie crushed every bone in his body, completely getting his ass kicked.  And, as she picked him up by the throat again and slammed his head through another tree, knocking his world into darkness with a predatory scream of rage, that little panicked part of his mind switched on.  He saw her reach for what was left of his head, clearly intending to rip it off and, in a total act of instinct, he threw his arms out and jabbed both sets of fangs into her chest with a completely reflexive surge of terror. 
 
    As he did, his fangs slammed in deep, dragging out endless amounts of life-force, filling him, revitalizing him, completely overwhelming him with the pure crush of the Valkyrie’s goddess-favored energy.  He felt his reservoir swallowing the vitality, sucking her in, pulling more soul magic than he’d ever pulled from anyone before, and yet it kept coming, flooding in an endless supply of complete bliss that already began to repair his ruined body, piecing it back together with unbelievable ease, tearing away the restraints of his body and mind with something akin to glee. 
 
    Where anyone else would have withered into an emaciated husk from the amount of life-force Theo had taken in those brief moments, the Valkyrie didn’t even seem to notice.  She didn’t swoon, didn’t cringe, didn’t flinch, just got a little frown between her brows. 
 
    Then, slowly, the Valkyrie glanced down at the place where his fangs were buried in her breasts and her eyes went wide.  Too late, Theo realized what he had done and pulled his hands back, leaving the glowing silver poison of the Nightlands dribbling down her areolas and nipples. 
 
    “You…” she whispered, her hand going limp as she released him to wipe the mercurial liquid from her chest and stare at it in open-mouthed astonishment.  “Did you just try to enthrall me, you pig-eared goat-fucker?” 
 
    Theo swallowed hard, knowing that not only was it illegal for a vampire to try to enthrall an over-tier with a Nótt Lagsmaðr, but the act of attempting it carried with it a death sentence, to be executed by Odin’s Chosen with Skofnung.  He couldn’t reply with his face crushed, however, and his broken legs fell out from underneath him as he collapsed into a boneless puddle on the ground. 
 
    The Valkyrie snorted, shaking the silver fluid from her fingers.  “You really are stupid.  I’m going to enjoy stomping your skull into a gray past—” she froze. 
 
    For a moment, the Valkyrie’s glowing blue eyes met Theo’s, and he saw a moment of startled confusion in them.  Then she glanced down at the silver venom still smudged across her chest. 
 
    “How…?” she managed, swallowing hard.  Then she took a step away from him, swallowing again.  “How did you…?”  She stumbled backwards and fell on her ass, shaking her head like she was drunk. 
 
    Theo, for his part, was feeling his body regenerating around him in record speed, powered by the Valkyrie’s own magic.  Groaning, he sat up, holding his head, which, moments before, had been crushed and leaking brain matter through his nose. 
 
    I’m still alive? he thought, totally unable to believe it.  He saw the crumbles of brain on his hand as he pulled his fingers away, then saw the same stuff smeared across the crushed tree that the Valkyrie had put his head through.  He gingerly picked the pieces off, smelled them, ascertained that they were his brain, then nervously flicked it off into the ground. 
 
    Then he realized the Valkyrie was watching him and he froze. 
 
    They sat like that for several long minutes, both staring at the other in nervous horror, neither so much as saying a word. 
 
    Theo swallowed, hard.  He wasn’t sure how to apologize, knowing that she was going to kill him for attempting to thrall her.  It was impossible, of course, for a vampire to enthrall an over-tier.  The demigods’ wills and magics were simply too strong.  Well, Theo supposed it was hypothetically possible, but only if the intended over-tier thrall was already deeply weakened by some incredible battle with a much more dangerous foe. 
 
    But clearly, by the way she’d put his skull through a tree mainly with the force of her fist pushing his neck through the wood, she had been fine. 
 
    But the Valkyrie’s look of horror was only getting worse, and instead of getting up to execute him for the offense, she was remaining solidly on her ass, looking totally dumbfounded.  Theo frowned, realizing her face had taken on the temporary slackness of a brand new thrall.  Blinking, he jerked his wrists up to stare at his fangs. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” he whispered. 
 
    “I know what this is,” the woman on the ground whispered.  “This has the yellow-livered stink of Loki.” 
 
    Theo’s eyes went wide, flinching at even the idea of calling in the trickster god to his already buttfucked life.  “Shhh!” he cried.  “Do you want to get his attention?!” 
 
    She squinted at him.  “That’s why the meddling fuckwit went missing.  He was playing politics in the First Realm.”  Her scowl was darkening. 
 
    The way she was looking at him, the Valkyrie thought that Theo was somehow a personal friend of the insufferable fop.  “Um, no.” 
 
    She continued to look at him like Theo owed her something.  “No what?” 
 
    “No I’m not involved,” Theo said quickly.  “I had nothing to do with this.  With him and you.  I’m not a follower of Loki.  I hate Loki.  He made me lose my favorite villa and a whole damned chest of gold to Nökkvi, before I fled the Third Lands.” 
 
    She wiped a palmful of the silver fluid from her chest and showed it to him, raising a brow.  “Then perhaps you could explain this?” 
 
    Theo swallowed hard, eyes drawn to the way her breast bounced as she wiped it clean, trying not to get hard at how her nipples were even then rising to the occasion, still partially covered in his venom.  Hell, that was sexy.  It was something he’d reserved for his wife, back when— 
 
    “My eyes, Loki,” the Valkyrie gritted, “are right here.”  She demonstrated. 
 
    Theo had never seen a naked Valkyrie before, but he’d heard about them.  Their beauty was legendary, usually bragged about by Odinsons who had managed to butcher one on a battlefield.  And, now that he wasn’t getting crushed to death, Theo was realizing their curves were in all the right places, their bodies a testament to the goddess of love, beauty, fertility, sex…   
 
    The Valkyrie cleared her throat. 
 
    Theo forced himself to tear his eyes back to her face, then realized what she’d said and blinked.  “Wait, Loki?”  Theo guffawed.  “You definitely have the wrong guy.  I’m a thug.  I bash heads together.  I’m not a sneaky little mind-weaving girly-man asshole who likes to trick people out of villas and pick fights with Pestilence.” 
 
    “That’s what Loki would say,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    Theo opened his mouth to argue with her, and instead a weird little giggle of panic emerged from his chest. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “Loki laughs like that.” 
 
    And he did, too.  Flushing, Theo said, “Then he must be in a perpetual state of almost shitting himself in terror,” Theo blurted.  “I am not Loki.” 
 
    “Prove it to me,” the Valkyrie snapped, as if she believed Theo could simply pull Loki out of a hat and present him in his stead. 
 
    “Um, Miss, I’m very sorry,” Theo said, “but there’s been a huge mistake.  Like, extraordinarily huge.  Colossally, monumentally, galactically huge.  I didn’t mean to bring you here.  I was trying to open a portal to walk the Void and it fizzled on me.” 
 
    She squinted at him.  “Then how did you create the runes to summon me?” 
 
    Theo laughed in desperation, realizing he must have drawn a thousand different runes trying to remember the right combo to unlock the Void.  “Uh.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open.  “It was an accident.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  He swallowed. 
 
    “You brought me here by accident.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you enthralled me.  With the weak piss of a lord’s venom.  By accident.” 
 
    Theo winced, having hoped that hadn’t been the case.  “Um.  Yeah?” 
 
    The Valkyrie’s face darkened and she got to her feet.  Turning to face the black forest around them, the naked Valkyrie raised her voice and shouted, “All right, you pompous ass pustule!  Get out here and tell me what in the pig-fucking hell you want!”  Theo took the moment to once again appreciate the stunning, ethereal, ball-crushing beauty of what was apparently his new thrall. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as her words rang hollowly into the darkness, echoing along the mountainside despite the sound of cars on the highway below.  Long moments passed.  The Valkyrie squinted at the darkness, then turned back to face Theo.  She seemed confused.  “You truly don’t serve him?  I could’ve sworn you smell like the prick.” 
 
    “I give you my oath,” Theo said.  “I do not serve Loki.”  Nor would he ever.  He’d rather be tarred, feathered, set afire, then boiled alive in a vat of shit than serve that conceited, manipulative creep.  He said as much. 
 
    The Valkyrie analyzed him with the carefulness of a hawk.  “For someone who claims they know nothing of Loki, you seem to have had a lot of experience with him. 
 
    Theo grimaced, remembering the villa.  He’d loved that villa, and now it was in the hands of a shit-flinging barghest.  “I’ve had enough.” 
 
    The Valkyrie sniffed, looking him up and down.  She was keeping her face carefully poised with indifference, but he could see the lines of strain underneath the façade as she fought the Nótt Lagsmaðr. 
 
    She’s good at hiding it, Theo thought, watching her.  He could still see it easily enough, though.  He’d had enough time with thralls that he could read their subtle cues like a book.  Odin’s balls, he thought, seeing her desperate inner struggle and realizing just how screwed he really was, I just enthralled a Valkyrie… 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Please, not again,” Gunvor gasped.  She had barely opened her eyes before the Odinsons had grabbed her and once again bound her to a fresh log.  She kicked and struggled, but there were too many of them.  At least twelve, though she hadn’t gotten a good count.  She’d once again been caught in a tusen dødsdager, except this group was more refined than the other four times, with these men having some sort of axe to grind.   
 
    Probably just lost another of their brothers to the sickness, Gunvor thought, horrified.  If it were true, the Thousand Death Day would go on and on until she broke and they cut one of Freyja’s Chosen from the Nightlands to even out the score.  They weren’t just entertaining themselves—they seemed determined to break her.  After they had gotten bored humiliating and defiling her, her tormentors had decided to use fire to kill her, over and over.  Fire was the worst.  Her immortal body tried to heal even as the heat burned away her skin and flesh, creating a cycle that could last for hours…   
 
    And it wasn’t going to end.  They’d already killed her with it at least twenty times, cheering as they sat around and drank from their ale horns and watched her scream. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Gunvor babbled, already feeling her mind start to crack.  It was the first time she’d been caught in the Thousand Death Day for almost two hundred years, and the first time she’d been caught outside Freyja’s territory alone in twice that long.  She’d been given a message, delivered by one of Freyja’s ravens, to be in this place, at this time.  Against her better judgement, she had gathered up her sword and armor and had climbed the wall of Fólkvangr to go out into the no-man’s-zone between Odin and Freyja’s territories to see what her mistress wanted.   
 
    Only to be captured, disarmed, and disrobed by Odinsons, her weapons and armor cast down the cliffside, her mistress’s wings torn from her feet.  “Please,” Gunvor said, her voice raw with panic.  “I’ve never taken part in a tusen dødsdager.”   
 
    And she hadn’t.  The Thousand Death Day had been utterly repulsive to her, something she had always tried to stop when she saw it happening to an Odinson caught in Fólkvangr, separated from his fellows, or in the Sessrúmnir Guðrhöll, when her sisters brought home a prisoner of war. 
 
    “Well, today’s your lucky day,” one of the Odinsons laughed.  His green eyes were bitter, his sneer filled with hate.  “You’ve got the starring role.”  He gestured at the bonfire that even then lit up the night. 
 
    “I helped Nökkvi escape!” Gunvor cried, willing to say anything to keep from being dropped upon the fire again.  “And Halfdan and Troels!  I gave my sisters enchanted mead when I knew they were unbound.  I distracted the guard…” 
 
    A couple of the Odinsons glanced at each other in hesitation, and for a moment, she thought she had gotten through to them.  She allowed a desperate surge of hope to ease her terror as she watched them deliberate.  Then the bitter one sneered, “I’m sorry, I don’t think you’re begging loud enough, Freyja whore.”  The Odinson who had spoken grabbed her chin and lifted it, licking her tears from her face.  “Maybe if you scream with conviction, we’ll fuck you next time, rather than give you the fire.” 
 
    ‘With conviction’ had been something Signe had used, whenever she was tormenting her latest unfortunate Odinson.  Which, now that she thought about it, was why the green-eyed man leading them seemed familiar.  Seventy years ago, he’d been trapped in Guðrhöll, chained to Brynhilder’s throne.  He’d been one of the intrepid ones who had escaped on his own, within the first week, but his two companions had not been so lucky.  Neither had survived their stay in Sessrúmnir. 
 
    Ødger saw the recognition in her face and his face twisted in a malicious smile.  “Throw her in,” the Odinson said. 
 
    “No, please!” Gunvor cried, thrashing against the enchanted ropes that held her naked body against the log.  “Please not again!” 
 
    Then, as she struggled, eight Odinsons lifted her and set her entire body face-down over the roaring blaze, nestling her face, chest, belly, and thighs directly in the coals, crushed in place by the log overhead.  Gunvor sucked in a breath to scream, only to sear her lungs to ashes with the heat.  She felt her own flesh start to sizzle and burn, and her screams became ragged and wretched, her mind already starting to dissolve with the knowledge her tormentors wouldn’t stop until she broke. 
 
    “Freyja smite me with a fucking Valkyrie, open a fucking portal!” 
 
    The words came to her dimly amidst her screams, carried on an ethereal wind that was crystal clear despite the roar of the flames and the roasting of her own flesh.  A moment later, she saw the fire part around her, and a golden flash that took her by surprise, nothing at all like the blessed Void of death she knew was coming and welcomed with all her soul. 
 
    Gathered at the fire, Odinsons were gasping and jumping away, cursing as they grabbed their swords and scrambled out of the way.  “Summoning!” they were shouting as they fell over each other trying to escape.  “It’s a summoning, get clear!” 
 
    Then the hole that had appeared in the fire grew, showing a darkened scene in a northern forest in the First Lands.  It moved to surround her, until it was all she could see. 
 
    Gunvor’s battered mind barely registered that fact as the pool of blessed darkness swallowed her, enveloping her in a cocoon of cold.  Sacred, consecrated, pure cold—never before had she felt so fortunate to receive it.  Gunvor climbed away from the log, felt her body crawl away from the fire in a desperate reflex.  Once her hands found purchase outside the coals, she fell to the ground and curled into a ball, unable to even think as she shivered on the mosses. 
 
    Minutes went by as she soaked in the darkness, her skin healing from the wounds in the fire, but her mind still tarnished by its smoke. 
 
    Damn the Odinsons, she thought, clutching herself and shivering, too grateful for the reprieve to wonder how she had received the blessing.  They still think we killed Nökkvi.  Were they all just mentally ill?  She and her sisters had tried to explain to Odin’s thugs that Nökkvi was alive and dressed as a barghest in the First Realm, but it had fallen upon deaf ears.  Almost as if they hadn’t wanted to accept that their friend was still alive and had simply failed in his mission…they found it more convenient to believe it was Freyja’s fault somehow. 
 
    The Pact was all but in shatters, and the tusen dødsdagers had begun again, after the many-century stay that had been forged by the marrying of the two halls’ Champions.   
 
    Then Nökkvi had disappeared, then Mardöll had followed him, then the cancer had spread within the Odinsons’ minds…   
 
    And not just Valhöll, Gunvor knew.  She had seen that taint in her own sisters’ eyes in Guðrhöll, as they tormented their vanquished foes.  It was some malignancy, some underlying putrescence of the mind that was slowly claiming more and more of Freyja’s hall, just as it had done in Odin’s.  Sometimes she wondered if she was the only sane one left. 
 
    But it had started with the Odinsons, sometime around the same year Nökkvi had disappeared to fight Pestilence to avenge Mardöll’s former soulmate.  And, instead of try to use the new alliance to go figure out what happened to him, the stubborn fools would rather believe in some grand conspiracy to destroy Odin’s name and stain Valhöll’s honor than realize that Nökkvi ran off alone to a fight he couldn’t handle and had gotten his ass handed to him by Pestilence, like a punk, and then Mardöll, feeling obligated to rescue him, had somehow been lost to the reincarnation cycle of the First Lands, instead. 
 
    Very slowly, her surroundings started to come into focus.  All around her, the warm, dark northern forest crackled with her stress-energy, the welling of Freyja’s power that came to her in preparation for battle, still rolling off her from her struggles in the tusen dødsdager.  Beneath her, she found she was lying in a pool of what smelled like vampire blood.  A lord, probably an older one, probably a follower of Loki judging by the meddler’s stench all over the portal and its surroundings.  Gunvor blinked up at the darkened Firstlander birch trees, the skinny spruce and cranberry bushes that she remembered from her own brief time on Earth, before she was chosen for Freyja’s court.  When her body had stopped shivering enough to lift her head, she righted herself and started to look around.  She could hear Firstlander chariots-of-steel down the hill, the sounds of their passing muffled by the forest. 
 
    Where in Thor’s sizzling butthole am I? she thought. 
 
    A sound behind her made her swivel. 
 
    She saw the two practitioners that had summoned her standing in the forest, eyes wide and mouths open.  Immediately, she realized that they couldn’t have been the one to have summoned her, as they were merely lower-tier fools, meaning their master was close by. 
 
    Suddenly humiliated by her state of undress and the fact that these two non-events had seen her beg for the mercy of Odinsons, Gunvor lunged to her feet to confront those who had summoned her.  She squinted.  They didn’t look like the types of people to know a high-caliber blood magic spell that could summon an over-tier from another realm.  In fact, they looked…lost. 
 
    Which only made her humiliation that much worse.  She narrowed her eyes and went to put the two of them in their place… 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gunvor slumped on her ass in the shrubbery, wondering if she had been cursed.  First Nökkvi calling them in dressed as a barghest and breaking her sword, then the Odinsons attacking her and her sisters when she tried to deliver word of his survival back to Valhöll, then Freyja’s raven luring her out alone, then the tusen dødsdager, then getting summoned like a common imp, then a mortal seeing her naked, then a parasite enthralling her. 
 
    Even then, she was fighting the overwhelming urge to put her arms around the vampire’s body and pull him close.  The idea of crushing him, like he deserved, made her so ill she had already vomited twice. 
 
    It stank of Loki.  The whole affair stank of Loki.  Even the ground stank of Loki.  When she found the fish-sniffing coward, she’d kill him. 
 
    Unfortunately, the man before her was clearly not Loki.  He was too nervous, too fidgety, not confident enough, not cunning enough. 
 
    “Who do you know?” she demanded finally, trying to take her mind off the desire to take him to bed.  The vampire had offered her his coat in a gesture of kindness, then, when she held out her hand expectantly, his pants.  They fit well enough, despite being crusted in Loki-stinking vampire blood. 
 
    “What do you mean, who do I know?” the vampire asked warily.  He hadn’t objected to giving up his pants, but he now eyed them longingly. 
 
    “Which gods,” she snapped.  “Which gods do you know?  Who did you piss off?” 
 
    The vampire called Theo grimaced.  “I was wondering if I’d been cursed by Loki.  Ever since I lost that villa eight hundred years ago, I’ve felt afflicted by something.” 
 
    “What villa?” she asked. 
 
    Theo frowned as if he were trying to remember the exact location.  “It was somewhere in the First Lands.  France, I think.”  He looked perturbed.  “It was some sort of bet.  A chest of gold…”  He hesitated.  “Or maybe it was payment…” 
 
    “I don’t care about gold or old villas,” Gunvor interrupted.  “Who do you know who deals with Loki?” 
 
    “It had grape vines up the side,” Theo said.  “A fountain…”  He made a face and and shook his head.  “Really fancy.  Someone important lived there…”  It almost looked like his head was about to crack, so hard was he thinking.  “I can’t…remember.”  His brow was furrowing, sweat standing out on his face, and it almost looked like he was trembling.  “Really…important…” 
 
    “Fuck the villa,” Gunvor growled.  “Tell me about Loki.” 
 
    Theo’s head came up suddenly and there was a startling purple flare to his eyes.  “Loki is trying to do something very important to his personal mental health, and if you could just refrain from opening your mouth for half a second, he might actually be able to break this curse, you busty sword-swinging barbarian.” 
 
    The words had every ounce of cunning and sarcasm that Gunvor had heard a thousand times before on Loki’s visits to Sessrúmnir. 
 
    Then the purple flare went out, and Theo was blinking at her, frowning.  “Huh.  That was weird.  It was like I blacked out for a sec.” 
 
    Gunvor jumped to her feet and backed away from the man on the ground, every hair standing on end.   
 
    The vampire blinked up at her, looking acutely nervous as he watched her feet slide away.  “What?” 
 
    Gunvor stared at him, heart pounding.  Unease was clawing at her heart, and suddenly she knew she was in possession of a secret that could sunder the realms—or repair them.  “You didn’t take Blóðvefr, did you?” she whispered. 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed and took a purple glow again.  “Really, you oversized caltrop?” the vampire demanded in that same sarcastic, all-too-familiar tone, getting to his feet.  “Do you really think I’m stupid enough to take Freyja’s athame?”  For an instant, the cunning intellect was back, fighting some titanic struggle deep within.  Shuddering, sweating, the purple-eyed vampire managed, “She’d sic the völvur on me, and the last time she did that, I didn’t have hair on my ass for a millennia.  I was trying to get it back.”  Then Theo groaned and contorted, holding his temple as his body started to shake.  Then the purple light in his eyes started to fade again, until it went out like a snuffed candle. 
 
    “Huh, it happened again,” Theo said.  “Fuck, I hope it’s not brain damage…” 
 
    “Think about the villa,” Gunvor blurted. 
 
    The vampire stopped prying at his head and blinked at her.  “What villa?” 
 
    “The one you were just talking about!” Gunvor shrieked.  “Think about it.  Right now.” 
 
    Theo squinted at her.  “I literally have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You said it had grape vines and a fountain!” 
 
    The vampire looked at her as if she were going insane.  “Um, I’m really sorry, but I have no idea what—” 
 
    “Theo?” a female voice whimpered from the woods. 
 
    Gunvor spun.  The mortal in black combat gear was standing at the edge of the woods, sweating and shaking like a drug addict.  She was watching Gunvor nervously.  “Is it safe to come back now?” 
 
    Theo was still frowning curiously up at Gunvor.  “Yeah…” he said, “I think so.  You aren’t gonna kill anyone, are you Gunvor?” 
 
    When Gunvor hesitated, glancing at the mortal that reeked of self-righteousness and thinking she very much would like to smite another thrall, should she get between her and the vampire lord. 
 
    That’s the Nótt Lagsmaðr talking, she realized, in horror. 
 
    Casually, Theo went on, “I mean, considering how I might just have to kill myself in shame if something happened to one of my thralls…?” 
 
     Gunvor felt the sudden rush of horror at the idea of Theo killing himself, and took two steps toward him before she could get herself back into check. 
 
    But the Inquisitor had caught it.  She watched from the bushes with wide eyes.  “You enthralled her?” 
 
    “It’s temporary,” Theo said quickly.  “Very, very temporary.”  He got to his feet, giving Gunvor another nervous look.  “I’m not a great blood magus,” he said, “but I know a gal who has a copy of On the Use of Blood, and maybe we could use it to get you home.” 
 
    Loki, she thought, feeling like someone had yanked her out of her armor in Sessrúmnir and dropped her in a gauzy sirwal in the Fourth Lands.  What did Pestilence do to you? 
 
    “So you won’t be smiting anyone, right?” Theo insisted, oblivious to her pity, sounding almost…playful?  “I mean, if I ever found out I had failed to protect a thrall, I would probably run straight down to the highway and find a huge truck and put myself out of my misery…” 
 
    “No!” Gunvor gasped, on a panicked rush of Nótt Lagsmaðr.  This time she did rush to him, putting her hands on his chest like a lover.  She stood taller than he by a couple inches, but her hand wasn’t as big as his as he gently pulled her fingers free from his chest.  “So we’ve got an understanding?” Theo asked, his pastel green eyes twinkling as he glanced up at her.  “No killing any of my friends?”  For the briefest of seconds, Gunvor thought she saw that purple flicker again, before it was gone. 
 
    Looking down at the once-god with acute unease, wrapped up in the heady crush of the Nótt Lagsmaðr, every nerve on fire where he touched her, Gunvor slowly nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: Standoff 
 
    “You can’t think or resist my compulsions,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted, the moment they were on the other side of the Void, knowing he only had seconds to hit the Nightlander duke with everything he had before he took back control.  “You don’t want to touch me or use my blood in any way.” 
 
    Immediately, the Firstlander lord released him, but Buðlungr narrowed his eyes.  I’m going to skin him alive and wear it as a suit, he thought.  “I know what you’re doing, you insufferable little pest.  It’s not going to—” 
 
    “You’re incredibly tired,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted, his mouth running on sheer terror now.  “You’re feeling extremely weak, both body and mind.  You don’t think you can move from that spot.  You don’t want to move from that spot.” 
 
    “Fuck,” the Nightlander Duke managed, slumping and grabbing his head.  He shouldn’t be able to make those stick to me.  “Fuck, what are you…” 
 
    “You don’t want to use any magic on me whatsoever,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen continued, putting distance between him and the vampires.  “You don’t want to stop me or halt my movements in any way.  You don’t want to talk.  You don’t want to move.  You don’t want to think.  You don’t want—” 
 
    Odin’s sword, that’s not the compulsion of a sprite… Buðlungr thought.  “What…are you?” the Nightlands duke gritted through his teeth, eyes squeezed shut, both fists buried in his long black hair.  Beside him, the Firstlander vampire was already beginning to collapse into a drooling mind-weave.  “You’re weaving compulsions better than a feylo—” 
 
    “You don’t want to know anything else about me or my rank,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted.  “You don’t want to think about me.  You want to forget I exist.” 
 
    He’s too strong.  Nothing low-tier could be this strong.  I have to stop it before he takes over.  Buðlungr twitched as he fought the compulsions, obviously struggling.  “You’re a fucking feylord?  This whole time?  A feylord?!  Living as a dog?!  Using illusions like a sprite?!”  Real fear was starting to streak his face, now.  I let him get too close.  Freyja be merciful, he’s got me now.  “Oh fuck.  Oh my fuck—” 
 
    But Tl'oghk'etnaeyen wasn’t anywhere near done.  “You don’t want to find me.  You don’t want to touch my blood.  You don’t want to touch anyone’s blood.  You don’t want to follow me.  You don’t want to find or follow Bonnie or anyone else.  You don’t want to—” 
 
    “Mercy!” Buðlungr cried, his mind thrashing against the compulsions.  The Firstlander vampire was already snoring, completely mind-woven into unconsciousness.  “I didn’t know you were a feylord!”  I have to blot out the sound of his voice.  It’s my only chance… 
 
    “You don’t want to fight my compulsions,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped back, feeling zero mercy for the men on the ground.  “You want to listen very carefully and absorb everything I say to you and make it a part of your consciousness forever.” 
 
    The fucker can hear my thoughts!  Immediately, the link Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had to Buðlungr’s mind went dark.  “No, please,” Buðlungr babbled, tensing.  “Please, you misunderstand.” 
 
    “You want to do anything that I say,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, plowing ahead.  “You want to stop talking.  You don’t want to use your voice in any way.  You don’t want to ever look at me or come near me again.” 
 
    Buðlungr, who was still fighting, nonetheless groaned and tore his eyes away from Tl'oghk'etnaeyen. 
 
    “Your memory has failed you,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted.  “You don’t remember anything right now, especially your training as a magus.  You want to let me hear your thoughts.  You don’t remember why you were following me.  You don’t remember who I am or why you wanted to find me.” 
 
    “Please,” Buðlungr whispered.  He’s got me.  He’s got me bound.  “I didn’t know…” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it better!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen screamed, losing control despite himself.  “If you’d known, you iron-loving idiot, you would’ve made it so much worse.  I know you personally killed three of my cousins.  Of course you didn’t know!  I wouldn’t be alive if you’d known!” 
 
    “Sorry!” The Duke of the Nightlands cried, cringing.  If I can just distract him long enough to call his blood to me…  Buðlungr’s jaw was working, he was shaking, his wrists twisting, trying desperately to fight the compulsion not to work magic. 
 
    Still.  He was still fighting him. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had never encountered anyone with a mind so strong, and the knowledge that the Thirdlander magus could turn the tables on him in an instant, should he make a single mistake, was spurring him on in a wave of sheer terror. 
 
    “Drop to your knees,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted, still putting space between them.  He wasn’t going to leave anything to chance.  Not with this magus, not this time.  “Put your hands behind your back, Buðlungr.”  He knew from experience that adding their name to the compulsion made it ten times more powerful, so he frantically started doing it to everything, knowing with crystal clarity he was still in a fight for his life.  Against a magus like Buðlungr, even the strongest compulsions could fail at just the wrong moment, and he would spend the rest of his life barking like a dog and humping bitches in the Third Lander’s kennels. 
 
    “Buðlungr, you just developed a phobia of pulling your arms from behind your back, and you’re especially fearful of drawing runes or manipulating your fingers to craft spellwork in any way,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, putting as much force into his words as he could.  “Buðlungr, you find it incredibly difficult to think about using blood magic in any way.  In fact, Buðlungr, you just permanently forgot everything you knew about using blood to bind people or hurt them, and you completely lost the desire to hurt anyone ever again.  In fact, Buðlungr, you just developed an intense desire to serve me as your master in all things, with no reservations, and you will do absolutely anything I tell you to.” 
 
    Buðlungr’s blue eyes widened ever-so-slightly and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen watched something snap inside them. 
 
    Finally, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, allowing himself to relax slightly.   
 
    On his knees, the magus started to cry.  “Yes,” he babbled, “yes let me serve you, master.”  He sounded completely broken, submitting wholly to Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s words. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen didn’t sense any duplicity, but he wasn’t going to leave anything to chance.  He was the firstborn son of Lord Yazaan Naltsiine, of the Clan Naltsiine, and it wasn’t in his blood to be stupid. 
 
    “You’re both going to hold very very still as I touch you now,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, heart hammering.  It wasn’t strictly necessary, as he was pretty sure he could escape safely now, but he wasn’t reckless, and leaving a blood magus like Duke Svartr Buðlungr alive was the epitome of stupidity. 
 
    And, by the laws of the First Lands, Buðlungr was a criminal and deserved to be executed on the spot, so mindweaving him into an insect wasn’t something the Council could charge him with later. 
 
    Buðlungr just lowered his head, and Tl'oghk'etnaeyen saw the look of a beaten man before he looked away. 
 
    “Duke Svartr Buðlungr, as a lord of the Second Realm, I hereby condemn you for your foul and vulgar crimes against my brethren and my homelands.  I bind you to serve your sentence without objection, and you shall remain still and complacent as I deliver your punishment.” 
 
    Buðlungr bowed his head and stayed where he was.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen stepped forward slowly and, when neither of them moved to stop him, he reached up to touch the Duke’s brow… 
 
    “Wait,” the Firstlander vampire whispered, grabbing Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s arm.  “He’s not…the enemy.”  I have to stop him from killing us both. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen cried, scrambling back out of reach, horrified that the Firstlander vampire hadn’t been sleeping.   
 
    “Pestilence,” the vampire insisted, starting to sit up. 
 
    “Stay on the ground!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen screamed. 
 
    The Firstlander vampire slumped back to the mosses.  Beside him, Buðlungr hadn’t moved, his body still hunched in total defeat. 
 
    Steeling himself, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen felt his face darken as he prepared to weave the First Lander as he had the magus.  “You don’t want to get up,” he began.  “You don’t want to move.  You don’t want to touch me ever again.  You want to—” 
 
    “Pestilence is going after the queen!” the First Lander screamed, shuddering under the power of the compulsions.  “We were trying to save her!” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen hesitated, the man’s thoughts ringing true to his words.  Then, gingerly, he said, “Tell me the truth.  Why did you attack Bonnie?” 
 
    “That is the truth,” Buðlungr whispered, still staring at the ground in front of him. 
 
    “I told you not to talk,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped. 
 
    “Sorry, master,” the magus said, looking away. 
 
    “We are trying to rescue her,” the Firstlander vampire said.  “Pestilence is going to use her to enthrall an army of over-tiers and wipe out everyone in this realm, starting with Thunderbird.  He’s already done it in the Fourth Lands.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen froze.  So that was why the Fourth Lands had gone silent.  No one in or out…  The Council had simply assumed it was an internal scuffle.  But if it was Pestilence… 
 
    “And he’s halfway through doing the same thing to the Third Lands,” the native vampire said.  “They’re all infighting, just like they did in the Fourth Realm.  He’s infected a Fury working inside the Inquisition, and they did an incursion…” 
 
    Very carefully, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s mind processing that news, he said, “Are they planning to do the same to the Second Realm?” 
 
    “They’ve already started,” Buðlungr interrupted again.  “Don’t you wonder why they started enslaving the unicorns, boy?” 
 
    Gaia’s toes, the Duke’s mind was strong.  Just in these brief moments, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen was losing his hold on the Thirdlander magus.  He didn’t think Buðlungr would be able to recover everything—he’d definitely seen something snap—but he’s once again shut away his thoughts and was already re-collecting more of himself than any other magus Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had had the misfortune of going up against, including his own father. 
 
    Immediately, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s last encounter with his father sprang back into his mind.  Get out of my house, you disgustingly impure child.  How dare you use that petty trick on me? 
 
    It’s not a petty trick, father, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen remembered himself saying, with confidence borne by rage.  The anger had fed his compulsion, adding more power to his words than usual.  It’s going to be burned into your mind from now until the end of time.  You will never be able to touch another unicorn again—not even to ride them.  It will terrify you to even get near one—or any part of one—after what you did.  Forever. 
 
    Too late, his father had realized how strong Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s anger-powered compulsion was, and complete horror began to etch across his face as Tl'oghk'etnaeyen stared into the eyes of the most powerful feylord on the Council and fearlessly sealed his fate. 
 
    But Buðlungr, even now, was fighting it. 
 
    He had to choose, and he had to choose soon, or he was going to lose his advantage. 
 
    To be safe, he should simply mind-weave them both into insects and leave them to choke to death on their own vomit. 
 
    But suddenly it was all falling into place for him.  Pestilence…  The Valkyries and the Odinsons going batshit.  The tusen dødsdager.  Magic fading from the First Realm, with the Inquisition killing off all the Other Landers they could find.  The sick way the Council had issued an ultimatum that unicorns were no more than beasts and started to treat them as mere mounts… 
 
    Unicorns…whose horns were one of the only cures for Pestilence. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen debated as he watched the two vampires on the ground.  He had to decide, and he knew it had to be soon.  Kill them both, then go back and find Bonnie, or see what they had to say and risk Buðlungr freeing himself?  Even then, his brother would be looking for him, the arrow trapped in his hand a Mark that he could not rub off, a tracker that would give his brother his location from now until the end of time. 
 
    “I won’t fight you,” Buðlungr said, like a whipped dog.  His mind, too, seemed filled with defeat. 
 
    But a magus of the caliber of the Duke of the Nightlands could probably make a wall of mental distraction, a feint to bring him in close, within bloodletting range… 
 
    And yet, on the other hand, this was the first thing that had really made sense about the insanity that Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had seen slowly enveloping every realm, corrupting it.  Almost everyone with any power, it seemed to him, had been twisted, slowly losing their humanity…  He glanced down at the Horn that he carried around his throat.  Khrysilla’s Horn. 
 
    His father, he realized, may have done him the greatest service he could have done for his child. 
 
    I need to know more about what’s happening, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen realized.  I might be able to stop it. 
 
    He moved back several paces, just to be out of range of the two vampires. 
 
    “Buðlungr,” he said reluctantly, “you remember everything about Pestilence and want to tell me about it.” 
 
    “Save the queen first, boy,” the magus said, not giving him everything he wanted to know in a rush of memories; a testament to his stubborn will.  “You have minutes.  He was on his way when we left.”  Still on his knees, the Duke gestured at the First Lander.  “Bring Stars Flying Lightly.  He can watch your back while you untie the queen from that damned faewire.” 
 
    “You don’t give the orders here,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped, even though he knew the Duke was untold ages older than him—a lord of his own realm. 
 
    But the Duke simply nodded and lowered his head. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen squinted at the Firstlander vampire.  “Is this true?  Is Pestilence looking for Bonnie?” 
 
    “He plans to meld his power into hers to enthrall over-tiers,” Stars Flying Lightly said.  “He’s planning to test it out on Thunderbird.  They’ve already got him bound.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen flinched.  “They have Thunderbird bound?” 
 
    “They used Blóðvefr,” Buðlungr said. 
 
    Cold fear hit him in a chilling wave.  “Pestilence is the one who took Blóðvefr?” 
 
    “So now you see the urgency,” Buðlungr said, his mind still blank to him. 
 
    “How?!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen demanded. 
 
    “He’s expanded his influence,” the Duke said.  “Stepped out of his traditional roles and is infecting the mind with disease, not just the physical world.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen stared.  This knowledge…  The Council needed to have it.  It could stop a war, or worse. 
 
    And yet, he was pretty sure that anyone with any relationship with his father would kill him on sight the moment he stepped through a portal. 
 
    “How did he subdue Thunderbird?” he asked softly. 
 
    “A jiaolong fights for him,” the Firstlander vampire said.  Good.  He’s listening.  Perhaps we can work with him if he listens.  Hesitantly, he said, “May I rise?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen licked his lips and glanced around him, then down at the arrow in his hand.  It continued to throb and bleed him, giving the hunters a trail to follow, highlighting him in their minds like a glowing target, and without Kesani’aan’s cooperation, he would never, ever be able to remove it. 
 
    “I can get the arrow out,” Buðlungr said. 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen froze, lifting his head in astonishment.  And he could, too. 
 
    …with Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s blood. 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid?!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped. 
 
    “No,” Buðlungr said.  “I think you just defeated the Duke of the Nightlands in a fair fight.  You’re far from stupid, boy.”  He shrugged, his hands still locked behind his back.  “But the fact remains, I’m probably the only one who can get it out, save your father or Freyja.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen grimaced at the idea of getting his father involved.  “No thank you.” 
 
    “Why were feylords hunting you?” Buðlungr asked.  Even as he knelt there, placid, the Duke was starting to regain some of his cognizance. 
 
    I should’ve mind-woven him into a rodent, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought.  He still could, but this new information was too startling to ignore.  If the sickness in the minds of his people, the disappearances of the Fourth Realm, Loki and Nökkvi going missing, the corruption in Ásgarðr…if all of it was Pestilence, then he had a much bigger problem than a couple of vampires that, moments ago, had been trying to kill him. 
 
    “I’d say…” the Duke said, slowly bringing his blue eyes up to meet Tl'oghk'etnaeyen’s gaze, “if we all want to get out of this alive, firstborn son of Yazaan Naltsiine, we should probably pool our resources and stop trying to kill one another.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen took a startled step backwards, unable to hide his shock that the Duke knew his name. 
 
    “What you did to your father was an entertaining story at court,” the Duke said, correctly judging his shock.  “He has to walk everywhere he goes, or ride a gryphon.  My queen was delighted.” 
 
    Gryphons were notoriously ill-tempered and prone to biting. 
 
    “It also makes him particularly weak to being captured,” the Duke went on.  “My queen was plotting how to trap him when I was summoned by the spell Pestilence gave Stars Flying Lightly.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen glanced at the Firstlander vampire in horror.  “You willingly worked with Pestilence?!”  For that alone, he should mindweave him into a beetle. 
 
    “He didn’t know,” the Duke said tiredly.  “Can I remove my hands from behind my back?” 
 
    “No,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen blurted, taking another hasty step backwards. 
 
    The Duke sighed, but kept his hands in place. 
 
    “You’re wasting time,” the Firstlander vampire growled.  He’s going to get my queen killed.  “Can I at least sit up?” 
 
    “No!” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped. 
 
    Both of them stayed where they were.  That much, at least, was good.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen no longer felt comfortable approaching to mindweave them, though, and their information was too good to simply tell them to kill each other. 
 
    “I think,” the Duke offered, “we all have the same goals.” 
 
    “Your ‘goals’ are nothing like mine,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped.  “I’m just trying to survive, and you’re trying to enslave a queen.” 
 
    “I see her venom in you,” Buðlungr said.  “It must be killing you to know that she’s in danger and you’re not helping her.” 
 
    A rush of horror hit Tl'oghk'etnaeyen like a sledgehammer as the Nótt Danzleikr slid out from the cage where he kept it.  “Shut up,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen whispered. 
 
    “May I remove my hands from behind my back and stand?” Buðlungr asked. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then you probably shouldn’t think about how badly you’re going to feel if she dies…” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen groaned at the sudden need to go back to Bonnie. 
 
    “If Pestilence gets her—” 
 
    “I said be silent,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped, and the Duke went still. 
 
    But it was too late.  The Nótt Danzleikr was thrashing against the mental barriers he had made for it, demanding he go back to Bonnie and ensure she was okay. 
 
    On the ground, the Duke chuckled.  “Having trouble?  I can help with that too.” 
 
    “You’re not getting my blood,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped.  Then, “I told you to shut up.  How in Gaia’s green titties are you still talking?!” 
 
    “I’m older than you,” the Duke replied.  “Far, far older than you, and I’ve fought mind-magics for most of them.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen realized he was rapidly losing control of the situation.  He needed to run. 
 
    “Remind me,” Svartr Buðlungr commented.  “What would Pestilence do with an enthralled feylord with a knack for compulsion, should he corrupt his queen?” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen went cold all over.  He glanced at the place where the portal back to Bonnie had closed, swallowing. 
 
    “I swear to you on the honor of my name,” Buðlungr said, “I only want to help you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen whispered.  “But you stay right there.  Don’t move.  I’ll open a portal and Stars Flying Lightly will go check on her.” 
 
    He’s an idiot as well as wasting time.  “You’ll have to be the one to untie the faewire,” the Firstlander vampire replied. 
 
    “I know that,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped.  “But you’re expendable.  Get up.”  He started drawing the portal in the air between them.  As the gateway shimmered and the opening to the Void appeared, he said, “Go inside, grab the strand that takes you to Bonnie, check on her, then come back with a report.” 
 
    The Firstlander vampire’s brown eyes widened.  “But I don’t know how to—” 
 
    “Expendable, remember?  Go.” 
 
    Svartr watched the other vampire stiffly walk into the Void, then sighed once he disappeared.  “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re not thinking you’re a toad right now,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped. 
 
    Surprisingly, Buðlungr sighed.  “I know.”  And there was dead seriousness in the Duke’s face.  “You beat me, boy.  I’m yours.” 
 
    Tl'oghk'etnaeyen squinted at him.  “What?” 
 
    Instead of responding, the Duke shook his head and looked away. 
 
    “No, wait,” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen said, his heart pounding.  “What did you just say?!” 
 
    Svartr Buðlungr said nothing. 
 
    “What did you mean by that?” Tl'oghk'etnaeyen snapped.  “Tell me!” 
 
    The Duke looked at him reluctantly, then, like a man confessing a shameful secret, said, “I mean—” 
 
    The Firstlander vampire came bursting back through the portal with a frost-covered face awash in panic.  “She’s gone!  Someone untied the faewire and took her!” 
 
    That’s impossible, Tl'oghk'etnaeyen thought, stumbling backwards.  Only someone with a piece of my soul could untie my knot.  Tl'oghk'etnaeyen swallowed hard, Buðlungr’s offer of alliance suddenly not sounding too bad… 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 23: The Second Road 
 
    Brad woke with a start and rolled off his belly, calling on lightning to burn the lizard’s eye sockets out.   
 
    For the first time in his life, lightning did not come.  Brad stared at the lizard’s head for a confused moment, then glanced up at the sky. 
 
    FRY, he thought. 
 
    Instead, he got no more than a spark, along with a pounding headache that left him contorting on himself in a groan. 
 
    “Like I said as we carved a binding into your skin as you slept,” the lizard said smugly, “you are hereby forbidden to use your powers unless I specifically grant them to you.” 
 
    She bound me?!  Brad’s heart started to pound, and he crab-crawled away from the serpent, in complete disbelief. 
 
    “Stop,” she said lazily. 
 
    Brad’s body locked up around him, something tugging at his veins like a puppet. 
 
    She bound me with seiðr…  Something that only happened to lower-tier, weak nobodies.  It left a horrified stain in his mind, a long-dormant fear suddenly realized.  “That’s not possible,” he whispered.  “You don’t have the power to—” 
 
    “And stop talking,” she said, narrowing her eyes.  “Today, I don’t care what Pestilence says.  You’re going to entertain me or I’m going to eat you…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
      
 
    Masaaki had been flying in a blind panic towards the ocean—at least he knew Theo had been somewhere near the ocean when he disappeared—when off to the west, the sky started rolling into a black, dense, supercell thunderstorm the likes of which he hadn’t seen in seven hundred years. 
 
    Lightning crackled and rain started pelting him in sheets as clouds swept in from all directions to join the storm up ahead.  Masaaki flew stubbornly on, the wind battering him as it funneled to the area up ahead with unnatural speeds, the starry night going from clear to streaked with hail and lightning in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Theo!  At this point, anything out of the ordinary drew his attention, and Masaaki flapped harder, desperate to get there before the vampire lord disappeared again.  Several times, now, he had followed Theo’s pull, only to find himself standing in a puddle of blood that stank of supernatural murderers. 
 
    …or Theo’s own blood. 
 
    A Thirdlander magus was portaling his vampire friend back and forth.  Of that, Masaaki was certain.  Now he just needed to pin him down… 
 
    Masaaki put every ounce of speed he had into getting to whatever was happening at the ocean’s edge before he was once again too late.  He’d left his swords tucked under the root system of a tree back at the creek where he’d met the jiaolong, since wandering on foot had been too mind-destroyingly slow to survive the Nótt Lagsmaðr intact, and his bird form had been too small to carry them. 
 
    Masaaki was still several miles off when the sudden sheeting rain of the night sky lit up like doomsday with a crush of lightning forks so strong they made the trees shake.  Again and again, they came, slamming into the ocean under the funnel-shaped cloud.  Over and over, they battered his ears and eyes, leaving twisted sizzles streaking his vision as they lit up the predawn… 
 
    Then Masaaki saw the battle taking place in the waves ahead and he slowed.  A crush of lightning—again and again, the house-sized electric bolts came, striking the same spot of the ocean repeatedly as something huge rolled under the waves—pounded at the crux of the supercell, lighting the night on fire with its intensity. 
 
    Then the jiaolong in her full, scaly, hundred-foot glory came surging out of the water, causing the waves to roll up into the trees as she lunged into the sky as the lightning continued slamming into her head. 
 
    In her mouth, a huge black bird the size of a ‘Cessna,’ as Bonnie had called the personal airplanes that had so shocked him in his early days of freedom, was fighting desperately to get out of her jaws.  It briefly made an escape, only to be snatched up by the serpent’s teeth once more and yanked back under the water as enough electricity to power a continent crackled in their wake. 
 
    Masaaki found an unobtrusive cottonwood branch high overhead and sat to watch.  The battle continued, two powerful over-tiers twisting and fighting in a bitter battle under the waves, neither gaining an advantage until, with a sudden concussive snap, the lightning and thunder went still and the terrifying clouds overhead lost their roiling intensity. 
 
    Moments later, a smoking jiaolong emerged from the water to drag an unconscious native man out of the sea by his long braid and drop him at a black-clad stranger’s feet.  The stranger wore a fancy cowboy hat embroidered with silver scrollwork, and matching boots.  Though Masaaki wasn’t close enough to hear what was said, it was clear she wanted to eat him, and the stranger disapproved. 
 
    Then, as Masaaki watched, the stranger casually flopped the unbreathing man onto his belly and drew a ceremonial-looking silver knife.  With a sudden rush of unease, Masaaki recognized the blade as the same ancient athame that had gone missing from Freyja’s court a hundred years before he was sold to vampires—Freyja’s own ceremonial dagger Blóðvefr.  It had been a huge spectacle of denouncements and nay-saying, one that had unsettled all the major courts across all the Realms as everyone pointed fingers and placed blame, with a delegation of völvur even deigning to approach Masaaki’s father at the Shogun’s palace to ask if the Yatagarasu clan had seen it.  They had said they suspected Loki, since he had disappeared immediately after it went missing from Freyja’s domain.  Loki’s jötnar friends had apparently stalwartly denied it, but since the völvur couldn’t find him to ask, they had been forced to assume he had played a part. 
 
    …was the man on the beach Loki? 
 
    Masaaki knew, without a doubt, that he, as a mere and humble yatagarasu, should not interfere in the workings of the gods. 
 
    Yet…he was all but positive they could help him find Theo. 
 
    That thought warred in his mind, stubbornly keeping Masaaki in place on his branch to watch what transpired next. 
 
    The stranger knelt and pulled aside the unconscious man’s long braid and sliced the athame into the skin at the base of his skull.  The wound started to bleed immediately, and the ornate silver started to burn a blue-white as the blood soaked into the metal like water into dry wood.  Then, casually ripping away the last shreds of clothing covering the unconscious man’s back, the Arab in the cowboy hat had cut a deft, complex rune in blood on the man’s spine as he slept, had then offered the dagger to the jiaolong and pointed to where she was supposed to finish the rite. 
 
    That’s seiðr, Masaaki thought, immediately going cold.  The two vampires that had imprisoned him had dabbled in the Thirdlander blood bindings, but they’d never been very good at it.  Their runes had been clumsy and ill-drawn, their spells had fizzled more often than not, and when they did work, they had not lasted long. 
 
    Whoever drew the arcs of blood across the man’s back, however, was a master.  When the jiaolong bent down and finished the final mark, the lines coalesced immediately, flashing gold and sinking into the skin, making the jiaolong’s throat glow with the same gold as the spellwork before it faded with the marks on the unconscious man’s back. 
 
    A compulsion spell, probably a blood-binding. 
 
    Immediately, the thought of going to war with an over-tier blood magus left Masaaki’s intestines to shrivel and the resulting dread was so strong it was almost enough to override the Nótt Lagsmaðr. 
 
    This is not a good place for you to be, Masaaki Yatagarasu, Masaaki told himself, on a massive wave of panic.  Völvur, Loki, seiðr, jiaolong, someone who dealt in lightning…  Whatever was happening on the ground below, it wasn’t anything he wanted to tangle himself in. 
 
    …unless it had to do with Theo. 
 
    Whoever was teleporting Theo around was a blood magus.  Masaaki had smelled it at the back of the café. 
 
    Masaaki swallowed hard, remembering the empty lot behind the diner where he’d found Theo’s blood…only to have the trail disappear without a trace again, out on the highway. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Masaaki watched the man return his dagger to its sheath and etch a rune into the air between them.  After giving the jiaolong a brief command that Masaaki couldn’t quite make out, he stepped into the portal and disappeared, Theo nowhere in sight. 
 
    Masaaki could smell the vampire lord nearby, though.  Theo had fought on this beach, he was sure of it. 
 
    Theo, damn you, Masaaki thought, gripping the branch with his feet in an attempt just to stay sane.  Whatever his vampire lord had embroiled himself in was way above a humble yatagarasu’s station.  Any sane one would simply look the other way and mind his own business.  This was an over-tier problem, and the Egyptian-looking man could have been Loki. 
 
    The last thing Masaaki wanted to do was tangle with Loki. 
 
    But…Theo. 
 
    Theo.  The Nótt Lagsmaðr tightened within him once more, flooding him with a rush of need that almost overrode his good sense and made him go ask the jiaolong about Theo right then.  He managed to hold onto the branch and count to ten until the Nightlander magic flowed back into check. 
 
    Think, Masaaki thought, watching the jiaolong and the unconscious man.  She knew where Theo was—she’d all but admitted as much at the creek. 
 
    But he had no swords.  He had no magus tricks, no queen to enthrall his enemies.  He just had his hikari and the ability to heal faster than normal when presented with sunlight. 
 
    It wasn’t yet dawn.  Overhead, the sky had mostly cleared, the brief thunderstorm completely dissipating with the vanquishing of the lithe native man on the ground, allowing once more for clear skies… 
 
    And, after seeing the size of those thunderbolts, thunderbolts that would have exploded him from the inside, Masaaki knew he didn’t stand a chance against a jiaolong. 
 
    But…Theo. 
 
    It was driving him mad. 
 
    The last time they had talked, the jiaolong had known about Bonnie, and, by extension, she had probably known about Theo and where the magus had taken him. 
 
    But Masaaki was not upper-tier.  He was a mere yatagarasu, one without even ensorcelled swords to wield against his enemy below.  If he showed himself to her, he was going to die.  He had no question in his mind.  She was faster, more deadly, bigger, stronger, incapable of death by mortal means, and a magus. 
 
    But she’s lazy, Masaaki thought, watching her casually pick up the man’s braid and drag him across the sand by his hair.  She dropped her foe beside the fire and, as naked and half-formed as she had been along the riverbank, she sank into one of the couches that had been positioned around the fire and yanked a beer from the cooler there.  Then she sipped it, watching. 
 
    That’s a jiaolong, Masaaki thought again, on a little wave of terror.  Jiaolong ate things like him as snacks.  If I show myself, she’s going to kill me. 
 
    But she would also know where to find Theo.  That information spurred the Nótt Lagsmaðr to rise within him, and suddenly it was all he could do not to rush down and beg her to tell him of Theo’s whereabouts.  Good sense warred with the Nightlander magic, the battle so intense he could barely breathe. 
 
    He would die if he showed himself.  He knew that like he knew how to breathe. 
 
    But he had to know where Theo was.  The Nótt Lagsmaðr was a throbbing desperation in his chest, now, and he had no sense of Theo now, almost as if he had fallen into a black hole on the planet… 
 
    …like the inside of a jiaolong’s stomach. 
 
    Oblivious to Masaaki’s intense inner debate, the jiaolong finished the beer and found another, tossing the first one casually into the sand beside her chair. 
 
    She’s lazy and she’s slovenly, Masaaki thought.  Two things that were anathema to a true samurai warrior. 
 
    For a moment, his heart surged with hope.  Perhaps… 
 
    Perhaps if she was as lazy and slovenly in her fighting, it wouldn’t take an over-tier to win a duel with her.  Then he again remembered the size of the lightning bolts that had crashed into her body as she struggled with the huge black bird, and he immediately deflated.  He was a mere yatagarasu.  Not strong enough to stand against the likes of them… 
 
    There are always two roads, my sons, his father’s gentle reminder came again, as Masaaki and his brother sat in seiza in front of their swords after a practice together.  Often, the second road is much harder to see than the first, but ultimately less stupid.  Don’t take the stupid path.  The yatagarasu are weak, but not stupid. 
 
    Masaaki’s father was dead, eaten by a terrifying Third Lander many centuries ago while protecting the shogun.  It had been a desperate battle, and all that had been left of his father that night had been the scent of the Third Realm and a handful of black feathers. 
 
    …and his father’s sword.  Still wet with the Third Lander’s blood. 
 
    The shogun, however, had managed to use his sacrifice to escape, so Masaaki’s father had fulfilled the ultimate sacrifice in the name of Bushidō. 
 
    Don’t choose your fate until you can see both paths.  Know which road you walk before you take your first step. 
 
    The man on the beach groaned and sat up, rubbing the back of his head.  He stiffened suddenly when the jiaolong said something that didn’t quite carry to Masaaki’s branch.  She said something else, smiling languidly, and the man got up with an unnaturally rigid spine and walked over to the old couch across the fire from her and sat down, his body taut as a bowstring.  At another comment from her—one that sounded like a command—the man reached out and took a beer from the cooler near the fire and popped the cap and started to drink. 
 
    They blood-bound him with seiðr, Masaaki thought, the scene confirming his first suspicions.  An over-tier.  Blood-bound.  It was unheard of, and it brought the uneasiness back again in a rush.  It would’ve taken another over-tier like Loki using Freyja’s athame Blóðvefr to create such a binding. 
 
    Wait until you see the second road, his father’s instruction came again. 
 
    Masaaki took a deep breath, forcing his mind to calm despite the Nótt Lagsmaðr.  If Theo was not down there… 
 
    He froze when he noticed the well-beaten trail leading from the fire, back through the woods towards a thick cluster of trees. 
 
    Waiting until the river serpent was distracted with the man on the couch, Masaaki jumped from his branch to follow the path. 
 
    The trail ended in a house, one that had been tucked so tightly in the forest, completely surrounded by cottonwoods and alders, that it was not visible from the beach.  On edge, now, fighting the excited rush of the Nótt Lagsmaðr that he might be about to find Theo, Masaaki carefully opened the front door. 
 
    He smelled the nest of vampires before his eyes adjusted to the darkness beyond.  Instantly, his heart clenched and he ducked away from the open door, into the shrubbery beyond the porch.  He ducked low, and for several minutes, all he could hear was the hammering of his own heart.  Then, slowly, he managed to calm down enough to listen. 
 
    He heard nothing from within. 
 
    For long moments, Masaaki hunched in the forest, waiting. 
 
    He heard nothing from beyond the open door, but that meant little when it came to vampires.  They were predators, and they moved like cats when they hunted. 
 
    Thinking of being once again captured by vampires, Masaaki had to fight an instinctive welling of fear. 
 
    You are samurai, he told himself.  Act like it.  You give up now, you deserve the cross-shaped cut.  Father did not raise a coward.   
 
    Still, it was hard to force himself to approach that open door a second time, knowing what lay on the other side.  With great force of will, Masaaki gingerly left the forest and once again pushed open the door a crack, pausing to listen.  Inside, he heard someone whimpering. 
 
    Knowing he would only have seconds to press an advantage, Masaaki flared his hikari as bright as it would go and lunged into the room. 
 
    Two women were bound and locked in a padlocked cage in one corner of the room, huddling in fear from his blast of inner light.  Masaaki’s arm lowered in shock when he recognized the sanzuwu from the vampire queen’s front yard.  “You…”  Instantly, he felt both vindication and regret. 
 
    “The keys are on the kitchen counter!” the sanzuwu cried.  “Get them before they come back, you fool!” 
 
    Masaaki glanced over his shoulder.  “Who is they?” he asked, but he went to the counter and snatched up the keys. 
 
    “The vampires.  Get me out of here.  Help me find Stars Flying Lightly.” 
 
    Masaaki was halfway to her cage when her words stopped him.  Then Masaaki saw it—the desperation he himself shared.  “You’re enthralled by another lord?”  Immediately, every hair on his body stood on end and he felt cornered, hunted… 
 
    Theo went to fight a vampire lord without telling me, he thought, horrified.  And he lost. 
 
    “Get the door open,” the sanzuwu snapped, kicking the door and rattling the cage loudly.  “I have to find him.  It’s been hours.” 
 
    Masaaki hesitated, looking them over.  Both women had the sweaty, shaking look of thralls having gone too long without their lord—the same sweaty, shaky look that Masaaki knew marked his own face. 
 
    Steeling himself, he said, “If I open that door, can you flee to safety, or will you seek out more of his venom?” 
 
    He already knew the answer, but it was confirmed when the sanzuwu’s rich brown eyes darkened with fury. 
 
    Very carefully, knowing he was being a hypocrite and not caring, Masaaki said, “Do you know where Theo is?” 
 
    “The one Buðlungr blood-bound?” she asked, desperation in her voice.  “Buðlungr took him to go find your queen and didn’t come back.  Please let me out of this cage.” 
 
    “I have to kill him,” Masaaki said.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No!” the sanzuwu screamed, lunging against the bars in horror.  “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “You’ll thank me later,” Masaaki said, dropping the keys back to the counter.  He went searching the house for some sort of vault, some weapon he could use against a jiaolong.  Behind him, the woman started to scream and pound at the metal that held her.  Masaaki went quickly, ignoring the dungeon under the house, knowing that not only he wouldn’t be able to stomach seeing the slaves inside it, but that vampires didn’t store weapons to kill vampires in the slave quarters… 
 
    He found the main bedroom of the house unlike what he would have expected, filled with antique native trinkets.  No swords, no enchanted axes or daggers, only stone implements and objects made of wood, bone, leather… 
 
    None of which would have any effect whatsoever on a jiaolong. 
 
    Masaaki was riffling through the dresser drawers, sure he’d missed something and that there had to be something more dangerous than a wooden spear in the room, when he realized that someone sat on the bed, sharing the space with him, whittling a stick.  Masaaki froze. 
 
    His first impulse was to run.  Instead, with an exertion of sheer will, Masaaki forced himself to step towards the vampire and flare his hikari as bright as it would go. 
 
    The elderly native man paused in whittling the stick and looked up at him in the sudden flood of daylight, a small, knowing smile on his face. 
 
    …A face that distinctly did not belong to a vampire.  It was too aged, too full of life and verve.  Masaaki hesitated, suddenly uncertain. 
 
    The man blew wood shavings from the stick, then looked at Masaaki and said, “Took  you long enough.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Masaaki said.  “Do I know—” 
 
    “Here,” the man said, handing the stick to Masaaki.  It looked, to all indications, like a crude flute. 
 
    “That’s for you,” the man said, his weathered native face wrinkling in a grin.  “The second road.” 
 
    Wait until you see the second road, my son, his father’s voice came back to him again.  Looking down at the instrument in his hand, Masaaki suddenly got chills all over.  He remembered playing the flute for his father, to greet the rising sun the day he died.  It had been a tradition of the Yatagarasu clan—the day one of their own perished, they would all get up before dawn and make music to honor him as his spirit rose with the sun.  “Second…road?” 
 
    “That is what you wanted, isn’t it?” the old man asked, looking amused. 
 
    “What is it?” Masaaki asked, eying the thing in his hand like a snake. 
 
    The old native elder gave him a grin.  “Why, it’s a flute.  You blow in it.  See?”  He demonstrated, making an eerily beautiful, soul-touching song before handing it back to Masaaki. 
 
    Masaaki wondered if the old man had been kidnapped and didn’t realize he was feeding a vampire den because his mortal brain was addled with old age. 
 
    As if to answer his question, the old man picked something from his nose, squinted at it, then flicked it aside. 
 
    “Thank you for the flute,” Masaaki said, bowing despite the urge to toss it to the ground and look for something deadly.  “Do you know where I might find a weapon?  I have a duel coming up that I’m afraid I might lose.”  The last was a confession that weighed against his soul. 
 
    “So sure that’s your path, are you?” the old man asked, smiling at him.  There didn’t seem to be any judgement or scorn there, only compassion.  Compassion and…respect? 
 
    “I think the jiaolong may have eaten Theo,” Masaaki said.  “If she has, I won’t be able to leave until one of us is dead.” 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
    “So…do you have a sword in this house?” Masaaki asked.  “I prefer a katana, but I can use any sword.” 
 
    “Stars Flying Lightly doesn’t believe in white man’s weapons,” the old man said, his smile stretching wider.  “You get a flute.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that an ancient vampire lord doesn’t own a sword,” Masaaki insisted. 
 
    The elder considered.  “There is a sword in the trophy room.  From a Spaniard that Stars Flying Lightly killed in the early years of the white conquest.” 
 
    And then, as if he had been made of thin air, the man before him vanished. 
 
    Masaaki stumbled backwards, cursing.  The ancestors are laughing at me, he thought, swallowing.  He’d been talking to a ghost?  He hesitated in the bedroom, looking for sign of the old man again, then hastily closed the door and dropped the flute to go looking for the sword.   
 
    He was three steps towards the kitchen when he paused, hesitating.  A ghost…that had given him a flute.  He remembered the way the cherry blossoms had flowed around him as he played for his father, tears in his eyes, knowing it was his father’s light that would greet him that morning.  The second road.  Turning back, Masaaki’s eyes found the flute where he’d dropped it.  In the living room, the sanzuwu was still screaming and thrashing against the cage, but his mind was crystal clear. 
 
    Take the second road… 
 
    Masaaki went back to the crude wooden instrument and carefully plucked it from the carpet.  Then, keeping it in a fist, he went to examine the sword. 
 
    The trophy room held many more objects of power than Masaaki would have expected for a vampire.  He saw many sets of dead men’s clothes, armor, weapons, hair…  Whoever this lord is, he has a grudge against the world, he thought. 
 
    The Spanish sword was, at best, lackluster.  The materials were sub-par, the craftsmanship uninspired, the blade dull and lifeless—obviously not ensorcelled.  It was as mundane as a kitchen knife. 
 
    Meaning it would be as effective on a jiaolong as hitting her with a shovel. 
 
    There was, however, a good set of enchanted robes upon the far wall.  Clearly, they had once belonged to a magus, as they were embroidered with Japanese dragon motifs that rippled even as he looked at them. 
 
    I’m going to die in this fight, Masaaki thought, looking at the robes.  He felt the whittled stick biting into his hand.  That’s why he gave me the flute.  It’s for my own funeral. 
 
    Because he was the last of the Yatagarasu, and he had no one else to play for him. 
 
    Knowing that, understanding dawned on him.  He was being offered an honorable death.  After all the suffering, all the torment and humiliation, all the shame and disgrace, he was being given a path to show he was samurai to the end.  Knowing that he was going to die, Masaaki was able to accept it.  Knowing it was to be the garments he died in, Masaaki carefully took the robes from the wall and took his time in wrapping them around himself, making sure to get the knots correct and centered. 
 
    Then he took the Spanish sword from the wall and got into seiza, setting it on the floor in front of him.  May this be the instrument that salvages my tattered honor, he thought, bowing low.  Then, picking it up, he hefted it. 
 
    It was duller than he’d like, with less heft than he was used to, but anything was better than having no weapon in his hand when facing an enemy.  He almost left the flute on the shelf that had held the sword, wanting his hand to be free, but again hesitated.  Feeling the rough prickles of wood as an almost comforting presence against his palm, he closed his fist back around it and went looking for Theo. 
 
    When he returned to the beach, the jiaolong had once again transformed into a massive serpent, looming over the man on the couch. 
 
    “I told you to dance,” the jiaolong snarled.  “Last chance, peacock.” 
 
    “We both know you can’t eat me,” the man said, though his nerves were starting to show.  “I’m much too important to the ecosystem of the planet to—” 
 
    The jiaolong’s jaws snatched the man off the couch.  Then, as Masaaki watched, feeling sick, the jiaolong tilted back her head and, gulping twice, swallowed him whole, like a dog swallowing a rodent. 
 
    She was still forcing the lump down her throat, deeper into her belly, when Masaaki must have made a sound in the oceanside grasses, because she spun her big, scaly blue head to look at him. 
 
    “You!” she snapped, immediate fury livening her slitted yellow eyes. 
 
    Masaaki’s fingers tightened on the sword, preparing for his final moments.  “I am here to find Theo.  Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “The lord that kept escaping Buðlungr?”  The jiaolong’s toothy jaws opened in a jagged smile.  “I ate him.” 
 
    Masaaki felt his heart stammer on the sudden wave of Nótt Lagsmaðr fear.  He knew, right then, that he would have to kill her just to ensure Theo wasn’t alive inside her gullet.  He dropped the flute in the sand and took the sword in both palms, preparing to face his end like a warrior. 
 
    Like his father. 
 
    Seeing him with another sword, the jiaolong hesitated, looking unsure. 
 
    “You could spit him out,” Masaaki said, with more confidence than he felt.  “It doesn’t have to come to blows.” 
 
    Then, in a move that took him totally by surprise, the jiaolong’s enormous body twisted backwards, retreating to the sea. 
 
    She’s lazy, he reminded himself, analyzing the wariness in her scaly blue face.  She eats helpless things.  She doesn’t want to fight something she knows can hurt her. 
 
    Then the jiaolong’s yellow eyes found the Spanish sword and she frowned.  “Wait.  Didn’t you have a katana before?” 
 
    Masaaki lifted his head in challenge.  “Spit him out, or I will make you spit him out.” 
 
    But she wasn’t listening, her words coming with excitement, now.  “You can’t fly with a sword.  You had to leave them behind again.”  He saw the thoughts turning over in her mind as she looked over the dull and lifeless weapon.  Slowly, her eyes came back to his face.  “That’s the one the vampire had in his trophy room, isn’t it?”  She looked him over, a slow understanding crossing her eyes.  “That sword is not enchanted.” 
 
    Masaaki stood tall as the gigantic serpent loomed over him, facing his death as a samurai. 
 
    He wasn’t however, going to make it easy on her.  When the jiaolong snarled and lunged, he danced away and sliced at her throat, a blow that would have left a mortal wound with his katana.  With the Spanish weapon, however, the weak steel blade rang metallically across her scales, not even cutting into the flesh. 
 
    “Quick, aren’t you, little bird?” the jiaolong laughed, sounding delighted.  She twisted her big head around, whirling to lunge at him again. 
 
    And then, Masaaki found himself in the fight of his life.  He pushed his hikari into the sword, disorienting her as he spun it between them.  Like any lazy fool, her instinct was to attack the sword, which allowed him a few extra split seconds to keep the jaws away from his body when she lunged.  He danced out of the way at the last second, spinning again and again, making ineffective cuts at her throat, her eyes, her gut, her tongue…  All of which would have found their mark had it been with his ensorcelled daishō.  Now, though, the sword simply bounced and clanged, as useless as if he were hitting her with a rod of bamboo. 
 
    Still, he kept fighting.  If he was going to die, he was going to die well, and when he joined his father in the sky, he was going to hold his head up high, knowing he had fought a battle that couldn’t be won, but that he had done it with honor, and made his ancestors proud. 
 
    The dance went on much longer than he expected it to.  Minutes became almost an hour as the jiaolong screamed and tore at the beach with her jaws, again and again failing to sink her teeth into him as he twisted away, using the useless sword like a lure, a flare to attract a moth.  The first light of daybreak began to brighten the horizon before he had begun to tire, but the jiaolong was panting and snarling and rabid on the beach, her coils flailing wildly, her rage completely unpredictable. 
 
    “Hold still!” she screamed, lunging at him again, wild and unthinking, now.  “You demented sky-vermin!” 
 
    It was the broken couch that finally gave her the opening she needed.  As he was sliding backwards from one of her lunges, Masaaki stumbled on the unexpected uneven surface, and even as he was trying to roll away, the river serpent bit his sword and ripped it out of his hands.  As he watched, she crushed the blade in her teeth, shattering the steel into a dozen pieces.  As they tinkled from her jaws and fell to the sand, the hikari faded from them, leaving the early dawn dark once more. 
 
    Before Masaaki could get back to his feet, the jiaolong pinned him with one of her massive coils. 
 
    “There!” she screamed, victory in her crazed yellow eyes as she coiled around him.  Her slitted pupils had widened to enraged ovals.  “I will tear you in half—” 
 
    Masaaki could have given up, then.  It would have been an easy thing to surrender to his fate, to allow the snake to kill him without fighting any further, and any of his clansmen who had been watching the battle from the afterworld would have agreed he had fought well. 
 
    But Masaaki remembered his father, broken and bleeding, picking up a bit of dirt and throwing it in the Third Lander’s face to get its attention off the fleeing Shogun. 
 
    Masaaki dug his hand into the sand and, as she lunged in to finish the fight, whispered a quick prayer to his clan, filled the grains with hikari, and hurled them into the jiaolong’s eyes. 
 
    The particles flared with the light of the sun as they swept across the jiaolong’s face, and, to his surprise, instead of eating him, the jiaolong started to scream. 
 
    “Unspeakable vermin!” she shrieked, her coils tightening and then unwrapping as she thrashed, Masaaki forgotten. 
 
    Stunned, Masaaki crawled from her coils and backed away, watching the water dragon thrash in confusion.  He had intended to disorient, but it was having a much stronger effect than he had planned. 
 
    He didn’t have time to think on it, however, as the jiaolong’s coils flailed on the beach like a dying snake.  She caught him with her tail and threw him back up the beach, towards the grassy edge.  He hit the sand hard, his one leg twisting under him and breaking from the impact.  He was just starting to pick himself up, with the intent to crawl back towards the path and hide in the house, a final part of him still desperate to live despite the Bushidō code, when he saw the crude flute almost touching his shoulder, half-buried in the sand where he’d dropped it. 
 
    To the east, the first rays of the sun were starting to light up the sky. 
 
    Immediately, all desire to flee abandoned him and he was able to see his own death with a warrior’s logic.  The result would be the same, regardless, as the foe was too strong, his weapons too weak.  Eventually she would find him, and she would rip him apart.   
 
    Watching the jiaolong scrape the still-glowing sand from her eyes, he knew it was time to salvage what little honor he had. 
 
    Masaaki snatched up the flute and dropped into a formal seiza facing the rising sun, ignoring the grinding agony of the bone in his leg as he carefully arranged his death-robes around him.  The flute wasn’t a traditional bamboo shakuhachi and looked pathetic in his hand, barely finished, crude, as misshapen as his honor, but it would have to do.  Hesitating, watching his foe blink and force the glowing sand out of her eyes, Masaaki put the flute on the ground in front of him between himself and the sun and bowed to it, staying low as he whispered a prayer of thanks to his ancestors. 
 
    “I know I have not been samurai for many years,” he confessed to the sand beneath his lips.  “I know I do not deserve this.  My pride was cold and dead.  My honor was in tatters.  I had given up.  I had no daimyō, no family, no friends to call my own.  Thank you for giving me those things once more, and for…” his voice caught as he choked on the pain of his confession, then continued in a whisper, “…for letting me experience what it is like to have courage after a lifetime of fear.  Thank you for allowing me this good death to repair that which the vampires took from me.” 
 
    Then, as the jiaolong was digging the last of the sand out of her eyes with a snarl, Masaaki lifted his head from the ground, calmly retrieved the crude wooden flute, and began to play. 
 
    The sound that came from the instrument wasn’t one that came from a breath of wind on a crude stick.  It was one that made the grass at his back flatten with an ethereal song, one that tugged at the ocean waves and brought them crashing towards him, one that brought forth the rays of the sun and dropped them to the ground in front of him.  It was the breath of Life itself, Masaaki’s final sublime moments of unfettered honor, unbound as he faced Death without fear, the courage of a samurai.  It called his pride back to him, revitalizing him, repairing the damage in his leg with the caresses of the sun. 
 
    I’m sorry I stumbled, father, Masaaki thought, watching the sun rise in a wash of glorious color on the horizon.  Please forgive me.  Please bring me honor in death. 
 
    He continued to play even as the jiaolong righted herself, refocusing her attention on the sound of his flute.  It was a death-song, the one he had used to say goodbye to his father that day in the Shogun’s courtyard.  Even as he did so, he remembered the moment he had knelt in a similar way, facing the rising of the sun. 
 
    I wish there were cherry blossoms, he thought, watching the jiaolong open her mouth and lunge in rage.  I miss them so much.  The light of the sun blurred in his vision, shimmering with the burning in his eyes.  He squeezed them shut as he waited for the jiaolong to strike. 
 
    But the light of the sun continued getting stronger after he closed his eyes, the light growing wider, longer, filling his vision even behind his closed lids, until it cancelled any hints of darkness and the light was all he could see. 
 
    Stop acting like a romantic imbecile and kill the serpent, son. 
 
    Frowning, Masaaki’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    The jiaolong’s white-maned head had hesitated only a few feet from his body, her big yellow eyes focused on something sitting on the ground in front of him. 
 
    Masaaki blinked at the traditional sword stand, crafted of precious Japanese elm, lacquered black and embossed with intricate golden yatagarasu that spun around the stand’s wooden shafts and along the bowed centerpiece, which held a radiant bar of light that took Masaaki a moment to comprehend. 
 
    A sword, he realized.  A katana. 
 
    It shone like the sun itself, a million times stronger than any candle, its shimmering gold saya embossed with flitting copper images of Three-Legged Crows, dancing between the clouds.  He stared at it, realizing he had to be hallucinating. 
 
    Then the jiaolong snarled a curse and slammed her tail into the ornate wooden stand, crushing it and sending the glowing sword flying. 
 
    It was the splinters of elm and sand hitting him in the face that made Masaaki realize he wasn’t hallucinating, and that the weapon now sailing through the air was very real.  It hit the ground with a palpable thunk and stayed there, embedded in the sand, hilt up.  Masaaki lunged to his feet, and for a moment, he and the jiaolong met gazes.  She was further away, but faster.  Masaaki was closer to the sword, which even then was burning like the sun tucked amidst the grasses where it had fallen.  Narrowing her eyes, the jiaolong sprang for him. 
 
    Masaaki charged ahead of her, grabbing the sword from its saya and spinning to slice at her even as her teeth were brushing his back.  Hiayaa! he screamed, cutting back and up. 
 
    The jiaolong screamed and reared, slamming her tail into him as she pulled her head out of reach.  Part of her jaw was hanging free, a rush of purple blood drizzling down, soaking the sand. 
 
    Masaaki rushed in, sweeping the sword across her scaly chest, then, as she screamed, ran up her back and brought the sword down on her skull, embedding itself right between the eyes. 
 
    The jiaolong went stiff, then her body started to thrash.  Masaaki didn’t have a chance to yank the sword from where it was trapped in the skull as the jiaolong’s huge head spun away, rolling and thrashing in death throes that pulverized everything for a hundred feet. 
 
    Her body had come to a rest half-in the water by the time the sword’s light had finally faded, replaced by the rising sun.  Masaaki approached warily, keeping his distance as he walked around the jiaolong’s huge head, getting a good look at the wound. 
 
    A crude wooden flute was trapped in the bloody gash in her forehead, looking like a splinter between its titanic scaly brows.  Gingerly, Masaaki moved forward and pulled it free. 
 
    The moment his hands came into contact with the flute, it once more returned to the shape of a sword of light, shining with the radiance of the sun.  Seeing that, Masaaki’s eyes went wide and he quickly lowered it to the ground and bowed low, keeping his eyes averted. 
 
    It’s a weapon of the gods, he thought, his heart pounding in panic.  No simple enchantment could explain the morphing of the object, the superb radiance that put even his hikari to shame. 
 
    “I am but a humble yatagarasu,” Masaaki whispered to the sand under his forehead.  “I am undeserving of such a gift.  I was a slave.  Please—there has been some mistake.” 
 
    He was still bowing to the weapon—which had returned to flute form again—when he heard a muffled sound coming from the dead serpent to his right.  Frowning, Masaaki lifted his head from the sand just enough to turn. 
 
    A small bulge the size of a human fist was moving in the dead jiaolong’s side, displacing the scales before retreating.  Then it returned again, moving the huge serpent’s scaly side a fraction of an inch before falling back once more. 
 
    Theo! 
 
    Suddenly all thoughts of undeservedness fled his mind and Masaaki grabbed the flute, yanked the sword from its sheathe, and split the serpent’s belly open wide. 
 
    The native man with the penchant for calling lightning spilled out, screaming. 
 
    “—give my word I’ll never look at unicorn porn again!” 
 
    As soon as he slid to a stop in a sludge of goopy jiaolong innards at Masaaki’s feet, the man pried himself out of the mucous, gasping, threads of slime hanging from his face and chin as he panted.   
 
    Masaaki cocked his head at him.  “Unicorn porn?” 
 
    The man sat up, looking around them wildly.  “What happened?  Is she dea—”  He blinked at the big cut in the side of the beast.  “Oh.”  He let out a breath of relief that verged on a sob.  “Oh thank Thor’s mighty cock and all of his glorious virgin-defiling exploits, I will never mock his name and piss on his porch again.”  He squinted up at Masaaki through slime.  “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “I am Masaaki Yatagarasu,” Masaaki said. 
 
    “A yatagarasu?” the man demanded, as if Masaaki had told him the jiaolong had just been defeated by a frog. 
 
    “Was anyone else in there with you?” Masaaki asked, climbing through the carnage to peek inside the gut.  When he couldn’t get a good view, he started making a lengthwise cut down the rest of the jiaolong’s body. 
 
    “How did a mere yatagarasu—” the man’s words cut off as he watched Masaaki effortlessly slice the serpent open the rest of the way.  “Huh, that’s a nice sword.”  He wrinkled his nose.  “But it stinks of Ra.  How did you get a sword of Ra?  Did you steal it?”  The man seemed clearly puzzled. 
 
    Masaaki, who wasn’t entirely sure on that himself, glanced down at it and hesitated.  “I think I was…given it.” 
 
    The man on the ground snorted.  “Likely story.” 
 
    Masaaki cleaned the blade of gore using a clean piece of his robe and replaced it in the saya, then tied it to his waist. 
 
    The moment he did, it took on a more substantial form, losing its glow, looking less like a slice of the sun and more like a very plain, very humble blade by a modest swordsmith, its materials mere steel and lacquered wood. 
 
    The man saw that, then glanced at Masaaki’s face, then back at the sword.  He cleared his throat uncomfortably, then turned and glanced back at the dead serpent.  “Where are your companions?” 
 
    “What companions?” Masaaki asked. 
 
    The over-tier stared at him.  “Did you really kill a jiaolong on your own?” 
 
    Masaaki slowly started to grin.  “Do you really look at unicorn porn?” 
 
    The man flushed, then cleared his throat.  Then, looking at the sky, he held out his hand, palm-up, squinting. 
 
    As it had done earlier that morning, roiling clouds came rushing in from all directions, and a moment later, thunder boomed and water started pelting them from above.  The man held out his arms and twisted, using the downpour as a shower. 
 
    Masaaki, who didn’t need a shower, grimaced as his robes became immediately soaked through. 
 
    A few minutes later, apparently satisfied he had cleaned himself, the clouds parted and the sky cleared once more.  Then the man muttered a single magus’s word and the water evaporated from his clothes in an instant.  Sniffing, he gave Masaaki a long, appraising look, looking him over as one might examine a six-foot-long slug.  Then, reluctantly, he held out his hand.  “Brad,” he said. 
 
    Masaaki, who was still sodden and dripping, bowed low at the waist.  “The honor is mine, rain god.” 
 
    “Rain god—” the man snorted, but he gave him a curious sideways look.  “You seriously don’t know who I am?” 
 
    “I was imprisoned by vampires for the last seven hundred years,” Masaaki said, as he rose from his bow.  “I was not allowed to socialize, and even if I could, a yatagarasu is hardly of the same cloth as a patron of the monsoons.” 
 
    “Patron of the—”  The man snorted.  “No.  I’m Thunderbird.  The Thunderbird.” 
 
    Masaaki froze.  The North American equivalent of Thor, Lei Gong, Indra, Perun, Tlaloc, or Susanoo.  And he had jabbed him about the types of sexual deviances he chose to engage in.  Immediately, Masaaki bowed much lower.  “My apologies, Great One.” 
 
    Thunderbird sniffed again.  Then, reluctantly, “You saw the jiaolong eat me and risked your life to save me?” 
 
    “I…”  Masaaki started to tell him that he had actually been looking for someone else, then remembered the house-sized lightning bolts crashing against the serpent’s head and thought better of it.  He decided that white lies, in this case, couldn’t hurt, and he would simply apologize to his ancestors later.  “Yes.” 
 
    The man nodded.  “You are a brave man, despite your weakness.”  Straightening, he intoned with an official cadence, “For the favor done to me this day, I hereby grant you free passage throughout my domain, and should you choose to settle here, your crops and your children’s crops and your children’s children’s crops shall receive proper rains from now unto the seventh generation.” 
 
    “My lord Thunderbird, that’s hardly necessary,” Masaaki babbled, immediately feeling guilty and bowing again.  “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Call me Brad,” the man said, holding out his hand.  “And stop bowing.  You saved my life.  I find it irritating.”  He looked him over.  “But for saving me, peasant, I’ll grant you a second favor.  Anything you ask that I can obtain, it’s yours.” 
 
    Swallowing, Masaaki straightened, choking off his objections.  Already, the Nótt Lagsmaðr was a throbbing rush in the back of his mind at the idea of utilizing this favor.  Hesitantly, he said, “Can you…help me find Theo?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 24: The New Couch-Man 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be charging six grand a week.” 
 
    Bonnie opened her eyes with a groan. 
 
    A man who resembled the chubby fry-cook that Björn had abducted—except taller, handsomer, less fat, more muscular, covered in Celtic knotwork tattoos, and much more confident—was lounging in a chair beside the couch where she lay. 
 
    “Huh?” Bonnie asked, realizing he was waiting for something. 
 
    “For shrinking you,” the man said.  “Keeping you and your friends clear of mental illness,” he waved a hand dismissively.  “Saving you.  Stuff like that.  No offense, but you immortal types have some serious issues, Bonnie.”  He hesitated.  “You are Bonnie, right?  Björn talked a lot about you.  I don’t know if you know it or not, but he’s got some major PTSD going on from what the Valkyries did to him in Ásgarðr.” 
 
    Bonnie squinted at the man.  He was wearing classic Business Casual, in a sweater and expensive slacks that still smelled new. 
 
    “I used your debit card while you were sleeping,” the man said, gesturing at his attire.  “Didn’t like the stuff I respawned in, so I figured it was a down payment.” 
 
    Respawned…?  Bonnie cocked her head at the man.  “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Sorry, my bad, I forget you guys don’t play video games.”  He actually looked a little sheepish. 
 
    “Video…?” 
 
    “I mean, that is what’s going on, right?”  He leaned forward, his hands together with professionally non-threatening body language.  “The gods are throwing their champions at Pestilence and seeing what sticks?” 
 
    Bonnie held her head, wincing from where it felt like she was being crushed with an oil tanker with every pound of her heart.  The last thing she remembered was the barghest setting his boat on fire with three million dollars of her inheritance onboard.  “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know you.  Are you related to Jessie?  You look similar…”  The severed head hadn’t been the best match, but Björn had showed her Jessie’s driver’s license before setting it on fire with everything else. 
 
    A slow smile spread over the man’s tattooed face.  “You could say that…”  He dropped a little wad of ethereal, glowing green twine that he’d been playing with between his hands onto the desk beside him.  Bonnie peered at it.  It looked a lot like the stuff Tl'oghk'etnaeyen had used on her.  “Where’d you get faewire?” 
 
    “Just so we’re clear,” the man said, turning back to face her, “I’ll help you, but I have a wife and kids to support.  I want six grand.  A week.  Just to be on call.  More, if…” he hesitated, and reached for a pad on his desk, “Hold on, I made a list.”   
 
    Looking it over, he flipped the papers back, then said, “Ah!  Okay.  I want one paid vacation a year.  Two weeks in June, though I reserve the right to change that around if I wanna take a break in the middle of winter or something.”  He held out a hand and started counting fingers.  “As to bonuses, I want an extra grand on any day combined sessions go over four hours,” he ticked off fingers as he spoke, “any time I need to answer a call after-hours, any time I need to drive more than fifty miles in one day, or on any day I get attacked by a supernatural entity, or have to save one of you.  Consider it hazard pay.”  He glanced around the little room, which was, to all appearances, a well-furnished psychologist’s office.   
 
    “But mostly, I think I’ll just hang out here and let you guys come to me.  Deal?”  He glanced at his notes again with a little frown.  “Oh, and I gotta put this in here because I saw what he did to your last house:  All damage to my property will be immediately reimbursed with a direct deposit withdrawal from your bank account.  I’ll draw up the EFT authorization and my contract.  Should be ready for you to sign by the end of the day.  You’ll be footing the bill, but I’ll be helping anyone I want—no offense, but you’re rich, immortal, and you burned three million dollars like it was nothing, so I figured you could stand to pony up a few grand each month.”  He grinned, his green eyes twinkling.  “That, and I figured Björn probably didn’t have a working bank account, considering it didn’t seem to me that barghests have a fully functioning grasp of what a debit card was.” 
 
    Bonnie just stared at him, dumbfounded.  He knew Björn? She thought, her brain stumbling over that.  “Who the fuck are you again?” 
 
    “Oh, I totally forgot,” the man said quickly, returning to the pad.  “You’re gonna stop buying Björn booze.  It’s super bad for his mental state, and he’s on a slippery slope as it is.  So many guys like him end up drowning themselves in alcohol when the realize they can’t deal, and I can totally see him killing someone if he overdoes it.  So no more vodka for the barghest, capiche?” 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes returned to the faewire on the desk.  Suddenly, her final moments before she had lost consciousness came rushing back.  She remembered being trapped, having nowhere to run as the feylords used her as a pincushion…  “Did you…?” 
 
    “Untie you, pull the arrows out, and chase off the hounds before they could rip off your head?”  His lips twitched in a smile.  “Yes.” 
 
    “But I thought only Tl'oghk'etnaeyen could do that,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “Well, in a way, he did.”  He held out a tattooed arm that reminded her of a Viking ship.  In his blood-web, Bonnie saw six different strands intertwined—a soft blue-white as the main core that was accentuated by red, orange, silver, black, and green… 
 
    …the green of a feylord. 
 
    He continued to hold out his hand to her, waiting, and she thought she saw a bit of Tl'oghk'etnaeyen in his vivid green eyes.  “Do we have a deal, Bonnie?  I shrink you and your friends, help you deal with whatever, and you keep me in khakis, a nice car, and white chocolate mocha frappuccinos?”  With his other hand, he picked up the empty paper cup on his desk, still in its insulating cardboard coaster, and wiggled it, smiling amicably. 
 
    Bonnie tore her eyes from the cup and back to the hand he proffered her.  She stared at the blood-web in his arm for long moments, feeling chills, then slowly drew her eyes back up to his face.  “Who are you?” she asked, numbly taking his hand. 
 
    The man grinned.  “I’m your new psychologist.” 
 
      
 
    Check out Book 4, The Rain God, 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 4 and sign up for my mailing list for more content, including beta-reader opportunities! 
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   Sneak Peek of Book 4: 
 
    Chapter 1: A New Friend 
 
    “So who wants to go first?” the man in the sweater asked.  He had tattoos up and down his arms in a way that reminded Masaaki of a drinking, carousing, head-flinging Odinson, but Björn’s couch-man seemed content with his latte and notepad as he sat in his leather chair across from them, his green eyes watching them much-too-closely. 
 
    “Björn told us you can help,” Masaaki said, casting a sideways glance at Thunderbird.  “We need your help.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jessie said.  “Help with what?” 
 
    Masaaki struggled with how to present the problem.  “It’s been three weeks since the dragon attacked him, and Brad can’t—” 
 
    “Masaaki’s the one who needs you,” Brad interrupted, with a disinterested sniff.  “I’m only here to lend support.” 
 
    Masaaki hesitated, wanting to say more, but respecting the code of noble birth.  He was but a humble yatagarasu, whereas Thunderbird was one of the highest lords of this land.  He bowed his head and waited, hoping that the couch-man would draw his own conclusions based on the ‘entrance interview’. 
 
    The couch-man, he realized, was watching him very closely.  “So from what Bonnie told me, you two have become very good friends.” 
 
    Masaaki, who could not see himself as a ‘friend’ to such an esteemed creature, simply lowered his head and held his tongue, allowing his better to speak for him. 
 
    “He’s all right,” Brad replied, boredly picking at lint on his pant leg.  “His taste in music could use refinement.” 
 
    “I see.”  Jessie glanced at Masaaki.  “What do you think, Masaaki?” 
 
    Masaaki’s face reddened and he licked his lips.  He glanced nervously at Brad, unable to express how baffled he was that the great deity had decided to follow him around like a stray puppy.  “I am honored by your presence, Lord Thunderbird,” he said, getting up and bowing low to the god of rain.   
 
    When he sat down again, Thunderbird was fiddling with a stone geode paperweight on the end table beside his couch, while Jessie was looking at Masaaki with a curious intelligence in his eyes. 
 
    Perhaps Björn is right and he can fix this, Masaaki thought on a brief surge of hope.  He swallowed as he glanced back at Thunderbird.  As a humble yatagarasu, he of course had no place telling the God of Thunder what to do with his time, but Brad’s constant presence had become…strange.  So much so that Björn, Theo, and Bonnie had commented. 
 
    “So when she called me, Bonnie said you guys were …” he paused, checking his notes, “…doing everything together, even sleeping.”  The couch-man lowered the sheet of paper and looked up at them, folding his hands over his knee.  “But she said that like it’s a bad thing.  Anyone want to give me an idea what’s going on?” 
 
    Masaaki wanted more than anything to tell his side of the story, but he held his tongue so that his better could speak. 
 
    Thunderbird shrugged.  “We’ve been hanging out.” 
 
    Again, Jessie was watching Masaaki much too carefully.  Gently, he said, “Masaaki?  You wanna fill me in?” 
 
    Masaaki wanted to, more than anything, but he was acutely aware of how much power sat in the room with him, and he wasn’t going to say something to insult an over-tier like Thunderbird.  “It’s like you said,” Masaaki said.  “We’ve become good friends.” 
 
    Thunderbird jerked and looked at him with a brief, startled surprise before quickly hiding it and going back to tracing his finger idly across the amethyst paperweight. 
 
    “Are you lovers?” Jessie asked. 
 
    Immediately, electricity started to coruscate over the couch Thunderbird sat on as he said, “I’m straight, you latte-drinking buffoon.” 
 
    “I have seen him with women,” Masaaki quickly agreed, knowing the extent to which Thunderbird’s tantrums could go if the demigod wasn’t quickly mollified.  “He’s very good with women.” 
 
    “I…see.”  Jessie frowned at them.  “Then why are you sleeping together?” 
 
    Both Masaaki and Brad stiffened. 
 
    “We’re not sleeping together,” Brad snapped.  “Masaaki sleeps on the floor.” 
 
    Curious, now, Jessie said, “It’s not…sexual?  Bonnie seemed to think it was sexual.” 
 
    Masaaki had allowed his daimyō to think that it was, to save face for Thunderbird.  He flushed and glanced sideways at Brad, allowing him the chance to speak. 
 
    “It’s not sexual,” Thunderbird said, his eyes starting to glow as he glared at the couch-man.  “I’m straight.” 
 
    “Okay, okay!” Björn’s couch-man said quickly, holding up a hand between them as the hair on his head started to rise.  “Definitely straight.  I’ll make a note.”  Clearing his throat, he tore his eyes away from the electricity that was sizzling over his latte cup and table and glanced at his notepad.  To Masaaki, he said, “This, uh, says you were a slave to vampires for seven hundred years?” 
 
    Masaaki gave an affirmative. 
 
    “To have your life-force…eaten?” 
 
    Masaaki gave another affirmative, thinking that would end the discussion. 
 
    But the couch-man glanced up at him with compassion in his eyes.  “That must have been horrible.” 
 
    Unbidden, a rush of buried old agony shoved against the dam that Masaaki had made for his memories of those years, threatening to burst forth into a sob.  He shuddered and nodded. 
 
    “See?  How does he live with himself, being that weak?”  Thunderbird shook his head as he watched Masaaki.  “I don’t get it.” 
 
    The couch-man turned to frown at Thunderbird.  “You know what?  I really think you should wait outside.” 
 
    “I’d rather sit here,” Thunderbird said, pointedly spreading out in the chair.  “This is entertaining.” 
 
    “I think Masaaki would rather you wait outside.” 
 
    “Then he can make me.”  Thunderbird’s eyes glowed electric blue with challenge. 
 
    “He can stay,” Masaaki said quickly.  “I’m not bothered.”  He was bothered, of course, but he knew from experience what a well-placed lightning bolt could do to, say, a human form, and Björn had warned him not to let anything happen to his couch-man. 
 
    Jessie considered that, nervous green eyes on the electricity rolling over the couch, then cleared his throat and returned his attention to Masaaki.  “Are you sure you want him here?  This can get kind of personal.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Masaaki said quickly.  “I have nothing to hide from the Lord of Thunder.” 
 
    “The Lord of Thunder…who has been following you around like a puppy dog?  Bonnie told me you can’t even shower without him wanting to be in the room.” 
 
    The walls started to flicker with the crackles and pops of electricity.  “It’s my duty to protect him for saving me,” Thunderbird snapped. 
 
    “Saving you…” Jessie insisted.  “How did Masaaki save you, Brad?” 
 
    Thunderbird lifted his chin, but snorted, relaxing deeper into the sofa as if he owned it. 
 
    The couch-man examined Thunderbird’s actions carefully, then cleared his throat.  To Masaaki, he said, “So this Bonnie…  She saved you from the vampires?” 
 
    “My daimyō,” Masaaki said, grunting again, feeling a rush of respect for her sacrifice for him, her loyalty. 
 
    “Daimyō,” Thunderbird snorted, rolling his eyes.  “Please.  She’s just a child.  He’s so weak he swore himself to a child just so he wouldn’t have to seppuku.” 
 
    Jessie spun on Thunderbird, frowning.  “If you’re not going to leave, I’m going to have to ask you to be quiet while I’m working with your friend.” 
 
    “You can ask,” Brad replied, boredly flicking a bit of lightning off his clothes, making it roll across the floor and into the shelf of books on the other side of the room. 
 
    “So why are you here, Brad?” the couch-man asked, carefully analyzing the way Thunderbird fidgeted.  “Is something…bothering you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Brad said boredly.  “I’m just waiting for the yatagarasu to get done here so we can go eat.  I’m hungry.” 
 
    “You can go eat right now,” the couch-man offered.  “Here.”  He took his phone from his desk and said, “I’ll call and make you a reservation.  Where do you wanna go?” 
 
    Thunderbird flinched.  “I mean later.  I’m not hungry right now.  We’ve got time.”  He gestured for Jessie to continue.  “Besides, I’m dying to know how this weakling survived all those years without dying of terror.  He’s basically a mortal.” 
 
    Masaaki narrowed his eyes, feeling the rage that had been building ever since Thunderbird had decided to follow him around like a starving dog.  He opened his mouth, but before he could say how this mortal had saved Thunderbird from certain death, the couch-man interrupted him. 
 
     “I bet that’s something you’ve never had to deal with before,” the couch-man commiserated.  “Being as weak as Masaaki.  Scary stuff, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Brad snorted.  “Being that pathetic is completely incomprehensible to me.” 
 
    Masaaki stiffened and got up indignantly at the couch-man taking Brad’s side, but then he caught the quick, desperate hand gesture against Jessie’s leg, hidden from Thunderbird’s view by the notepad.  Eying the way the couch-man hadn’t taken his eyes from Thunderbird, Masaaki watched the couch-man, then Thunderbird, then, very slowly, he sat back down. 
 
    The couch-man continued as if he hadn’t even noticed Masaaki stand.  “I mean, he’s basically powerless compared to you.  It must be hard to even consider what that would be like, right?  Being scared of stuff all the time?” 
 
    “I’m not scare—” Masaaki began, but again, the couch-man’s frantic hand-gesture stopped him. 
 
    “Like I said,” Thunderbird reluctantly said, “It’s hard to imagine being that weak.” 
 
    The couch-man glanced at his notes.  “I see here when I asked what you’re afraid of, you said, ‘Gods don’t get afraid.’”  He cocked his head.  “Masaaki said you were eaten by a water dragon.  Weren’t you afraid then?” 
 
    Thunderbird scoffed.  “I knew the Universe would send someone to free me.  I’m much too important to the weather patterns of North America for the Realms to allow anything to happen to me.” 
 
    “I bet,” Jessie said, nodding.  “So like, what happens if you die?” 
 
    Brad froze, his hands suddenly tightening on the couch.  Masaaki saw Jessie’s eyes flicker down to where Brad’s fingers gripped the leather before returning to his face. 
 
    “I mean, would North America just become a desert?” Jessie went on.  “No more rain?  How’s that work?” 
 
    Thunderbird swallowed, looking pale.  “I don’t know.”  His voice was quiet, no more than a whisper. 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I’ve…always been here.” 
 
    “So this water dragon…that was the first time anyone got the upper hand over you in a fight?” Jessie pried gently.  “How did that make you feel?” 
 
    “Angry!” Brad cried.  “She told me to dance for her and I refused so she ate me!  While I was blood-bound, so I couldn’t even fight back!  It wasn’t even remotely fair!” 
 
    Brad nodded, making a note on his pad.  “How about when you were inside her?  Were you angry then, too?” 
 
    Thunderbird paled further and looked away.  “I couldn’t use my lightning,” he whispered, barely audible. 
 
    Masaaki squinted at the demigod that had been making his life miserable for the last three weeks, confused by the sudden shift in his tone. 
 
    “But you can obviously use it now,” Jessie said, gesturing at the little waves of electricity that rolled across the floor in all directions from where Brad sat. 
 
    “But not then,” Thunderbird snapped.  “I was being dissolved, mortal, and I couldn’t even fight.  It was…”  His voice dropped to a whisper.  “Horrifying.” 
 
    “Probably a lot like what a mouse feels when it gets swallowed by a snake,” Jessie said, nodding. 
 
    “No, I am the snake,” Brad snapped, slamming his hand down on the leather couch with a sizzle of electricity.  “Not the mouse.  The snake.  She just temporarily got the upper hand.  A jiaolong is nothing compared to the god of thunder.  Just a worm like Masaaki.” 
 
    Masaaki felt himself tense, but said nothing.  Björn said if anyone could get the peacock to stop following me, it would be his couch-man, he thought, forcing himself to calm.  He waited, putting his trust in the man and his magic notepad. 
 
    “And she ate you,” Jessie commiserated.  “God, that’s gotta be rough.” 
 
    Thunderbird lifted his head with a sniff. 
 
    “Probably…the worst day of your life,” Jessie ventured.  “Am I right?” 
 
    “It was…unexpected,” Brad replied reluctantly.   
 
    “Of course it was,” the couch-man insisted.  “Guys like Masaaki, they have to think about death all day long because they’re so weak they could die pretty much by accident.  But you…  I’ll bet you’ve never even had to think about dying before, have you?” 
 
    Thunderbird made a face and glanced at Masaaki.  “I don’t know how he does it.”  His brown eyes were filled with judging contempt.  “I could kill him right here, right now, and he doesn’t seem to care.” 
 
    Jessie nodded and made another note.  “So how’d you get out of the dragon’s gullet?” 
 
    Brad’s eyes reluctantly flickered to Masaaki.  “He did it.” 
 
    The couch-man’s pen hesitated, mid-word, and he glanced up sharply, looking from Thunderbird and back to Masaaki.  “Wait.  Masaaki saved you from the water dragon?” 
 
    “He cut open the jiaolong’s stomach with a holy sword and allowed me to get out,” Thunderbird said. 
 
    “You mean he saved you.” 
 
    Brad’s shoulders tightened and his fingers started to electrify.  “He killed the jiaolong.” 
 
    “…saving you?” 
 
    Thunder bird made a bored sound and looked down at his clothes, once again flicking a spark of electricity off of the Armani.  “I don’t see how this is helping him get over his psychological issues.” 
 
    “I’m just covering my bases,” Jessie said, slowly glancing at Masaaki, then scratching another note on his pad.  “So, Masaaki, when did you and Thunderbird start hanging out?” 
 
    Masaaki swallowed hard.  “When I cut him from the jiaolong’s belly.” 
 
    “You asked me to help you find Theo!” Thunderbird shouted, the lights flickering overhead in warning. 
 
    “Let’s try to keep our voices down,” Jessie said calmly, not seeming to notice the light.  He tapped his pen against his notebook, watching Thunderbird, clearly thinking.  “So…” he said, a little knot of concentration on his brow, “Did you find Theo?” 
 
    “Eventually,” Thunderbird said, more subdued. 
 
    “And…what happened next?” 
 
    “He insisted on following me anyway,” Thunderbird snapped. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Jessie made another quick note.  “So you could protect him.” 
 
    Masaaki flushed, every fiber going tense.  “I don’t need—”  Again, he caught the little hand-gesture against the couch-man’s leg, out of sight of Thunderbird. 
 
    “He’s scared, so you’re giving him your protection until he can get his courage back up,” Jessie said.  “Am I right, Brad?  That’s why you don’t want to leave him alone?  He needs you?” 
 
    Brad rubbed lightning across the surface of the couch’s arm with a finger, then boredly picked up a picture of a dog. 
 
    “Brad?” 
 
    “Of course that’s it,” Brad said, slamming the picture of the dog back onto the end table to glare at the couch-man with eyes that had taken on an electric glow.  “Why are you still asking me questions?  This was Masaaki’s idea.  Go back to fixing him.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Jessie said, as he jotted another note.  “So…with you guys together so much lately, I can’t imagine you’ve had time to keep up with your classes as the University.”  He hesitated, glancing up from his pad.  “You are still teaching at the University, aren’t you, Brad?” 
 
    Brad grimaced.  “I had to cancel a few classes.” 
 
    Jessie seemed to consider that.  “When was the last time you were home, Brad?” 
 
    Again, Thunderbird began fiddling with the photograph of the dog. 
 
    “When was the last time you went home?” Jessie urged.  “Saw your family?” 
 
    Thunderbird made a derisive snort.  “Family.” 
 
    Jessie hesitated, his eyes watching Thunderbird acutely as he made another note.  “You don’t have family?” 
 
    Another snort.  “No.” 
 
    “No mother and father?” 
 
    “I was created when rain first began to fall out of the sky on the continent of North America,” Thunderbird snapped.  “Why would I have a family?” 
 
    “So…you were wandering North America alone, before anyone else?”  Jessie cocked his head.  “Like…back when the dinosaurs…?” 
 
    “Before,” Thunderbird sighed.  “I don’t see how this is relevant.” 
 
    “So it’s been a long time.”  Another quickly-jotted note.  “Were you…alone…all that time?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Thunderbird started tracing circles with lightning on the couch again. 
 
    “And you’ve never had your life threatened before this?  Not once?” 
 
    Thunderbird’s jaw tensed.  “Why are you still asking me questions?  Masaaki’s the one who needs to be fixed.” 
 
    Masaaki tensed again. 
 
    “I’m just trying to understand your relationship,” Jessie said, glancing at Masaaki in warning before Masaaki could call Thunderbird out for being a lying coward.  “It’s…unique.” 
 
    Thunderbird seemed to accept that, because he went back to focusing on the couch. 
 
    “So this experience with the jiaolong,” Jessie said.  “Do you feel like it changed you at all?” 
 
    Thunderbird didn’t respond, instead tracing little circles with tiny crackles of lightning. 
 
    For several moments, Jessie let him play with the couch, saying nothing.  Then, “Brad?” 
 
    Thunderbird’s head snapped back and he scowled at Jessie, his eyes alive with electricity.  “I told you to stop.  Asking.  Questions.”  Overhead, the light blew out, and on the desk, the latte exploded, leaving Jessie and his notepad covered in brown, milky liquid. 
 
    Blowing latte out of his eyes, Jessie lifted his phone from the puddle on the desk, wiped it on his leg, then said, “Well, that’s our time for today, Masaaki.  I can see it’s going to take a while to get to the root of your problems.  How about we schedule another session for you Monday at three?” 
 
    When Masaaki looked into the couch-man’s eyes, he saw…understanding? 
 
    Maybe he really can help, Masaaki thought, on a thrill of hope.  “Yes,” he said, nodding.  “That sounds good.” 
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