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      To the fans of vampires that don’t glitter and still kick ass, this one is for you.
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      LET’S SET THE record straight.

      I am a Hunter.

      I hunt my own kind.

      I do so without mercy and often without cause. Not because I’m a bastard…though I really am. No, I do it because it is my job. A job that I inherited. Well, that’s not exactly true. I was given a choice. I could either continue my employ as a hunter, or I could become the prey. Since I enjoy breathing, the choice was relatively simple. I chose to continue to hunt.

      While that may sound like a real shitty deal to most, I can say that, without exception, they, all my targets, deserve it. Not simply because they are vampires, but because even vampires live by a code, and these sons of bitches choose to live outside that code. That won’t do.

      You wouldn’t think that a group as small and tight-knit as we are would need a “code,” but, especially in these modern times, we have to be careful lest we all be outed. Imagine how the human population would react. Once, they might have cowered in their homes–but not today. Today, all would be wannabe Van Helsings, traipsing around in the dark, wooden stake or silver blade in hand. There would be pandemonium. I am the only thing standing between the bastards who would eradicate my kind and the bastards that break the rules.

      You might ask, what exactly do these vampires do that is so extreme that it warrants death? That’s a good question, and it’s one that I continually ask myself. I can tell you that murdering children is a big no-no. Turning a child, that is, forcing one living to join our immortal ranks, is an even bigger no-no. We creatures of the night live by ethics, even if we have set them ourselves. For example, say you’re peckish. Feel like munching on a few homeless people? Meh, why not. How about having a prostitute for supper? Hey, they practically put themselves on the menu. Want to hunt down and eat somebody that can put up a fight? Who doesn’t? But you’d better make it a criminal. Any drug dealer, pimp, or vandal that thinks they have the cajones to fight back…have a blast, brother. They’re wrong.

      Does this make us vigilantes of sorts? Oh hell no. It helps enforce our number one edict: Do not give humans a reason to investigate and verify our existence. Yet, we allow a certain…grey area. There are those who seek us out for more…selfish reasons. I guess you’d call them “groupies.” Some humans willingly offer themselves up as snacks…and other delights. The Council tends to overlook these transgressions, provided we all play nice. I guess they figure as long as the livestock keeps their mouths shut, well, no harm, no foul.

      Now, see, in my book, you don’t bend the rules for some offenders while others suffer consequences. Humans should be left ignorant and barred from our world. This pet-keeping just sends an inconsistent message to the masses. But that’s why I’m not in charge, nor would I choose to be. I’m four hundred years old, give or take a few years, yet I’m still considered a brute by my handlers because I come from Viking stock. I’m big, blonde and…oh yeah. I’m a daywalker.

      To my knowledge, I’m the only one. That in itself is a long story, and not one I really care to revisit at the moment. Let’s just say that I was more than pleasantly surprised to find myself in sunlight that should have meant hideously painful and instant death for me. Naturally, I’ve kept it under my hat; it’s my trump card. Besides, I wouldn’t want those in charge to decide to dissect me, literally, to figure out the ‘how’.

      I do use it though, and quite to my advantage. You see, modern vampires have gotten sloppy. Lazy, really. They arrogantly assume they are the biggest threat out there, top of the food chain, so to speak. So when they sleep during the day, they barely trouble to conceal themselves, unaware that I am free to move about, wide awake and dangerous, if I say so myself. I slip in and introduce them to Death–and by Odin, I love it. Especially meeting one of the few that are able to wake from their sleep. They are shocked to find me standing over them, blade in hand, sun shining upon my skin, fangs extended. I still find a bit of joy remembering their last thoughts: “What the fuck?” No, I don’t read minds; it’s just a phrase I hear often enough, especially from my prey.

      But those riveting tales are neither here nor there. The story I want to share with you now left me saying “what the fuck,” and not because some asshole woke me while attempting to float my ashes to the gods. No, this story…well, I’ll just say that this is one experience I had to have for myself, or even I wouldn’t believe it.

      It was like any other day. The sun was shining and I was between hunts, about to take a well-earned rest. The Council had been utilizing me as their enforcer for a couple of years now, and I had gained a reputation for being ruthless, fast, and efficient. They knew that once they turned the target over to me, it would be done, and done with style.

      I had just sent a rather nasty vampire to his eternal rest and had returned to the house that the Council provided for me. I carried with me a cooler of fresh O positive and a single grocery bag with a thick cut New York strip inside. I only require blood to survive, but I have found that I can actually enjoy foods again–something that I hadn’t been able to stomach for nearly four centuries. A very rare steak, taken in moderation, was a treat. Sinking my teeth into meat, chewing small bits of gristle…well? How would you like to be on an all-liquid diet? I just had to be careful and eat slowly.

      I pushed the door open with my foot and immediately my nose detected the scent of a creature that both set my nerves on end and gave me a sharp stab of regret.

      A Nephilim.

      I dropped the cooler and reached for the blade that I always keep in my long coat. I knew that it would do little against him, as it wasn’t a golden blade, but it was all I had on me at the moment. I pressed myself against the wall and stretched my neck to peer around the half wall that separated the kitchen from the living room.

      I saw nothing, but his scent was strong.

      I guess I should at least explain my cautious reserve at this moment in case you are arriving late to the party and have no idea why a Nephilim would send my fight or flight response to maximum.

      Remember I told you that I was a daywalker? The only one that I’m aware of? Yeah. Well…a few years back I had a partner, Orel, a Nephilim. We hunted vampires, werewolves…anything that “smelled evil” to Orel, who could, apparently, sense these things. We hunted down and killed the local Vampire Council and during that…encounter, I had the error of my ways pointed out to me. During a short discussion with the head vampire, whom I was just about to waste, I was informed me that I had the Council all wrong. Then he asked what would happen once the Nephilim and I had killed everything else that smelled evil? Wouldn’t I, then, smell evil and need to be put down?

      This was cause for concern, so I asked my partner about it. The Nephilim couldn’t answer to my satisfaction.

      So I killed him.

      I drank from him. Actually, I gorged on him. There must have been something magical in his blood, because when I awoke from my feast, it was in broad daylight. The sunlight didn’t burn my flesh, in fact, its warmth was a gift of the gods. I feared it was temporary, but here I am, years later, still tanning on nice days.

      So, when I walked into my home and smelled this angelic half breed again…I figured he had an axe to grind. Against my skull. And I really couldn’t blame him. I would kill me, too.

      “I know you’re here. I can smell you.”

      I held the blade at the ready and prayed that my old hunting partner would give me a chance to explain first. I wasn’t prepared for the voice that replied.

      “I’m sure you can.”

      The being that stepped out from my kitchen was not Orel. No, this guy was tall, slender of build, and, if I may say so, pleasant to the eye, despite a long scar that crossed his right cheek. His right eye was milky; probably lost when the blade sliced his face.

      I tightened my grip on the blade and stepped forward. I knew that whoever this angelic being was, he could most likely mop the floor with me, but I refused to show fear.

      “Who the hell are you and why are you in my home?”

      The…man? Being? Whatever the hell he was grinned and hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “You know you’ve only got blood in that refrigerator? I was really hoping for some leftovers.”

      “Answer my question or, by Odin, I’ll slice you from gizzard to throat.”

      He held his hands up in a mock surrender and that stupid grin never left his face. “Easy, assassin. I’m not here to fight you. Rather, I’m here to hire you.”

      I relaxed my grip somewhat and narrowed my gaze on the man. “I’m no assassin.”

      He laughed. I’m talking a hard, throaty laugh. “Oh, you are an assassin.” He pointed a finger at me as he rounded the half wall and propped himself on a barstool. “Trust me on that one. You are most definitely an assassin.”

      “Then you know what I’m capable of. State your business and leave.” I kept my distance, trying like hell to remember where I had put the golden bullets and the golden blade that I had moved from my old home to this one. Damnit…I had no clue.

      “Easy, Sven.” He held his hands up again and that stupid grin was back. It took me a moment to register that he knew my true name. “I’ve got a job I think you’ll be interested in.”

      “I’ve already got a job, thanks.” I did my best to growl through clenched teeth. I was shooting for intimidating. I think it came off more like special needs.

      “Sure you are.” He slipped off the barstool and stared at me. I felt like I was trapped in that dream…you know…where you’re walking through the market square without clothing, the breeze blowing through your naughty bits and people pointing and laughing. That dream. I tried not to wither under his gaze.

      I chose that moment to sheath my blade. Obviously it would do little good against this person and he’d made no overtly threatening gestures. It gave me a chance to break from his discomforting stare and try to settle my nerves.

      In case you aren’t aware, angelic beings are tough. Like, small army tough. I worked with a half-angel and he could have ripped me apart with his bare hands if he’d so desired. The smell coming from this guy had me thinking that he was full blood. I tried not to imagine what a feast of his blood would do to me. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that the thought crossed my mind.

      “State your business so I can tell you to fuck off.”

      He crossed his arms and sized me up. “You’re full of what the humans call ‘piss and vinegar,’ aren’t you?”

      I picked up the cooler and carried it to the ice box. “Why are you here?”

      I packed away the bags of blood as he spoke. “As I stated, I’m here to hire you.”

      “As I stated, I’m not for hire. I’m contracted to the council.” I really wasn’t sure if that was a lie or not.

      He winked at me. “I think you’ll want this job. It pays rather well.”

      I packed the last bag of blood into the fridge and shut the door. “You’ve got nothing I want, Nephilim.” I was baiting him.

      “Oh, I’m no hybrid.” He stood and shrugged his coat off. The wings that he had tucked under the trench coat were impressive, to say the least. He stretched them out and I swear, they spanned the entire common area. “I’m no archangel, but I’m one hundred percent angel.”

      I shook my head in confusion. “Archangel?”

      “I’d heard you weren’t too bright. They’re the generals. I’m more of a…foot soldier.” He pointed to the scar across his face. “I fight, but it’s the archangels that lead us into battle.”

      “A minion.” I tried to belittle him but he simply nodded; when you’re an angel I guess you know your place.

      “That’s one way of putting it.” He slipped his coat back on and sat on the stool once more, the magnificent wings magically tucking back under. “Today I’m a messenger.”

      “Ok, flyboy. Deliver your message and leave.” I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to appear menacing.

      “Very well.” He pulled a parchment from the inner pocket of his coat and unrolled it. “I am to contract you in the killing of a god.”

      It was right about here that I think my mouth fell open and I stared at him stupidly. He allowed me a moment to gather myself and to his credit, said nothing while my mind tried to process his…my message.

      “You want me to kill God?”

      “Not God, big ‘G’ God, a god. A lesser god.”

      “There’s more than one god?”

      He chuckled low and nodded. “You are special, aren’t you? Perhaps if I explained?”

      “Please, do.”

      He motioned for me to sit, so I did. Something told me this would take a while.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “OKAY, JUST TO see if I understand what you’re saying, there are numerous gods. The big two are the Jewish carpenter and the Arabic goat farmer. But all those others of legend, what about them? Where do they come from?”

      “Ah, you see, that’s the deal. There is no beginning to these beings; they rise and fall according to human needs. Whenever humans think about, study, worship…whatever, that energy is what feeds them. Each takes on a cause; let’s say the harvest. The more that god is mentioned by name, the broader they’re discussed, prayed to, etcetera, the stronger that god becomes. Their popularity waxes and wanes with the whim of a generation.”

      “Yet they don’t tend to interfere? To show themselves to gain faith?”

      He shrugged. “Most don’t. There are guidelines that keep gods separate from humans, levels the playing field, you might say. However, there are a few that have broken the rules over the millennia.”

      “Like?”

      “We call them the Zodiac. They have assumed the mantle of the gods of many different cultures. Any civilization willing to support multi-theism, these assholes literally come to earth, assume their chosen identities and then make the locals aware of who they are. It’s not so popular these days, but in the early times, it reinforced humanity’s beliefs while dividing them into sects. Meanwhile, these Zodiac gods grew in such strength that…well, until my boss came on the scene, it was really a tough call as to whether or not humanity would survive. These deities were petty; they bickered and fought amongst themselves, using their humans to wage their wars for them. They would pit their followers against each other and…it was bloody.”

      “So you’re saying that the Greek and Roman gods were–”

      “Zodiac. As were the Mayan gods, the Aztec gods, the Egyptian gods…”

      My eyes widened as a cold thought raced through me. “My gods?”

      He held his hand up. “Ah, no. And here we come to my point. Now, the Viking civilization actually had their own unique pantheon. The Zodiac attempted to assume their identities, but damned if those maniacs didn’t fight them off.” He chuckled at some private memory then stopped abruptly and pointed his finger at me again. “Your gods are quite bloodthirsty, and one has been particularly…noncompliant.”

      I smiled inwardly, pleased that not only were my gods real, but they were as badass as we had always believed. But this still left me in a quandary. “And you want me to hunt down one of my…one of these lesser gods and–”

      “Kill him. Yes.”

      I allowed that to soak in a bit. My mind tried to imagine how difficult it would be to kill something that you couldn’t see, something that doesn’t breathe, doesn’t bleed. It doesn’t eat, so it doesn’t shit. How do you kill the wind? I think that job would be easier.

      “How?”

      “Are you prepared to take on the task?”

      I backed up a bit and shook my head. “I haven’t said that I would do it; I just want to know how one might perform such a feat.”

      He raised a brow at me. “In the event that you accept our contract, we will provide you with the weapons and knowledge you require as well as any background specifics on your target as far as we are able.”

      “But how do you kill something that you can’t see?”

      He smiled again and nodded smugly. “Like the Zodiac, sometimes these lesser gods possess a human body and live for a time here on the earth, tempting fate and enjoying pleasures of the flesh. The god we want is here now in corporeal form.”

      “What could he have possibly done to warrant this level of intercession from your boss?”

      “I do not know, nor do I wish to know; that is well above my clearance. Simply accept that my boss wants him dead. My god doesn’t make mistakes; I’m sure his sins are of a nature that he deserves such a sentence.”

      I leaned against the counter and eyed him cautiously. “And what lesser god are we talking about here?”

      He held his hand up again. “I’m not at liberty to say more unless you are willing to take the assignment; we can’t chance you going rogue.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Ha! You think I’m stupid? You want to sic me on a god, of all things, and then you want me to accept the challenge without even knowing what he did or even who he is? Do you think me daft?”

      “I think you like to be paid.”

      “I told you. I have no use for your gold or silver. Jewels mean nothing to me. I’m already more or less immortal, and I have no desire to ever love again.”

      He crossed his arms and stared at me once more. There was that feeling. I wanted to look down to see if my fly was open.

      “What is the one thing you do not have?”

      I shrugged. “A small pecker?”

      “How about a soul?”

      Okay. He had my attention.
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      “HOLD ON. MY soul?”

      He shrugged.

      “You can do that?”

      He snapped his fingers. “As easy as that.”

      I swallowed hard and tried to imagine. It had been nearly four full centuries since I last had a soul. I couldn’t remember what it was like, having something to lose. I stood and slowly paced, chewing my thumbnail down to the quick; his offer was definitely tempting me.

      “Imagine, Sven. You are immortal. You can walk in daylight. Imagine if you had a soul again…”

      I turned and couldn’t find the words. I struggled for a moment then heard myself ask, “And what would having my soul do for me?”

      “You’d never need blood again. You could eat like a human being. You’d live in the sunlight in every way; no more hiding who you are. Your years wouldn’t be shortened, you would remain forever…” he looked me up and down, “young-ish. Just as now, the only thing that could truly kill you would be silver or beheading.”

      “Fire? Dismemberment? Leprosy?”

      He shook his head. “You’d heal. Just as quickly as you do now.”

      I felt my legs weaken and I quickly sat atop a barstool. My mind raced so fast that I actually felt like no rational thought could take root.

      “Have a moment. I’m sure it will take some time to process.” He stepped into the kitchen and dug into the grocery bag. “Meanwhile, I want a snack.”

      I watched him rub a pat of butter in the skillet I kept atop the stove. He flipped on the burner and it took me a moment to realize he was about to eat my steak.

      At that moment, I really didn’t care. I watched him sear both sides, sprinkle a few herbs and spices across the crust then set the lid over it for a moment. The smell of cow flesh searing had my mouth watering and I felt a tear form when he turned off the burner and lifted the rare steak from the pan with his fingers. He tore into the meat with his teeth and I watched with envy as blood ran down his chin. “Now this is worth coming to the ground for.”

      Son of a bitch. Sure, I could get another, but I had hand chosen that one and intended on eating it myself. I tried to ignore his actions and various slurping sounds and turned my attention back to his offer.

      “Tell me more of this lesser god that needs killing.”

      He smiled again and tossed the uneaten half of my steak over his shoulder. I couldn’t help but follow the arc and watch it splat atop the marble counter.

      “Ah! So you’re taking the contract.”

      “I’m not saying yes,” I corrected. “But I’m also not declining the offer. Yet. I can’t possibly accept a job with no details past ‘kill the god.’”

      The angel leaned against the countertop and stared at me. He glanced quickly over his shoulder as though we might be watched then lowered his voice. “I’m breaking the rules here, you know.” He glanced again then leaned toward me. “You know him as Loki.”

      You could have knocked me over with a feather. Okay, a very large feather. Tied to a baseball bat. But still.

      “Loki?”

      The angel nodded. “He’s the troublesome son of an ice troll.”

      So the stories were true. “And your boss…the Jewish carpenter, he wants him dead.”

      I could tell I hit a nerve. He rolled his eyes and practically groaned his answer. “Well, not exactly Him. Like I said, I have many bosses. Let’s just say someone between Him and me…middle management. They want him dead.”

      It was my turn to raise a brow. “And if the big boss gets wind of this little activity?”

      He shrugged. “Look. There are more important things for the higher-ups to deal with, you know…Time, the Cosmos, the Furies, the Internet…He’s pretty much aware of everything, so He must know about it and since He hasn’t told us ‘no’ or tried to stop us, we figure that’s the same as giving us the green light.”

      I needed to know that this offer was on the up and up. “So, if I perform this, err, mission, regardless of what the big boss says about it, I still get my soul back. Right?”

      “Absolutely. A deal is a deal.”

      I stood and squared my shoulders. “Deal.” I held my hand out and he deftly pressed the parchment into it.

      “A drop of blood is all we need.”

      I stared at him a moment, unsure what he meant. He pointed to the parchment. “Just bleed and press your finger on the bottom line.”

      I raised my hand to my mouth and pressed my thumb to the top of my fang. I felt it puncture and I squeezed a drop out before it could heal. I was just about to press my thumb to the parchment when I paused. Would they be able to tell that Nephilim blood ran through my veins? Would it matter to them that I had eaten one of their half brothers? I slowly pressed my thumb to the parchment and rolled it, leaving my print as boldly as I could.

      He said his boss “pretty much” saw everything, so surely they already knew. I mean…this guy knew that I was a daywalker and so on. I looked to him and he smiled. He checked my print, blew across the crimson drops, then rolled the parchment up again. I watched him tuck it into his coat, then he gave me a curt nod.

      “Your weapons will be delivered shortly.”

      “But how will I find Loki?”

      His smile broadened. “That information will be included with the weapons shipment. Pay close attention to the ‘Use and Caution’ portions of the instructions.”

      He turned and walked toward the door. I rounded the bar to walk him out, but, yeah…he was no longer standing in my house. However he had gotten in, he left the same way. Faster than a thought and without fanfare, he had simply vanished.

      I stared at the empty space a moment then snapped back to the present. “What have I gotten myself into?”
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* * *

      I REALIZED AFTER he left that I had no idea what his name was. Was he even who he claimed to be? Did he have the authority to order a hit on a god, much less fetch back a centuries old soul? I had this general feeling of foreboding which was growing into panic. I began regretting my decision. I think I was having what is known as “buyer’s remorse.”

      I had just sat on the couch when there was a sharp knock on my door. I stood and held the door knob, half hoping my angelic visitor would be standing there. Perhaps there was a tidbit of knowledge he had forgotten to share. Perhaps he would let me in on the “catch” that I was certain must be in the contract somewhere–the very contract that I failed to actually read before I signed in blood.

      I pulled the door open and stared at a large wooden crate. No delivery person was waiting for a signature, no truck pulling away. It was as if the box had appeared just as the angel had and knocked on my door by its own power.

      I lifted it, brought it into the living room, and set it on the short coffee table. The lid was no trouble, I pried it off and tossed it to the floor. I moved aside the straw packing material and stared into the crate which appeared to be much deeper inside than the outer dimensions revealed. The first things I saw were these ornately engraved golden blades. Mixed in were bolts that would fit the crossbow Orel had left behind in my care; must be a standard issue. Once these were removed, I could see a wide golden cuff with a shield engraved on it gleaming from the bottom. I lifted it and studied the markings. I couldn’t read them, but I knew that this was a very specially made piece, designed to be worn just above the wrist.

      I slipped the likely cursed cuff on and felt it tighten against my flesh of its own accord. I shook my arm to loosen it, and the most curious thing happened. It released a shield that appeared to be made of a vibrating blue energy. The disc-shaped energy snapped and hissed but added no weight to the cuff. I moved it about and even conjured the bravery to touch the blue light with my finger. It gave a pretty smart shock but it wasn’t lethal.

      I twisted my wrist again and watched the blue energy dissipate. Another twist ignited it once more and one more twist made it disappear. This could come in handy. After ol’ Loki was dead, perhaps I could convince the angel to let me keep it. I smiled to myself and thought, It could be lost in battle. They’d never know the difference.

      I dug through the blades and played with them, swishing them through the air, arcing over my head, thrusting forward. I found them perfectly balanced. The bolts, as I suspected, were nearly identical to the ones that Orel had used, only these were gold tipped. Some were blunt, obviously to be used to stun the god, but the others were sharpened to a razor’s edge.

      A handle gleamed at me from the bottom of the crate and I pulled it carefully out. It was a long sword, ornate and highly adorned; it appeared more for show than for killing, and it was downright intimidating. I hefted the blade and was shocked at the lightness; I had balanced for a big lift and was thrown a step backwards by my momentum. As I practiced swinging it, I could almost feel the blade whirring in my hand. The energy sensation tingled up through my arm and settled into my elbow.

      I swung it across my body, ending with a vertical poise in front of my chest. I reached out to touch the blade. It most definitely had been vibrating but quickly ceased as the blade stopped moving. Curious, indeed.

      I continued to dig through the fibrous packing material, and at the bottom was a leather folder. Inside were pages of information on Loki, a full dossier. And not just his last known location and pictures of the human meat suit he was wearing, but his preferences–that was a short list. Wine, women, and recreational drugs. Didn’t surprise me; I thumbed through the file then set it aside.

      A thorough inspection of the crate revealed no other weapons. I stared at the small stack of golden goodies and wondered if a god…even a lesser god, could actually be killed with these things.

      The smell of the steak still hung in the air so I snatched the small bit left by my dinner guest from the counter along with a bag of blood and settled in to study what I had on Loki. I munched on the meat only halfheartedly as I studied the angelic intelligence.

      Apparently, Loki had slipped into the shell of some dot com billionaire. Why bother with a peasant when you can blow through somebody else’s money? And from what I was reading, he was having a blast doing just that. Fast cars, gambling, prostitutes, drugs, penthouse living…Earthliness was just one big party for him.

      I noted a projected agenda and smiled to myself. Boston. I wouldn’t even have to travel for this one. I glanced at the date he was due in Bean Town. I had just a few days before he showed for some well-known high stakes poker game.

      I closed the file and stacked it with the weapons. It was time to pack and get my ass on the road. I had to recon the area where this poker game would take place.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I HAD REPLACED the old VW bus that I inherited from Gibby with a newer model four-wheel drive truck. It was dark grey and had a double cab; useful for locking up equipment. It wasn’t too flashy, but it was tough and dependable and would get the job done.

      I cruised by Boston’s tourist-oriented docklands; the sea air reminded me of my younger years. I parked the truck nearby and stared at the Battery Wharf Hotel, host to the big game.

      A quick phone call to the front desk verified that Mr. Wolf Ahmendson, aka Loki, had reserved a room there for the weekend, though the twit wouldn’t give me the room number. Pretending to be his “personal assistant” left a bad taste in my mouth but at least I had confirmed where the mischievous bastard planned to be holed up.

      I exited the truck and walked through the entrance as though I owned the place. I scanned the layout of the hotel and did my best to memorize where all of the common areas and exits were.

      Using the stairs, I checked the floor layouts of each wing and wasn’t shocked to find each level was a copy of the one below. Room after room on either side of the hallway left me feeling more than a bit frustrated.

      I worked my way back down to the main lobby and out to the truck where I sat quietly, my eyes glued to the building where I intended to assassinate a lesser god, one, I might add, known for his deceptive ways. I was about to give up and head back to my humble home when I watched a flower delivery truck arrive. The driver hopped from the front and scooped up a large arrangement from the rear. The man practically danced into the hotel and it took him almost fifteen minutes to reappear.

      I felt a smile tug at the corners of my mouth as I realized that delivery people were given room numbers without cause for concern. I could either play the part myself, or send the little shit flowers and follow the delivery person to his door.

      I started the truck and pulled back onto the congested streets. Loki didn’t know it yet, but his days were numbered.
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* * *

      AS SOON AS I pushed the door open I smelled him again. I slammed the door and seriously considered yelling, “Honey, I’m home!” Probably a good thing I didn’t.

      The angel was sitting on the barstool waiting for me.

      “It’s about time.”

      I tossed my keys on the counter and dropped the bag of weaponry on the coffee table. “I was scoping out the hotel.”

      “Whatever. Look, there may be a problem.” He stood and I stepped around him and into the kitchen.

      “Let me guess. Still no leftovers.”

      “Funny. No…” He stood at the entrance of the kitchen and watched me as I pulled out a bag of blood. “There are…rumors.”

      I raised a brow inviting him to explain. He didn’t. What is it about angelic folk that they can’t read body language for shit?

      “So? What rumors?”

      “There are others searching for Loki as well.”

      I stiffened at the idea that some asshat would rob me of my kill and null my plan to regain my soul.

      “Who?” I dropped the bag of blood into the sink, still sealed.

      The angel shook his head. “We don’t know for sure, but we’ve heard that somebody has been sniffing around asking about the human that he’s invaded.”

      I clenched my jaw then suddenly relaxed. “Could it not be somebody that the human knows? Surely a multi-billionaire has friends.”

      The angel shook his head. “Not one that…kills so indiscriminately.”

      My interest piqued. “Kills?”

      He nodded. “And not in a pleasant way either.”

      I almost laughed. “There’s a pleasant way to kill?”

      The angel gave me that look again. “There are uncomfortable ways to die and then there are horrible ways. This fellow likes to ensure the latter.”

      I nodded, picked up the bag of blood again and bit through the top. I think I was trying to buy time as I tried to imagine who else might be hunting my prey. “Any ideas?”

      The angel gave me a look I couldn’t quite interpret. “All I know is he’s big. He’s blonde. And he’s a brute.”

      I got the distinct impression that he was describing me in some lame attempt at humor. I gave him a questioning stare, but he didn’t respond.

      “Is that your way of asking me if I’m dropping people other than my target?”

      He shook his head. “No. We know it’s not you.”

      It was my turn to give him that stupid look. “How do you know?” I was afraid he was going to say something that would piss me off.

      “We’ve been watching you.”

      Yup. He pissed me off.

      I squeezed the last of the blood into my mouth while I tried to contain my anger. I dropped the empty bag into the trash and gave him my best stink eye. “Why would you have somebody watching me?”

      “So that we’ll know when the job is finished.” He said it so matter of factly that I almost felt like he was placating me. I had to remind myself that angels are just dicks.

      “Trust me, once the job is done, you’ll know.”

      “And how would you call to tell me?”

      I smiled and knew it was evil. I had practiced this smile for years. It would turn a human’s blood cold. This guy didn’t even flinch.

      “I’ll string his body up on the highest point of the nearest church. You’ll see the buzzards circling, if nothing else.”

      He shook his head at me. “No, we probably wouldn’t notice that.” He paced outside the kitchen area and I realized, he really had no idea what sarcasm was. He turned suddenly and pointed his finger at me. “You could simply pray to me. I’d hear it.”

      I crossed my arms and gave him a “duh” look. “And exactly who would I ‘pray’ to? You never told me your name.”

      I swear, he almost looked hurt that I didn’t know who he was. “I am Grigori.”

      I felt bad for the guy. I stared at him a moment then nodded. “I thought so, but since we’d never been properly introduced, I didn’t want to assume.”

      He actually seemed to brighten slightly. “So, it is decided. We will discontinue watching you and you can simply pray to me once the deed is done.”

      “Sure. Let’s go with that.” I walked passed him and went through the living room. I snatched the bag of weapons from the table and put them in the closet with my other, more run of the mill weapons.

      “You have no other clues to who is hunting my target?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve told you all that I know.”

      “If this guy is leaving a trail of death behind Loki, how is there anybody left to spread rumors?”

      He shrugged. “I only hear what I am told and I am told that there are rumors.”

      I sighed and sat down on the couch. “If you hear anything about this guy getting close to Boston, send me a message immediately. I need to know if I have to watch my own back while I hunt Loki down.”

      “Agreed.”

      I glanced away for a moment then turned back to him, another question on the tip of my mind. Damned if he hadn’t evaporated again. I craned my neck to check the room but knew he was gone. Even his scent was already fading.

      I stared up at the ceiling and fought the urge to yell. “It’s customary to use the door you feathered freak.”
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      AS THE DAYS counted down, I made it a point to practice with Orel’s crossbow. The stock had looked so small in his hands; I had honestly forgotten just how large it truly was. Cocking the thing was no easy chore, even with my strength. Something tells me that the average human couldn’t do it on their best day.

      I used the blunt bolts in the woods but had to switch to steel targets. The wooden silhouettes I used for practice kept splintering into pieces or getting large holes punched through them. The steel rang out like a heathen gong, but I made sure that I was deep enough in the trees that nobody would hear me.

      I actually felt pretty confident with the weapon after just a short time. I still had no idea how Orel was so deadly accurate with it. It was almost as if he could control the bolts with his mind, making the projectiles accept minor corrections to their flight in midair. I doubted he had that ability, though I knew he could do more than he ever let on. Most likely he was just so adept with his weapon that it seemed like he could do miraculous things with it.

      Right? He couldn’t really control the flight of his arrows…?

      I wasn’t going to waste time dwelling on Orel’s heavenly talents. I had a god to kill.

      I rummaged through the duffel and pulled the long sword. Somehow it appeared shorter out here in the woods without the walls of my modest home precluding a decent swing.

      I gripped the blade tightly and swung it, feeling the sizzling tremor through the handle almost instantly. The harder I swung the more intense the vibration. I stood amongst the trees and stared at the gold and silver blade, reflecting the needles of sunlight that pierced the canopy of limbs above.

      I stepped to the side and swung the sword in a hard backswing, expecting to hear the organic plunge of metal sinking into the tree trunk beside me. Instead, the tree cracked and began to teeter. I stepped to the side and watched as the forty foot pine tilted, caught the branches above it, then slowly broke through and fell to its final resting place between the trunks of its brethren. It happened; I heard it.

      I stood in shocked silence and stared at the stump rising from the ground. The cut was straight, neat and not the least bit jagged. It was as though I had cut it with a laser.

      I lifted the blade and it was just as fresh and sharp as when I’d first pulled it from the crate. The sunlight gleamed against the broad, smooth metal; there wasn’t even sap stuck to it. No tree blood. Interesting.

      I went along the length of the tree and practiced my chopping motions, watching as the blade sliced through the thick trunk with ease. The tree had turned to warm butter; my blade simply slipped through to the ground below. Each cut was as smooth as a newborn’s butt.

      I tried chopping slowly, and although the handle vibrated less intensely, the mere weight of the blade still pulled it through the wood. If I brought the blade down with speed and force, the handle vibrated more intensely and there was absolutely no resistance from the wood; the butter was more like milk; it felt as though I were slicing through air.

      I stood back, the tree now a perfect pile of firewood, and studied this heavenly blade. I think I had a new favorite weapon. Grigori may have a fight on his hands when he tries to take this weapon from me.

      I strapped the blade to my back and pulled the shorter golden blades from the duffel. In my oversized hands, they could easily be used as throwing knives. I chose another woodland victim. The knives were so perfectly balanced that hitting the target was not an issue. Pulling them out was. Each blade sliced deeply and  continued to press until it buried itself to the hilt. Even with my enhanced strength, I struggled to remove them from the trees that were sacrificed to hone my abilities. Presumably the body of a minor god is not as dense as a maple or pine.

      I gave my wrist a sharp twist and watched as the blue shield snapped to life. I ducked and covered, studying what areas were left vulnerable in each position. I practiced swinging the shield, using it as an offensive weapon in the rare circumstance that I might end up weaponless. The way the thing gripped my arm, I feared an enemy would have to tear the appendage from my body to remove the shield cuff.

      With a proper spin, snapping my arm outright and at the correct angle, the shield would slice through a tree trunk, snapping and sizzling the entire way through. The smell of burnt pine rose in the air and a quick examination of the wound left behind verified that the flesh was burned as though struck by lightning.

      The sun was beginning to dip lower on the horizon and I knew that my practice time was drawing to a close. I quickly gathered the weapons and marched out of the woods.
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* * *

      THE DRIVE INTO town wasn’t hurried. If what the angel said about Loki was true, he’d probably just be getting his “day” started. Partying all night takes its toll on most humans. I can only imagine how hard Loki was treating the body he had infected.

      I circled the hotel twice, my eyes scanning the rooms he had reserved. When light appeared in the largest suite, I made my way inside. I had no idea if he would be alone or if I even cared. I only worried that if I had to fight my way past an armed security escort, he might find a way to give me the slip.

      I glanced at the clock as I passed through the lobby. It was just past seven in the evening. People would be congesting the lobby and stairwells as they traveled to sup. I kept my face low and tried to blend in–as much as I could, anyway. When you’re as big as I am, you tend to stand out. The longer hair and heavy overcoat wasn’t exactly standard dinner attire in these more modern times. And although my leather safari hat was modern, it wasn’t something you normally saw in downtown Boston.

      I realized as I slipped into the stairwell that I could have thought things through better, maybe stopped at the mall first. It had become painfully clear that because I was an accomplished hunter of my own kind, I had become negligent, softened to the ways of modern man.

      I mean, think about it. Hunting a vampire means you generally stick to parts that are usually hidden from the mainstream human population…in the shadows, deep within abandoned buildings, out of the city in rural farm homes. Places where one could feel safe enough to murder, eat, and then sleep. You don’t do those things in places like this. Not if you are sane, and not in this hat.

      And yet, here I was, full stalking mode, same clothing I always wear on a hunt, making my way up the stairwell of one of the nicer hotels in Boston. To kill a man…strike that, to assassinate a god. I shook my head at myself and wanted to curse my own stupidity when I saw the floor number I was on. It was go time.

      I pulled the fire door open and stepped into the long hallway. Thankfully, it was clear. Nobody was lurking near Loki’s rooms looking intimidating. I hoped that was a sign that he didn’t have hired security inside, either.

      I slipped as quietly as I could down the hallway and stood outside the door of his suite. I could hear movement inside. Laughter, giggling, glass tinkling, music…somebody was enjoying themselves inside.

      I braced myself to kick the door open then glanced at the handle. I paused and slowly reached out, grasped it lightly, and tried it. It was locked. No shocker there. My hand slid across the smooth texture of the painted door and I could sense that it was a thin, light wood, most likely hollow. Kicking it would probably have had me standing in the hallway entrance with a leg stuck through and a stupid look on my face.

      I braced a shoulder near the handle side and threw my body into it. The door popped open with a crack and swung hard against the opposite wall. Splinters showered the floor from the door sill and a nude woman looked at me, shocked. She screamed like a horror film starlet. Her outburst was expected. Loki’s actions weren’t.

      He turned quickly, noticed me, then grabbed the nude woman and roughly pushed her toward me. She crumpled to the hard, tile floor and I had to step high to cross her screaming form. Her arms tried hopelessly to cover her private bits but that was the least of my interests. I saw her only as a potential witness.

      I stepped into the main room of the spacious suite. On the far side, Loki had slipped into the bedroom. I kicked the door open and was startled when the little man whose body he had taken over launched at me. Although small in stature, Loki’s presence must have added strength. He hit me with a force I didn’t expect and the two of us rolled back into the main room, the woman still screaming and lifting her feet high as though the floor was hot and covered in mice.

      Loki launched himself up and onto my chest, his hands beating me soundly about the face and neck. He screamed at me but his words weren’t registering as I fought to block his blows.

      “I’m not going back and you can’t make me!” I felt my cheek bone shatter as his right fist connected. The cartilage of my nose crunched as his left smashed into it.

      Now, don’t misunderstand here. Yes, I knew I would heal. And I knew it would be quick. But damn it, it still hurt like a bitch. And to have this little piss ant of a man turn my face into mush was crushing to my self confidence. I didn’t care that he was a god. On a good night, he was no bigger than an erection. I was about to get mad.

      I fought to grip his arms and slid my hands down until I had his wrists. I sat up and lifted him with me, my face dripping blood as I clenched my teeth.

      I swung him hard and cracked the pillar that separated the two rooms. He barely flinched. “You tell my asshole father, I am NOT going back!”

      He began to kick at me and with earnest. I felt the hard leather of his expensive shoes connect first with a kneecap and then with my groin. I grunted as my legs tried to wither beneath me but I maintained my grip on his hands.

      I swung him overhead much like a lasso and snapped his body to the tile floor, trying hard to break him, or at least slow him down. He grunted and stared up at me with shock.

      I pulled open my coat and withdrew the shorter dagger, preparing to carve his chest like a goose, when he suddenly rolled away and came to his feet. His face was twisted in anger and he glared at me.

      “Who are you?” His voice deepened as he barked at me.

      “A messenger.”

      I launched myself at him but he moved far too quickly for any human. I cut exactly at his middle, but my blade sliced empty air. I saw him as only a blur. He crossed like a flashlight beam from one side of the room to the other and then he was gone. The only indication of his escape route was the open window.

      I pulled the curtain back and stared down at the courtyard below. He was not to be seen. I glanced upward and wondered if it were even possible to reach the roof from the window.

      I quickly crawled out onto the ledge and jumped for all I was worth. My fingers barely caught the edge and I dangled for just a moment until I could attain a stronger grip and pull myself up.

      I walked the expanse of the roof, looking for any sign of the man. I came up empty.

      I walked to the edge and squatted low, my eyes scanning the parking lot below. Nobody even closely resembling him could be seen. With a sigh of resignation I stepped off the roof and landed in the soft grass of the front courtyard. I ensured that all of my weapons were still with me, then quickly left the scene in my truck.

      Blue and red flashing lights were speeding towards the hotel as I drove away. This did not go as I had hoped.
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* * *

      BACK AT HOME, I sucked down two units of blood while my face healed. The worst part was the itching inside my nose. With my large hands came large fingers and there was no way they could reach deep enough into my sinus cavity to scratch that itch. I sneezed. Blood clots speckled the countertop.

      The whole thing made it personal. Now I actually wanted to kill Loki.

      I tossed the empty bags into the trash and turned for the bathroom, intent on flushing the coagulating blood from my sinuses. My heart skipped a beat when I saw Grigori sitting behind the bar, his face stoic.

      “Odin’s pigs! Can’t you use a door like normal people?” I growled as I glared at the angelic being.

      “I am not ‘normal people.’” His deadpan voice grated against my nerves, already raw from my encounter with Loki.

      “I’ve noticed.” I leaned against the counter and crossed my arms, waiting for him to state his business. When he didn’t, I urged him along. “Why are you here?”

      “You failed to kill Loki.”

      “No shit.” I pushed off the counter and jabbed a finger in his general direction. “You didn’t tell me that he could move quicker than a thought.”

      “He is a god.”

      Well, doesn’t that just explain every damned thing.

      “Yeah. You hit that part in the highlights. You also said that he was wearing a human meat suit. That should have come with basic human limitations.”

      Grigori snorted and shook his head. “You know nothing of gods, obviously.”

      I gave him my best sardonic glare. The action was either missed entirely or deliberately ignored. I was beginning to think that emotions and sarcasm were completely wasted on angelic creatures.

      “I doubted their very existence until you offered to pay me to off one.” I pulled open the fridge and withdrew another bag of blood. I can’t explain why. I wasn’t hungry and my healing was nearly complete. I just needed to do something to keep my hands occupied so I didn’t end up throttling this feathered nutjob. Okay…attempt to throttle, since we all know that he’d mop the floor with me.

      I bit into the bag and sucked hard. After a big swallow I pulled the bag away and stared at the angel. “Why didn’t you tell me that he still had godlike powers?”

      “I gave you heavenly weapons. Surely you must have reasoned that if you needed special weapons there would be a special opponent? Did you really expect to smash into a hotel room and kill a god in a single swipe?”

      I had to count to ten in my mind. Grigori waited while I counted. I sucked down the rest of the blood and felt renewed strength coursing through my body. I dropped the bag into the trash with the other two and turned slowly to face him.

      “Giving one special weapons isn’t quite the same as informing one that the subject being hunted can move faster than a fart in a whirlwind. Nor does it explain how he has the strength of ten men. Nor does it–"

      “He is a god.” Grigori stood, his face still stoic. “That is all you should have needed to know.”

      I think my mouth fell open because I distinctly remember having to shut it. Again.

      “That makes a lot of assumptions on your part, don’t you think?” I crossed my arms again very forcefully but relaxed when I remembered that angels suck at reading body language.

      He cocked his head to the side then shook it. “No assumptions. He is a god. A lesser god, of course, but still a god. By definition this makes him…gifted.”

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. It still ached a bit.

      “Maybe we should discuss his abilities in more detail so I might actually plan an attack. Considering he is my first encounter with a god of any type, it would be nice to know what to expect the next time I face him.”

      Grigori raised a brow. “You think he will give you another chance to kill him?” He shook his head. “You have failed. There will not be another opportunity.”

      “The hell you say.” I stepped closer, my fists clenched. “We have a contract.”

      “Which you failed to deliver on.” Grigori turned to retrieve the weapons. I crossed the short distance and stood between him and the crate.

      “I don’t think so.” I placed a foot on the crate and held the lid shut. “This isn’t over until I have his head on a pike.”

      Grigori cocked his head to the side again. It reminded me a lot of a dog I once knew. He’d do that very same thing when he didn’t understand my words or actions, or didn’t agree with them. He was a stupid dog, but he was usually right. Not that I would ever tell him that.

      “As I said, you’ll not get another chance. He knows you now. He knows your purpose. He will be expecting you to come at him before you can get anywhere near him.”

      I turned and gave him the biggest smile I could muster. “Then I’ll be sure and kill him from a distance.”

      Grigori looked to the crate of weapons then nodded slowly. “The crossbow.”

      “Maybe.” I crossed my arms again. “I have some other ideas, too.” The Nephilim came to mind. A golden bullet did the job with him. Perhaps if I could have one of the bolts or blades milled down to a bullet…I could shoot him before he ever realized I was near.

      Grigori nodded slowly. “Very well, Hunter. You may have another chance.”

      I lifted the lid of the crate and pulled out one of the blunt bolts. I turned to show Grigori, my intent was to ask if the weapon could be reworked into something a bit more…modern. Of course, he was gone. I turned a slow circle in my living room and fought back a curse.

      “Normal people usually say goodbye before they leave.” I dropped the blunt on the coffee table and continued to stare toward the ceiling. “You feathered prick.”
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      I STUDIED THE list of activities where Loki was expected to be. I don’t know where angels got their intelligence, but it was pretty inclusive; even meals were worked into the agenda. I knew that whatever venue I chose, I’d have to ensure that I could have a clean line of sight on him. I’d need enough room to get my shot in before he could disappear…literally.

      My mind raced as I read through the list. I’ve never been one who was afraid of travel, but the idea of traipsing all over the country in search of an impish god trapped in a billionaire meat suit didn’t sit well with me. The Council had always kept me pretty close to Bean Town, and I’d grown accustomed to the area. My contacts were here. My blood suppliers.

      I pushed away from the table and glanced out the window. I realized that I had become complacent and comfortable. Two things that I never would have thought would ever apply to me. I strode to the window and watched as the sun dipped below the horizon. Licks of light crossed the evening sky; bright oranges and reds, fading shades of yellow flaming below the blue blackness of night, and I reveled again at being able to witness such beauty.

      My fax machine whirred to life and quickly pulled my mind from its introspection. I crossed the short distance and pulled the paper from the machine. Of course it was the Council. Who else would fax me?

      I scanned the document and tossed it in my IN basket. Some poor sap was about to become ash and I actually missed that small thrill that came with new assignments. Dealing with the lesser god had stirred something within me that I hadn’t felt in a very long time: a challenge. Possibly, my ultimate challenge. I actually found my hands shaking with excitement as I realized that hunting Loki could well mean my own destruction.

      Being a vampire has its perks. But being the only vampire that can stand in the sun and not die gave me an unfair advantage, one that I didn’t mind using at all. But it was this key ability that had also brought on my complacency. I was certain of it. Loki, on the other hand…he was a force in himself, one who apparently had some daddy issues.

      I scooped up the blunt bolts and headed into the night. I had to see a man about some bullets.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I THINK IT can be done.” Carl scratched at his chin as he studied the bolts. “I don’t see why not.” He turned the bolt in his hands and studied the design. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a crossbow bolt quite like this before, though.”

      I didn’t offer an explanation. “I don’t know what metal this is…” I looked at him expectantly.

      Carl shrugged. “My machines can handle most anything. Titanium takes a bit longer to machine, mostly because it’s so brittle. But it can be done. Patience. Patience is the key.”

      He pulled a device and checked the shaft. “You want 10MM slugs, right?”

      “Correct.” I watched as he read the micrometer and smiled. “Lucky for you, this is damn near spot on. By the time I machine them down, I should be able to get you a dozen from the pair. Easily.” He lifted the blunted head of the bolt and pointed to it. “These I can probably mill down and get you a couple rifle rounds from them. That is, as long as you go larger than your 10MM.”

      “The pistol rounds should suffice.” I pulled a gold coin from my breast pocket and pressed it gently into his palm. “Speed and discretion, as always.”

      “Of course.” He shot me a crooked smile. “I’ll have these for you tomorrow. You know Sven…you pay me entirely too much.”

      “Your work is worth it.” I didn’t want to explain to him how difficult it had become to convert the Council’s coinage into usable cash. Too many gold buyers want to take advantage of you. It was far better to overpay someone like Carl than to put myself through the pain and effort of not throttling some scumbag whose business it was to gyp me in a currency exchange. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll get started on these now. If you change your mind on the rifle rounds, just give me a call. It wouldn’t be any trouble at all to mill out a few .308s from these heads.”

      I left him to his work.

      The ride home was boringly quiet. My mind wandered, as it often did when driving. I considered Grigori’s cautionary tale of the tall blonde-haired man tracking Loki. I also considered the ramifications of missing my chance again once Loki resurfaced. I had become used to relying on somebody else telling me where to find my prey, and I used my ability to travel during the day greatly to my advantage. I realized that with these privileges, I was no longer truly a hunter. I had allowed myself to respect the accolades of my employers and to accept, if not believe, the lies that spread about the Viking enforcer that the Council now used to mete out their brand of justice. They say: “Kill.” And I kill.

      I pulled into my driveway and turned off the headlights. I stared at the front door of my humble home and tried to remember the last time I had truly hunted; not like a hit man, but like the predator I used to be. When had I last used my skills, my wile, to track a creature down and usher them to the afterlife?

      I realized as I opened the door and stepped out that it had been entirely too long.
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* * *

      I MUST HAVE looked the fool sitting at the table, trying to use Jasmine’s computer. It took me five different tries to find the website that would show me what the different venues actually looked like that Loki was planning to visit.

      My goal was to find a place where he could be trapped. If I could corner the little shit, I should be able to put a round through his tiny, shriveled little heart before he could exit. At least, I thought I could. I might have to wrassle him to the ground first and press the barrel to his chest to ensure my bullet found that dried, bloodless husk, but it was a chore I was more than willing to do.

      I clicked through the different pictures until something caught my eye. According to the angelic dossier on the lesser god, he planned to attend a gala in Florida just a week from now. I didn’t care why he would be there or what it was for–I only cared that it would be held on the beach. At night. With a crowd.

      I pictured that the odds of him using his god-like speed to escape would be minimal. He would be surrounded by people, presumably he couldn’t just blow through them in his meat suit, so even if he tried, there would most likely be somebody there to block his exit or slow him down. I had no idea how fast he could swim, but with the ocean being his only avenue of escape, I thought that would be a reluctant choice.

      The real question was whether or not I could get close enough to put a bullet in him. I’d be sure to carry the blades in case my plan didn’t work, but hopefully if the bullet didn’t kill him, it would slow him down enough that I could filet him before he got away again.

      It would be risky. Odds are that somebody there would see me. I doubt that I could mix in well enough to simply walk up, shoot him in the chest…or between the eyes, and then walk away without somebody realizing what had happened and making a big deal out of it.

      I ground my teeth and flipped through the pages of the dossier again. I was missing something. I knew it. It was bothering me like an itch you can’t reach to scratch. You can scrape against the bark of a tree or find a stick to claw at the spot, but the itch just won’t be satisfied. Very similar to my nose healing, except this itch was in the back of my mind–really tough to get a stick up in there. I knew I was overlooking something; I could feel it in my bones.

      My eyes settled on his assets. I flipped through the photos; houses, businesses, hell of a nice collection of cars, big ass boat…I went back. Boat?

      I pulled the photo out and stared at it. This wasn’t just any boat. This was a yacht. I think they’re called “mega-yachts.” A person could live on this thing and possibly raise a brood of sea-faring offspring and never need to go ashore for much of anything. Beer, maybe.

      I stared at the rear of the craft and noted the pale, clear blue of the water. I quickly pulled the information sheet on the beast, Poseidon’s Prodigal, and wanted to smack my head. It was moored in Florida. Of course it was.

      I switched back to the dossier to see the dates she was expected to dock there. I now knew why people say “smack my head.” If I were him and I wanted to avoid being made into shish-kagod, I’d be camped out on my floating house, offshore, safe from your average hunter– not to mention popular with the ladies.

      I sat back and stared at the photo of the craft. I didn’t know how far off shore she would be anchored, but I knew exactly how I would approach it. The same way I had in the past.
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* * *

      LET ME TELL you…for the longest time, the only companionship I had were the voices in my head. No, not psychotic voices…just me talking with myself. I didn’t dare befriend a human. First of all, I give the best advice and tell the funniest jokes. I argue sometimes, but in the end I always accept the fact that I am correct. How could a human possibly replace that kind of friend? How could they ever accept me for what I am? Yeah, I’d tried that once. It was beyond disastrous. It simply wasn’t worth the risk.

      For centuries I stayed in the shadows. People were food. Do hear me? Food. You may talk to your cat or dog, but would you EAT them? No. How could I have a pet, friend, companion, whatever, then turn around and eat it? Because that is what would happen. Eventually, they would find out, and even if they swore they’d never tell, they would know; I would be forced to kill them. Besides, what kind of vampire would I be if I allowed a perfectly good meal to go to waste for a little conversation or a game of checkers?

      So, when I finally stepped from the shadows and carved a lifestyle in the human world, I quickly created a story that would appease those who might attempt to befriend me.

      I began hunting those of means, and I made sure to relieve them of their wealth; they couldn’t take it with them, afterall. I will say that I tried to choose those who were of advanced years. Little or no family, no one who would immediately look for them; hey, call me sentimental, but it was just easier that way. I used the monies I acquired and purchased homes in Boston and in New York. I would tell people who inquired that my family had all perished in a horrible fire, save for a single son. Of course, he would be at boarding school or a military academy. It helped to explain my lack of interacting with others by telling them that my family line were of royalty. Swedish royalty, so it was doubtful that any of the locals would have rubbed elbows with my brethren.

      Every dozen years I would move to my other home and introduce myself as my heir. Same name, of course. A different haircut, a few updates to the wardrobe, perhaps some facial hair to throw them off. Humans tend to believe what they want to believe. Then I would return to my old ways. Hunting humans who wouldn’t be missed. Sailors from a newly berthed ship, prostitutes, vagabonds, carpetbaggers, homeless and the infirm–especially the loonies, were all easy prey, though they didn’t usually have much money on them. I scanned the obits for well off humans survived by a spouse; they often did themselves in from grief, anyway.

      It was during one of these winter hunts that a foreign ship made port in New York. I saw its mast and sails as it entered the harbor and was actually quite pleased to find out that this one had come from the orient. The humans who hail from that region have a wonderful flavor to their blood. I don’t know if it’s the spices they use, the food they eat or perhaps it’s the water. Whatever the reason, they have a most delightful flavor. Plus, they’re rather small compared to my stock, making them easy to hide as you cart them away.

      I waited until the wee hours of the morning and approached the boarding plank as quietly as I could. The watchman was asleep at his post and reeked of rice wine.

      I stepped past him easily and made my way below, to the crew’s berthing. I knew from my own experience that any ship’s captain worth his salt would only allow half of the crew to take liberty at the same time. There are numerous reasons for such actions…the list varies from crew safety to having a skeleton crew aboard in case the other half didn’t return, but also to defend the ship and cargo if boarded by ne’er-do-wells.

      My eyes adjusted easily to the darkness and I was correct in my assumption. Half the berths were empty. I actually found myself envious of these sailors…they each had their own bed. In my younger days, I had been conscripted into the Swedish Navy and we had to share berths. It allowed more room for supplies and cargo. The only up side was that the bed was already warm from the last man in it. Amongst the many downsides, you often prayed that the other man didn’t have fleas or lice, that he could hold his water, and that he didn’t miss his girl too horribly. You’d be surprised how many can’t stand the solitude.

      Anyway, I made my way to the aft portion of the small, darkened room and was reminded of another reason that I didn’t miss sailing: the stench. Body odor, feet, farts, bad breath, stale fish, vomit…it all mixed and lingered, soaked over the decades right into the wood of the ship.

      I was about to extract a young man from his dreams when I heard the unmistakable sound of sailors returning. The chuckling, the slurred speech, the dragging of feet across the planks of the upper deck…somebody’d had a good time while on liberty.

      I slipped quietly under the lowest bunk and waited, having to breathe through my mouth. Three men entered the room and it became obvious that two of the sailors were carrying the third. They dumped him unceremoniously onto a bunk then the other two staggered to the front and relieved themselves in what must have been their version of a chamber pot, they were about thirty-five percent on target.

      I waited patiently for them to crawl into their own bunks, and once their whispers turned to snores, I slipped back out. I pulled the man closest to the stairs from his bed and clamped my hand securely to his mouth.

      I still remember how wide his eyes were as I lifted him from his feet and held him tightly to me. I took the stairs in one jump and landed quietly on the deck above. The man in my arms dangled like a rag doll.

      I turned and was face to face with a very sober and quite surprised fellow. I wasn’t expecting what happened next. He didn’t yell. He simply drew a sword and began slashing at me.

      I will say this, the little fellow was quick. Not as quick as I am, of course, but damned fast. Before I realized what I was doing, I began using the sailor flailing in my arms as a shield.

      I smelled the fresh blood and it distracted me. I didn’t hear the other, who had snuck in from behind. I felt the burn of her sword as it cut my flesh and feared that I had been sliced in half.

      Now, I’ll admit that I heal very quickly, especially with fresh blood in my system, but damn that sword cut deeply. From my shoulder to my kidneys, the slash crossed my back and I could feel my long coat flailing behind me.

      I didn’t know if the sailor I had been using as a shield was dead or not but I squeezed his neck and pulled at his hair until I felt his head rip clear. I threw it with all my might at the attacker behind me. The trunk I tossed at the first attacker, then used the confusion to slip over the edge of the ship.

      From under the water, I saw them both leaning over the edge, their faces scanning for me. When the water tinged red, I knew that would be a dead giveaway, so I swam under the keel and made my way to shore.

      To say that I was angry would be an understatement. What should have been a quick and easy snack almost turned into my last meal. I believe that this was the first time I had to face the possibility of my own demise. Once they thought of me as a monster, a beheading would be a top priority, even back then. Before that encounter, I had truly thought that the average human had as much chance against me as a field mouse might against a cat.

      I snatched up the first lady of the evening I came across and drained her completely. The slice across my back stung from the salt water, but the worst part was the insane itching that came with the wound healing. I wanted to find the nearest oak and scrape my back along its rough bark. I knew better, and was nowhere near a forest, but still…I wanted to.

      I made it back to my home just before sunup and spent a good portion of the day bouncing between anger, at myself, ultimately, and embarrassment over the whole thing.

      I was born of Viking stock. I know how to fight. I was a warrior before I was conscripted. But I had become lazy since my transition. I had stopped carrying weapons; when you are the top predator…who needs a weapon? I am a weapon. Few could resist the sheer strength I now wielded.

      But damned if those little Orientals didn’t nearly kill me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think that they had been expecting me; that thought helped lessen the feeling of utter failure. But that couldn’t be right or they surely would have used silver.

      I checked the wound on my back before retiring for the day and was glad to see that only a bright pink scar remained. I crawled into my bed and surrendered to the sun’s call.
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      I PACKED MY gear and began the drive to Florida. The trip was boring…progressively more trees and of fewer species. I found my mind wandering back to the last time I had dealt with sneaking aboard a docked ship. It had nearly killed me. I went over the details again, going past my humiliating escape and reliving the consequences of their little victory. Little did I know that the physical wounds I’d suffered that night were nothing compared to what lay ahead.

      Even though the prostitute was a rather plump Dora, I awoke hungrier than I’d been in a very long time. I wanted revenge for what had happened aboard that foreign ship, and I would, by Odin, have my vengeance.

      Later that night, I crept through the dirty streets dockside to the small merchant vessel. I wasn’t surprised that the guard had been doubled and they all looked nervous as they continually scanned the area.

      I jumped onto the roof of a nearby building and verified my suspicions. They were all stationed on the pier side of the ship, which made perfect sense to a bunch of dumb humans. I smiled to myself as I hopped back into the alley.

      I made my approach from the sea side. I swam under the calm waters until I reached the hull of the ship. With a silent extension of my nails, I pulled myself easily up the anchor rope and peered over the railing. All of the guards still had their backs to me. My fangs reflected the bright moon as I smiled.

      Fools.

      I slipped over the railing and ripped the throat from the first guard in one swift strike, pulling him into the shadows as he choked on his own blood. I did allow myself a quick drink or three before I slipped him silently over the side and lowered him as far as I could into the water; he barely made a splash. My eyes never left the other guards as they continued to stand like statues, their eyes glued to the pier.

      The two at the fore end of the ship weren’t a problem; it was the one near the planks that I would have to clear next. I held his mouth and pulled him up to the captain’s cabin, my fangs shredding his neck as my hand clamped his mouth shut.

      I could taste the fear in this one as I gulped down what I could. I quickly ripped through his vocal cords and and spit the tough fibers quietly to the floor. Then I sent him to join his shipmate in the bay.

      I had just turned for the ladder to the crew’s berth when I heard the door to the captain’s quarters open. Without thinking, I jumped to the top of his cabin and lay flat, my eyes watching the guards. Only one turned to acknowledge the captain exit, his voice soft as he quickly spoke to the crew on deck.

      My eyes followed the voice; what I saw gave me pause and a bit of an erection. There was the captain, and right behind him a woman dressed in men’s clothing. I didn’t know their tongue, but he spoke rapidly. I noticed the sword strapped to the woman’s back and knew that she had been the one that sliced me so well. Orientals didn’t usually train their women to fight, nor let them become warriors. Could she have been trying to defend her captain? Perhaps she was an, umm, “body guard.”

      I didn’t dwell on the possibilities. I focused on the pair as they marched across the deck of the ship. Suddenly the man I had assumed to be the captain spoke urgently to the guards, his hand extended, pointing to where the other two had been stationed. The woman began scanning the deck for foul play.

      The guards shrugged, their heads shaking as the captain’s voice rose in both volume and pitch. He knew something had happened to the missing men and he was verging on panic.

      The woman quickly returned to him. She faced him, blocking the view of the other guards. She opened her palm; the chunk of flesh in her grip was the guard’s voice box. I cursed myself silently for being so careless.

      The captain inspected the flesh then turned and barked something that made the guards jump. One began ringing the alarm bell and I could hear the crew scrambling below decks.

      I knew my revenge would have to wait. I was made and it was time to take my leave. I scooted across the top of the captain’s quarters, keeping low so as to not be seen and made my escape the same way I had made my approach. I hated the fact that I had screwed up, but I did get a strong snack or two from the trip.

      On my way home, I decided it wasn’t such a mistake afterall. Now, I had them terrified. They would be on constant alert. They were a superstitious people who believed strongly in demons and the like. Yes. One or two picked off at a time was the way to go with this crew. I would teach them to mess with a supernatural creature. I went back again the following night and wasn’t surprised to find the guard doubled yet again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I WATCHED THE ship from my rooftop perch and made certain that what I was seeing was actually true. Nearly a dozen men were topside and armed with what smelled like silver blades. So. They’d already pegged me. They still stank of fear, and they were only sailors, not monster slayers.

      How, you might ask, could I tell their weapons were silver? Allow me a moment to explain. Silver, like other pure earthly ores, has its own scent. It’s a very metallic smell that leaves a bite on the back of the tongue, as opposed to gold, which stays rather sweet, or iron, which basically smells like very dense wood. Perhaps a human can’t smell it, but trust me when I tell you that when there’s this much silver in one place, a vampire can’t help but smell it.

      I settled into the shadows and continued to watch the men as they peered outward from the ship, desperately seeking something half of them believed no mortal could see. This time there were men stationed on both the port and starboard sides. This captain wasn’t stupid. He either discovered how I had boarded the night before or he strongly suspected it. Obviously, he knew what I was.

      A closer inspection showed a single man that had been hoisted into the sails. He slowly spun, a spyglass to his face, scanning both the water and the land.

      This was going to be tougher than I originally feared.

      I studied the dock and saw nothing obvious that would allow me to board the ship easily. There were no booms hanging over the edge and no lines cast that couldn’t be observed from the deck.

      I sat back and studied the vessel. I could see the lamplight within the captain’s quarters and knew that he stood awake, ready to bolt from the room and observe his crew slicing and dicing me to bits.

      At three bells the door to his quarters opened and the female stepped out. She was still dressed in black fabric that flowed over her leather armor. That damned sword of hers was strapped to her back.

      I felt my jaw tightening at the desire to remove her head from her shoulders. She spoke quickly to the men on watch before standing at the gangplank. She placed her hands on her hips and stared out into the night.

      My eyes have no trouble seeing at night, but this evening the moon’s light was bright and her face was highlighted by its silver glow. I was actually admiring her foreign beauty when she sniffed at the air then turned and returned to the cabin. I suddenly felt a knot in my stomach. I imagined her as the captain’s concubine; likely, but she also knew her demons and was a whiz with a sword. Suddenly, I was intoxicated by the possibilities.

      Now, don’t misunderstand. I had no desire to take up with another human. After the small handful I’d…had, I was in no hurry to repeat the mistake. As I said before, they’re just food. That was nature’s pecking order. But this incident was before I had learned that lesson well enough. There was something exotic to this woman’s eyes, the curve of her mouth…those clothes just revealing enough of her shape. The softness of her cheeks and that jet black hair…the totality of it all reached inside me and twisted something. I felt a…longing for her. Perhaps there was something else twisted inside me that wanted to molest her form before eating her; a much safer course to fulfill these untoward desires. I honestly don’t know.

      I found myself climbing from the rooftop and skirting the vessel. I made my way to the water and slipped over the edge of the dock.

      I swam between the burnt and oiled posts that held the wharf up and made my way to the aft of the ship. I broke the surface of the water and stared up at the rear windows of the captain’s cabin. The soft glow of the lamps cast shadows across the walls and ceiling of the small quarters. I watched as she stepped into view and stared out toward the dock.

      I slowly slipped back into the water and edged closer to the ship. I extended my nails slightly and dug them quietly into the water soaked wood. I pulled myself up and scaled the rear of the ship, working my way to the starboard edge.

      I leaned over and peeked into the cabin. The captain sat in his chair, a quill between his fingers. He spun it gently as she paced back and forth in front of his wide desk. She was saying something and he shook his head slowly.

      I could tell by her tone that she held some kind of authority on the ship. Perhaps the first mate?

      She pointed to the door and practically yelled something at him. He sat quietly and did not lose his temper from her tirade. He simply shook his head and replied softly. This infuriated her and she turned for the door once more. He spoke again and she paused, her head slowly lowered and she nodded. With a wave of his hand, she was dismissed.

      I studied the way she walked. The sway of her hips. The way her hair swished as she turned her head. How can a woman simply pull her hair back into a ponytail and still look like she could attend any state function with grace and beauty?

      I felt a pang of regret as she stepped out onto the deck and the captain turned his attention back to his log. I tried to see what he wrote, but soon realized that his scratches were as foreign to me as his tongue.

      I exhaled hard and pulled myself to the top of his cabin once more. I crawled quietly to the edge and stared across the deck. She walked slowly and spoke to herself as she made her way from one end to the other, effectively pacing while gathering her thoughts.

      There was still quite a bit of gear stowed atop the captain’s quarters, and I slid between two wooden crates. The shadow from the boxes and the folded sail before me effectively blocked me from view. I studied her for at least another hour; she only broke her pacing to periodically speak to the guards who all, to the man, shook their head. I’m assuming she was asking if anybody had noted activity on the pier.

      She eventually sat down and pouted. I watched as she planted her hand under her chin and stared into the shadows.

      I don’t know what possessed me but I found myself crawling closer to the edge of the cabin and staring down at her. She was perched atop a crate near the starboard rail. Her ass sat nearly at the level of the rail and in a moment, my body was reacting before my brain could think out all of the possibilities.

      I launched myself from the top of the cabin and tackled her, taking the both of us over the rail and into the water below.

      From under the surface, I simultaneously fought with her, swam away from the ship and listened to the alarm and activity aboard the ship.

      None of the guards dared dive in after us and after a few moments she stopped fighting my grip and went limp in my arms. I knew I had little time to get her back into the air or she’d be lost.
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* * *

      I EASILY PULLED her to a far end of the pier. I watched her eyes flutter open and she let out a groan as she sat up. I’m sure her mind was in a state of confusion as she took in the fish processing house I had tucked us into. She glanced around and spotted me watching her from a corner. Her hand instantly shot to her shoulder and reached for the blade that, naturally, was no longer there.

      I stood and stepped into the glow of the moonlight. I held her sword out to her and asked, “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      She stared at me with wide eyes and scooted slightly back, her hand bracing her. Now, I can read body language. She was trying to appear scared, but really she was finding leverage to launch an attack. I stepped to the side and put the large wooden table between us. She sighed slightly and I watched her shoulders relax.

      When she spoke, I had no idea what she was saying but her voice was calm and even. I listened for a moment then shook my head. I only knew three languages; she obviously wasn’t familiar with English, so I tried French next. She didn’t respond.

      She slowly stood and pointed at me. She said something then that caught me off guard. “You are…barbarian?”

      She spoke my native tongue and I was more than surprised. I followed her pointing hand to a necklace I still wore from my homeland. It was a simple rune inside a knot. I glanced back at her and nodded slightly.

      “You know my words?”

      Her eyes were still wide, but she nodded slightly. “I speak…little.”

      I approached her slowly, sitting on the edge of the table, ensuring that I kept enough distance between us that she couldn’t launch a surprise attack. “How did you learn my words?”

      “My…greatmother. She spoke of barbarians with…white hair. They come to our village many generations ago.” She lowered her eyes and her jaw clenched. “They did…bad things to my people.”

      I nodded, knowing too well the reputation of my ancestors. “I was not among them.”

      “You…kill…my crew. You eated them.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but couldn’t. I gave her a curt nod. “True. But that is not because of my people. It was…another, who made me what I am.” I held my hands out in surrender.

      “Now you will eated me.”

      There was no fear in her voice and almost an innocence in the way she spoke. I waited until she turned her eyes back to me, then I shook my head. “No. I will not eat you.” I tried to give her a smile but she turned away.

      “You are jiang shi. You will eated me.” She turned slightly, her shoulder blocking her face as she lowered her eyes.

      Okay. Here’s where things went sideways. Like an idiot, I allowed myself to feel something for this woman; in other words, dance right into her trap, the oldest one on earth. I reached out to touch her…to reassure her, that I was not going to eated her. The moment my hand touched her shoulder, she snapped. Her hand shot up and grasped my wrist. Her entire body launched from the small table I had laid her out on and before I could blink she had kicked up and out, swinging her legs up and over my shoulder. Her thighs were on either side of my face and one calf was under my chin, the other locked across, effectively putting me in a choke hold.

      While she sat atop my shoulders cutting my air supply, this nimble little vixen bent backward trying to reach her sword. I have no doubt that if she could have reached it I would be minus a head about now. Luckily for me, I had the state of mind to bend forward.

      Actually I didn’t just bend forward, I did my best to throw her from my back, yet somehow she remained locked in place. I was bent so low that I could see her outstretched hands reaching for the blade.

      I turned and put myself between her and the sword. We stumbled and tripped over furnishings and processing equipment, knocking over anything and everything in our way.

      I made my way to the wall and turned around. I threw myself against the solid brick wall, praying that I could strike this wench from my shoulders, but for some reason I couldn’t make contact with the wall; an invisible barrier kept bouncing me back.

      I glanced up and saw her hands clamped to the rafter overheard. Each time I launched myself backward, she pulled upward and effectively swung us harmlessly toward the wall, but never into it.

      I cursed under my breath and grasped her by the knees. I squeezed hard and once I heard her sharp cry, I tried to twist her off of me. I’ll give her credit, she never loosened her grip on my neck. I did, however, spin her around until she was facing me. I was face to crotch with her and I was tempted to bite the buttons off her leather pants. Not in…you know, not in that way but to get her off. OFF ME! To cause enough pain…okay. Stop looking at me like that.

      I slid my hands up from her legs and once I felt her soft midsection I squeezed again. I felt at least four ribs break as I mashed the air from her. I pulled her down and off of my neck and threw her to the ground.

      She landed like a wet sack of sand and rolled slowly to her side, her mouth working like a fish trying to gulp air.

      I didn’t give her a chance to recover. I grabbed her by her boot and dragged her back to the center of the room. I tossed her unceremoniously onto the small cleaning table and ripped a net from the wall. I used the leading edges to tie her to the wooden surface then stood back and glared at her.

      “I was trying to befriend you.”

      She glared at me with such hatred that I was taken aback. “You are barbarian. You eated my people!” She spat at me, her eyes boring holes into my chest. “You are jiang shi!”

      I didn’t know what a jiang shi was, but I’m assuming it was a vampire or some other mythical blood sucker. I felt my shoulders slump and I practically fell into the chair across from her.

      What was I thinking? Yes, she was easy on the eyes but…she was food. I should just eat her, as she insisted I would. I have no idea why I snatched her from the ship and dragged her here. I sat and stared at her, my mind threatening to mutiny.

      What she said next nearly knocked the wind from my sails. And this is the part that hurt worse than her damned sword.
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      “BARBARIANS RAPED AND killed my ancestors.” Her voice was soft. There was almost a hint of crying to it as she spoke. “Those who stayed behind…they continued to raid villages along the coast. We were shunned for generations. ”

      “The Vikings stayed? In China?” I don’t know why her words struck me but I felt that I needed to hear what she was about to say.

      She nodded almost imperceptibly. “They mixed with my people. The Province leaders…shunned us.”

      “Us?” I stood and stepped closer to her, still wary of her potential.

      She turned and faced me, tears in her eyes. “My grandmother was raped by the barbarians. She was taken by one as a wife when they settled.” She inhaled sharply and lifted her chin. “My mother is half barbarian.”

      I studied her face and knew that her words were true. I stared at her as my mind raced. She was part Viking.

      Now…I don’t think of myself as Viking first; I don’t consider myself vampire first, either. I’m just…me. But there was something inside me that had real difficulty in seeing this beautiful woman as “just food”. The odds of us being related were slim, if not entirely impossible, yet there was that tiny voice in the back of my mind that screamed at me.

      I heard my voice before I realized the words had come out of my mouth. “Who is your captain?”

      She shook her head slightly and stared directly up at the rafters. “He is the youngest son of our Emperor. He was given a fleet of trade ships. Only two remain.”

      “What happened to the rest?”

      She shook her head. “I am not allowed to say.”

      “Say it anyway.”

      She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. Either to buy time or to screw up her courage. She finally sighed. “They were lost to pirates.” She turned and there was sadness in her eyes. “He must make good on this voyage or he will lose favor in his father’s eyes.”

      “You care for him?” I think this was the question I had wanted to ask from the beginning.

      She shook her head. “I am sworn to protect him.” She turned again and stared at the ceiling again. “If I fail, my village will be destroyed.”

      I sat quietly and studied her. She wasn’t lying. I finally stood and walked to her still form on the table. I leaned over and entered her vision. Her eyes never moved, but I know she was staring straight into my own.

      “Do you love him?”

      “No.”

      There it was. No emotion. No feeling. Not even fear of having her village razed should she fail.

      I never broke eye contact with her as my hand slipped to my belt and withdrew a knife. I sliced through the ties on the net and pulled it from her still form. I continued to stare into her eyes as I sheathed my blade.

      “Go. Before I change my mind.”

      She refused to move.

      I reached for her arm and pulled her from the table. I stood her on her feet and pointed her toward the door. “Go. Now.” I gave her a gentle push but she simply stumbled forward. Slowly she turned to face me, her eyes probing my own.

      “Are you of the barbarians who conquered my village?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “But you know them?” She stepped forward, her face hopeful.

      I shook my head again. “No. I did not know that my people had traveled so far.”

      She nodded slightly, her eyes locked to my own. “But they were your people?”

      I shrugged. “Possibly. I am a Northman. Many nations have sprung from there. They could have been from any number of tribes.”

      “But you are all…north men.”

      I nodded.

      “So we share blood.”

      I shrugged. “It is possible.”

      “And this is why you allow me to live.”

      I stared at her, at that face that mesmerized me the first time I laid eyes on her. Those eyes, those lips…the soft roundness of her face…it all tugged at me. I found myself shaking my head. “No.”

      I watched her brows wrinkle in confusion. “Then why would–"

      Again, my body acted before my brain could engage and argue. I really need to have a sit down meeting with myself and set some ground rules regarding chatting up food.

      I found myself grasping her shoulders and pulling her into a kiss. I didn’t mean to. Honestly. It just happened. I expected her to twist and punch, to kick and push me away.

      Instead, she kissed me back.

      The warmth of her skin, the taste of her lips, the feel of her in my arms…it warmed me from the inside.

      I opened my eyes and saw her almost swaying. She opened her eyes and for the briefest moment there was no anger or fear there. She stared back at me and I felt something I dare not admit, even now.

      She slowly raised her hand and cupped my face. For the first time, I saw her smile and it reached her eyes. I pray that I never forget that image. She slowly stepped back and something inside me screamed to make her stay. Instead, my hand reached to the side and gripped her sword.

      I held it out to her and I watched her take it and expertly slide it back into the scabbard strapped to her back.

      I’d like to say that she paused at the door and turned to me. Maybe she said something poignant like, “One day, Northman” or “It wasn’t meant to be” or even, “This is not our destiny.”

      She didn’t. She stood in the open doorway and stared out at the shadows of the night. I watched her square her shoulders, step into the chill night air, and disappear.

      I had to fight the urge to watch the ship from the rooftops. I imagined her standing at the rail of the ship and staring out, her eyes searching for me. I imagined her stepping onto the gangplank then turning and running back across the pier where I would wait to take her into my arms. I imagined…many different things, none of which I could allow to happen. She was a human. Humans are food. She had to be relegated to that stature lest my heart overtake my head. Again.

      I never saw her again. And it was probably for the best. Me and humans don’t mix well. Obviously.
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* * *

      I STOOD ON the pier and stared out onto the horizon. I couldn’t see Loki’s ship, but I knew it had to be somewhere close.

      This had been a fruitless day. I spent the entire day searching every marina, pier, wharf, and dock I could find starting from where his celebration was planned and fanning out in either direction. I ended up back where I began and hoped that I had somehow missed the little prick.

      I was so frustrated that even the waves, which would normally calm my heart, had me pissed. I ground my teeth as they crashed against the sand and I could feel time slipping away from me. If I could catch the little bastard away from the crowds of his planned celebration, the better for me; if not, well, I’d deal with that later. I spat with indignation and turned to go back to my truck. I nearly slammed into Grigori, who stood silent sentinel behind me.

      “You have sought his ark.” It was a statement and not a question.

      I sighed heavily and leaned against the railing. “If you already knew, why didn’t you simply come and tell me where it was?”

      He cocked his head again and gave me that look. I was really growing weary of that look.

      “That is why I am here.”

      His words pissed me off even more than I already was. I wasn’t sure at first why until it dawned on me…they must still be watching me. That realization made me beyond angry.

      I stared him and he stared out at the water. I was determined to wait until he offered the information, but like every other time, he was stoic. My anger continued to grow but I refused to show it. I simply waited.

      After what seemed an intolerable amount of time I turned and called over my shoulder. “If you aren’t going to tell me, then stay the hell out of my way.”

      “It is there.”

      I froze in my steps and refused to turn around. I knew what I’d see and I knew it would just make me mad. Well, madder.

      “Where?”

      “There.”

      Ugh. I would have to turn around. So I did.

      Sure enough, the feathered freak show was pointing out to the water. It must have been at least a couple miles off shore, because I could see nothing. And in the dwindling light, I was certain there should at least have been some cabin lights reflecting across the water.

      “How far out is it?”

      He turned and gave me an unexpected quizzical stare. “It is just there.”

      “Just where?” Goddamnit.

      He turned slowly and stared back at the water. “You cannot see it?” Then he had an “aha” moment. “He must have it warded against you.”

      I shrugged at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He was faster than I gave him credit for. His hands were outstretched and had grasped me by the sides of the face, puckering my lips before I could protest. He slowly turned my face until I was staring at where he could see the boat. Of course, there was still nothing there. “It is there.”

      I continued to stare at the spot he had directed me to and waited. The sun was setting and I fully expected to see something, a glimmer, a fuzzy area, at least a speck on the horizon eventually light up in the spreading rays.

      But no, nothing, until…then. Just as the last licks of red fought against the night behind me, I could barely make out the outline of a shadow. The craft was anchored just offshore. I marked it by the stars and memorized the location. Damn. I needed to learn that “warding” thing.

      Loki would be getting an unexpected visitor this night.
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* * *

      I LOADED THE weapons and considered my pistol. I had no idea if the rounds made from the bolt would still work if they got wet, but I was willing to try it. I slipped it into a shoulder holster and pulled my coat over it. The crossbow dangled from my belt and two of the blades were strapped across my back.

      I walked along the sand next to the pier and studied the stars. I knew they would shift slightly, but I had a bearing.

      I strode into the water and felt the weight of my weapons pull me under the salty waves. On more than one occasion I kicked for the surface to ensure I could at least make it to the boat, relieved that the weapons didn’t anchor me to the bottom.

      When I reached where I thought the boat should be, I glanced upward. Although dark outside, there was enough moonlight that I could see a black outline, the darker shape of the hull as it sat on the already dark water. I couldn’t help but smile as I thanked Odin that Loki wasn’t bright enough to ward the bottom of his craft.

      It looked monstrous from below but the rear of the boat was clearly identifiable. I kicked up from the sandy bottom and reached upward. It seemed to take far too long to reach the rearward diving platform, but when my hands finally gripped the roughened edge, I slowly pulled myself from the water and peered into the boat.

      Sounds of music and laughter behind closed doors called to me and I took my first breath since wading into the water. I pulled myself aboard and rolled across the diving platform. I hunkered next to the short steps that went up to the main deck. My eyes didn’t need time to adjust to the shadows; and I could sense that there were no guards nearby. The arrogance of these god creatures….

      Big mistake on his part.

      I crept along the lower deck, ducking to avoid any windows and hugged the starboard side of the craft until the sounds of Loki’s party increased. I pulled my pistol from the shoulder holster and tipped it, fully expecting water to drain, but it didn’t.

      I waited for three full breaths debating on chancing the weapon. With a sigh of regret, I holstered it and pulled the crossbow from my belt. I slipped a cartridge of bolts into the body and cocked the first one into place.

      I leaned against the wall and contemplated dropping my long coat there. It was heavy from the water, but if it came to blows, I hoped it would take some of the impact and allow me to recover more quickly. I opted to keep it and slipped around the corner and into the belly of the beast.

      I found myself in a narrow passageway lined with wood that looked opulent and exotic. I could hear my boots squish as I walked the short distance to the first door. I placed a hand against it and felt nothing. The music grew louder, but I wasn’t close enough yet.

      I crept to the next door and found it ajar. I pushed it open slightly, and in the darkness, I could see that it was a huge restroom. Brightwork reflected the wee bits of light that found their way into the room and glittered like fairies in the night to my predator eyes.

      I pulled the door shut and quietly latched it then turned deeper into the floating mansion. With each step, the bass vibrated the planks a bit more, the clinking of glasses was sharper, and the sounds of women laughing became more obnoxious. It all sounded so artificial that I wondered if Loki had paid them to pretend they were having a good time.

      I crept farther along the hallway and came to a heavy curtain that blocked my view. I slid against the wall and used the tip of the crossbow to pull the curtain back slightly. I could see women draped around a large room in various states of undress. Bubbling wines flowed and sloshed and were spilled haphazardly by the vixens. Loki came into view for only a moment as he danced with two of the women. He held a large dark bottle high in the air and laughed as the women held their glasses out for him to try to pour it from above his head.

      I could count seven females at least. There may have been more in areas where I had no line of sight. My only concern with them was if they happened to get between me and my target, I couldn’t spare them and risk losing Loki. I really didn’t want to spill innocent blood unnecessarily.

      I watched him prance about in leopard print, spandex underwear, laughing and teasing the girls until the bottle had been emptied. He turned his back to me and reached for a new bottle. This was my chance.

      I pulled the curtain back and aimed the crossbow directly between his shoulder blades. The women were too intoxicated or distracted to notice me. I was just about to pull the trigger when he yelled, “For fuck’s sake!”

      It was then that I saw the large mirror in front of him, his wide eyed reflection staring back at me standing there like a crazed vigilante. I squeezed the trigger but the bastard was gone. My bolt shattered the mirror and the women began screaming.

      If I thought that their inane laughter was annoying, their shrieks were enough to make my teeth hurt. I stomped through the room to where he had been standing and found an open door at the end of the bar.

      I growled low and realized that he could be anywhere on this monster ship and he had the owner’s knowledge of every inch. I would be playing cat and mouse with the lesser god and this time, he was the cat, or the leopard, I guess.

      I slipped into the short hallway and checked each room as I worked my way forward. I had just cleared the third room when his voice echoed above me. I glanced up and saw a small round speaker mounted to the ceiling.

      “Assassin, I don’t know who sent you, but you have one chance to quit before you find out exactly who you are fucking with.”

      I growled low in my throat and glared at the speaker. “Bring it, you little shit.”

      Probably not my best moment. Definitely not my brightest.
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      I CREPT FROM level to level, keeping my eyes constantly moving, my ears straining to hear any and every sound. Surprisingly, his ship, as massive as it was, didn’t creak or groan. It made no sounds other than the low hum of the generators.

      I worked my way forward, then down to the lower levels. Once I was certain they were clear, I worked my way back up and across the third level. Staterooms and cooking facilities were all empty.

      I found the ladder and climbed up into the control room. A lone figure sat behind a console, nervously looking through the forward glass. I could tell it wasn’t Loki. This man was thicker.

      “Where is he?”

      I watched him jump and he spun on me, his hands in the air. “I don’t want any trouble. Just take what you want and go. Please!”

      The fear in his eyes was genuine; just your average human sailor. He couldn’t see the crossbow in my hand, but I’m sure he knew I was armed. After Loki’s announcement, how could he not?

      “Answer me. Where is he?”

      The man shook his head. “I swear to god, I haven’t seen him since the women came aboard. He ordered me up here, sent the staff ashore and said that anybody who came below before morning would be fired.”

      I growled in frustration and spun around. I could see the teak deck and the lounge stations behind me. How could I have missed him? Unless he doubled back…that was a possibility. He did know the ship inside and out.

      I slid down the ladder and began backtracking. I didn’t see what hit me, but I damned sure felt it. I hit the deck and slid a good fifteen feet before I got my bearings back and came to my feet. The crossbow was up and panning the narrow hallway.

      “I told you to leave.” His voice seemed to be coming from every direction at once.

      “And I told you that wasn’t going to happen, minor god.”

      I saw a blur cross the end of the hallway and disappear before I could bring the crossbow to bear. I reached for the pistol and held a weapon in each hand. “Show yourself, coward!”

      I still don’t know how he moved as fast as he did, but the blur returned and tackled me again. My hand reflexively tightened and I send both a bolt and a god-killer bullet ricocheting down the hallway.

      I bounced off the deck hard and the crossbow slid from my grip. At least I knew my bullets didn’t get wet and fizzle on me.

      I rolled to my knees and scanned both sides of the hallway. I couldn’t be sure which way he went after he bounced me like a rubber ball.

      My free hand felt along the floor until I found the crossbow. I felt the automatically reloaded bolt firmly in place and ready to fire again before I picked up the golden weapon and steadied it.

      With a weapon pointed down both ends of the hallway, I concentrated on sounds. Nothing.

      “Is that all you got, daddy’s boy? I thought you were supposed to be a god. Why would you hide from me?”

      He stepped into the shadows at the end of the hall and I barely caught a glimpse of him. “How the hell do you know what I am?”

      I fired the pistol and watched him lurch to the side, his hands clutching the side of his abdomen. His eyes met mine and before I could fire a second shot, he was gone again.

      I came to my feet and crept down the short hallway. There was blood. I got a piece of him, but I knew, based on where he’d gripped his side, it was just a glancing shot. If he had any god-like mojo, he’d be back to chasing drunk bikini models in no time.

      I cursed silently and rounded the corner of the hallway. The blow that struck my jaw was so solid, I swear I heard bells. I was knocked back into a stateroom door and took it off its hinges as I fell into the plush room. I distinctly heard a metallic clang as I rolled to my feet and stepped out the ruined doorway.

      I guess I wasn’t imagining the bell. Rolling on the floor was a ten-inch brass ship’s bell. I can only imagine that he’d gripped the mount like brass knuckles and used it to ping my noggin. Lucky for me, I’ve always had a thick skull, yet I could feel the familiar tickle of blood running down the side of my face.

      And…son of a bitch! One of my jaw teeth was loose! I swore out loud and mumbled that I would find a way to kill him slowly as I took off in the only direction he could have gone.

      The blood trail evaporated quickly enough. I assumed he must heal faster than a vampire. I knew he hadn’t run out of the red stuff yet, there wasn’t nearly enough on the floors and walls.

      I rounded the last corner and ended up back where I’d first found him. Two of the women were passed out on couches. Drink glasses and empty bottles lay scattered about with the discarded clothing. The others must have hidden in their cabins.

      I marched to the end of the room and pulled the heavy curtain back. The spear that zinged past my face missed by millimeters. I didn’t see Loki, but the spear gun he’d fired had fallen to the floor at the end of the short hallway. I took off at high speed to catch him if I could.

      I actually watched him round a corner and make for the rear of the ship. I launched after him again and slid to a stop at the rear of the ship. Nothing. Had he circled around?

      A motor sputtering to life off the port side caught my attention. I bolted to the rail and watched as a small craft shot away from the mega yacht. I could just make out Loki’s form behind the wheel.

      I cursed as I brought my pistol to bear and emptied three more rounds into the escaping boat. I couldn’t tell if any of them came close to hitting him, but it didn’t matter. The little bastard had gotten away again.
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* * *

      I TRUDGED FROM the water and rested against the giant wooden posts that held the pier. I was weary and in need of food. I hadn’t noticed the storm rolling in, but the thunder in the chill night air reminded me that Florida wasn’t always sunny and warm like the postcards led one to believe.

      A cold gust whipped across the sands and I fought the wind back to where my truck was parked. A deafening crack behind me caused me to freeze and I caught the reflection of someone standing behind me in the window of the truck.

      I spun to find Grigori giving me a very dissatisfied stare.

      “You failed. Again.”

      “Aren’t you Captain Obvious.” I didn’t intend to be snide, but he brought out the best in me. Besides, I’d learned the hard way that sarcasm is lost on these feathered assholes.

      “I am not a captain. I am a simple messenger.”

      I hefted my bag into the backseat and sighed, my shoulders felt like I had just taken off a five hundred pound weight. Why not screw with him a bit before he dressed me down like a five year old. “Gabriel is a messenger, too, yeah?”

      Grigori’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “He is the messenger of God, Himself.”

      “So, you’re both messengers.”

      “Gabriel is an Archangel. To say that he is a simple messenger…”

      “Is he or is he not?” I leaned against the truck and watched him stammer.

      “To say that Gabriel is a simple messenger is like saying that Michael is a bringer of peace.”

      I shrugged. “Okay.”

      “No.” He stepped back, his face anxious. I was liking this game, even if I knew it was just a way to put off his rubbing my failure in my face. “Gabriel brings messages like Michael brings peace.”

      “So, they’re both errand boys.” I smirked as his face blanched.

      “No! Michael brings peace by killing those who would bring turmoil. Gabriel brings messages that usually involve the beheading of the recipient.”

      I hiked a brow at that one.

      “So, Gabe is really just a hired killer. Like me.”

      I didn’t think his eyes could bug out any more than they were, but I was wrong.

      “No!” His voice boomed now and I secretly hoped that he was about to out himself to the world.

      “No.” He lowered his voice and his face was stoic once again. “I am a messenger. I deliver simple messages. Gabriel is sent directly by God when someone refuses to accept His will. Michael is sent to destroy those who would move against His plan.”

      I opened the door to the truck and nodded. “Got it. You’re a messenger and you came to tell me I screwed the pooch again. Got it.” I slammed the door and twisted the key, listening to the big block engine roar to life. “Better luck next time, right?”

      He reached out and touched the door of the truck. I was disheartened but not surprised to hear the engine die. He leaned closer and his voice was barely a whisper. “Your contract is being cancelled. It has become obvious that you are not the right person for the job.”

      I ground my teeth and stared at him. “You aren’t cancelling my contract.” I pushed the door open and stood toe to toe with him. “A deal is a deal. I told you I’d kill Loki and I will make good on that statement.”

      Grigori shook his head, his face unreadable. “You have tipped your hand to the lesser god. He knows that you are on him now. He will not resurface.”

      I smiled, doing my best to appear menacing. “It won’t do him any good.” I tapped my chest. “I’m a hunter. I always get my prey.”

      Finally! A reaction. He raised a brow and stared down at me. He glanced upward to the thickening sky and nodded. “You are given one last chance.”

      I reached out to poke him in the chest, to inform him that I had all the chances I needed until Loki was under my blade. But in the space of a blink, he was gone. Literally. Like, one moment I could smell the sweet scent of his skin and stare into those huge, light blue eyes and then >POOF!<…thin air.

      I shook my head as I climbed back into my truck, thinking whatever voodoo he did to kill it had better not be permanent. I twisted the key and was relieved to hear the engine again.

      I was really beginning to hate the Jewish carpenter’s minions.
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* * *

      I DRAINED THE last bag of blood and sat on the end of the worn out bed, staring at the empties littered across the room. It wasn’t like going on a bender. It was more a replenishment. There was something about facing Loki that just seemed to sap my strength. I could have saved the last three bags for later, but I felt I needed to load up, that something big was just around the corner.

      Maybe it was hopeful thinking. Maybe it was being prepared. Either way, I would have to find another source of blood before the week’s end.

      I flipped open my phone and dialed my supplier. He could get it for me in a matter of hours. He just wasn’t sure he could ship it to Florida overnight. Instead, he would make a few calls to people he knew in the South and see if any of them could get me a quick refill. Better safe than sorry.

      I hung up and fought the urge to throw the phone out of frustration. Instead, I pulled Loki’s file and dug through it again.

      Of all of his meat sack’s holdings, where would I “go to ground,” as Grigori said. If I were him, I would definitely want to be some place I was comfortable; where I knew all of the ins and outs. A defendable place.

      My eyes settled on an estate in South Carolina. It was an old plantation northwest of Charleston. It was private, secluded, defendable, and close. Just the place. I scratched at my chin while I tried to put myself in Loki’s place. Although he was wounded, I doubted seriously that he would stay that way for long. He was, after all, a god. A lesser one, but still.

      I closed the file and shoved it into my bag. I had some driving to do and a lot of recon before I dared attempt to strike again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I REACHED THE general area of the plantation before noon. The heat was already stifling thanks to the ungodly humidity. It reminded me of the few times I had come to the coastal south to feed. One advantage to being dead…or undead, or unliving, whatever you prefer to call it, is that the insects that make life a living hell for humans don’t seem to care for us.

      As much as I hate to admit it, the days of slavery made life much easier for a vampire. We could pick and choose from the laborers; if one came up missing, they would either be written off as a runaway or a victim of a predator. There were things out there every bit as bad as me. People often fell prey to large cats, alligators, or the wide assortment of venomous creatures that walked, slithered, slid or crawled this land.

      Things had changed greatly since those days. No longer was man confined by the boundaries that nature herself had put in place. These days, men leveled mountains, rerouted waterways, built levees and drained swamps to create new land where once there was none, yeah, almost like God. Sometimes I’m convinced I was put here to cull the infestation of humanity or at least to keep certain aspects of it in check. It makes one sort of pleased with oneself.

      I slowed the truck and stared out at the area surrounding the plantation house that I hoped Loki was hiding in. The mansion itself wasn’t viewable from the road, but the giant wrought iron gate was locked up tight and the fence surrounding the grounds was topped with cameras.

      This wouldn’t be simple.

      I drove slowly down the road that skirted the property, my eyes soaking in the views, my mind constantly searching for chinks in the armor. I stopped at the end of the road; I was faced with either going left, away from Loki’s, or going right, which possibly circled to the rear of the property. Straight ahead was the main entrance to a grand old house. It looked strangely familiar. A large, arched stone entrance with a lion on either side stood facing the road. The gate stood slightly ajar, and I found myself traveling back in time. My memories took me to a time and place I wasn’t proud of. It was the first time I had been “hired” to kill.
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      SOUTH CAROLINA WAS beautiful in its day. I had found myself stuck between my homes in Boston and New York. I actually came across another vampire while hunting the slums of a place called Baltimore. We shared a meal of ladies of the evening, and he told me that he intended to head south the following night.

      There was something about this young vampire that intrigued me. He was slight of build, but you could tell that he was brilliant. His mind was always working, doing his best to stay three steps ahead of whoever he was dealing with.

      His name was Brock Jennings, and he had a southern accent. He bragged that he had stayed alive for more than fifty years since being turned and he offered to teach me the ropes. I didn’t tell him that I had been a vampire for centuries; I knew I would learn more about him and our destination if I let him take the lead. After all, this was uncharted territory for me. If I hadn’t slept the day away aboard a train, I wouldn’t have found myself in the unfamiliar town with no simple way to return to Boston.

      As we walked the unsavory streets together, he talked. Usually about himself or his conquests, but there was always an air of embellishment to his stories. He liked to speak of how he could get in, feed, and get out of an area and never raise suspicion. How he could best ten men in a brawl, always winning the girl. Of course, he’d eat her afterwards, but that was beside the point.

      I allowed Brock to escort me back to the train yard and he pulled the door open on a box car. “I’m going to South Carolina for a job. You’re welcome to join me.”

      I paused, unsure that I had heard him correctly. “A job?”

      He smiled and jumped easily into the rail car. “Sure. A certain young man would like his father to come to an untimely demise.” He hooked his head toward the shadows and disappeared inside.

      I was intrigued. I jumped onto the train and followed him to the rear portion of the mostly empty rail car. “Tell me more.”

      He sat comfortably, his nails picking absently at the wooden floor.

      He smiled in the darkness, and I knew that whatever he said, it would be up to me to pick through the chaff and find the grains of truth. He patted the floor and I sat across from him, some strange pull causing me to actually want to hear his explanation.

      “I was in a bar, looking for the drunkest patron to remove from the breeding pool when a young man approached me.”

      “He knew what you were?”

      Brock shook his head. “Of course not. He was just a young man visiting family away from the heat and stickiness of his father’s home.” Brock stretched his neck and settled in for the story.

      “So I’m sitting at the bar, looking for my lunch, when this young man sits next to me. He’s obviously distressed about something. I actually considered making him my next meal, but he struck up a conversation.”

      “And you befriended him?”

      Brock snorted a derisive laugh. “Not exactly.” He stretched his legs out and leaned against the back wall of the rail car. “No, this young man was in love. With a Negress, of all people.”

      I’ll admit, at this point I hadn’t quite made the connection. I knew that slavery existed and was more prominent in the southern states, but I hadn’t known the extent. Nor did I understand how people of different colors were treated. In a naïve way, I thought of it more like indentured servitude. Once you had served your time, you were done, you went about making a life for yourself, and it was as if it had never happened. Not so for people of color.

      “So this young man begins to drink, and weaves this tale of woe. He tells me how he practically grew up with this young girl and how he had always secretly cared for her. It wasn’t until puberty hit him, like it does so many, that he realized that this girl, who was once a friend who washed his clothes and tidied his room might possibly mean more to him that he originally thought.” Brock is practically laughing as he retells of this young man’s heartbreak.

      “Go on.” I urged, wanting him to get to the point.

      “Eventually, he says, ‘I wish the old bastard would just hurry up and die.’” Brock smiled again. “I asked the fellow why he would say such a thing. He tells me that he is the only heir, and that if he were in charge, he’d free all of their slaves, sell the plantation, and run back to the north with the girl of his dreams.”

      I nodded, realizing where he was going. “And you offered to help make that happen.”

      “Exactly.” Brock hooked his hands behind his head and closed his eyes, his mind reflecting on what he intended to do to the father. “I offered my services. Although he was a bit skittish at first, he agreed.”

      “And what is he paying you?” Yes, my curiosity was piqued.

      “He claims that his father owns a house in town where he often stays when he conducts business.” He turned and gave me a wicked smile. “It’s mine once the job is complete.”

      I started to argue, but held my tongue. “What would prevent him from denying any knowledge of you? Sell the property rather than sign it over to you?”

      Brock’s smile turned evil. “He knows better.”

      I simply nodded. I had to admit, there was a certain logic to the plan. If the grieving young master decided to leave for the north, then there was little to no chance of anybody suspecting that Brock was the hired assassin. He was just an out of town buyer that took advantage of a situation.

      “And the father? Do you intend to drain him or simply kill him?”

      Brock shrugged. “Maybe both.” He opened his eyes and the intensity of his gaze gave me a start. “From what the son told me, the father is a cold-blooded tyrant. He enjoys bringing pain to his slaves.” He shook his head. “I’ll be doing the world a favor by sucking the bastard dry.”

      I settled in and tried to absorb the situation that Brock had laid out. When the rail car lurched, we both knew that it was about to pull away. I made no effort to leave the car and he took it as an agreement to travel with him. I can’t imagine that he assumed I would assist in killing the father.

      “I could use your help.” His eyes remained closed and we rocked to the gentle sway of the rail car moving us farther south.

      “What would you have me do?”

      He shrugged again. “If nothing else, you could be a look out. There are a lot of people living at the house. I could use another set of eyes.” He opened his and stared at me. “I can’t allow anybody to see me. If they do, they will also have to be removed.”

      I nodded absently, realizing that he intended to make his mark in Charleston.

      “I’m sure I could do that.” I turned and faced him. “But as soon as you complete your task, I need to return to Boston.”

      He nodded firmly. “As soon as the old man is finished.”
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* * *

      WE ARRIVED IN Charleston in the early evening. Neither of us dared leave the rail car until it was completely dark. We could hear workmen loading and unloading freight. The smell of animals and grains waiting to be loaded caught our attention. It wouldn’t be long before they reached our car. We stared at the slight crack of light entering through the end of the door. The sunlight was fading, but the men were rushing to use what light was left to their advantage.

      They were but one car away from us when Brock finally slipped from the corner and went to the opposite door. He tugged it open and motioned to me. We slipped out, allowing the rail car to block the dwindling twilight. We rolled under a still train on the other track, and could hear the men pulling the door open to the car we had just been riding in.

      I looked to Brock, who only grinned. It was obvious that he liked to cut things close. “Where to now?”

      He motioned with his chin then took off. I fell into step behind him. The land was rough and beautiful; the terrain rocky and unstable.

      We wound our way into town; Brock walked confidently, as though he had been there many times. He nodded to people we passed along the route, many just out for an evening stroll. I was surprised at the number of people still active once the sun went down. I had been under the impression that once the sun set, Southern towns sealed up and nobody ventured out. But the truth was, the fading heat gave many a renewed sense of vigor.

      We strolled along the main street to a tavern; Brock walked in as though he owned the place. I half expected someone to greet and embrace him as a returned friend. We settled in at a corner table and Brock ordered two ales.

      After an hour, I grew restless. “What are we doing here?” I half expected him to tell me that the father came into the establishment every night to get intoxicated before returning to the family home and begin the beatings.

      “We are simply waiting.” He pulled a pocket watch from his vest and glanced at it. “Just another hour.”

      I nodded.

      When the time was right, Brock stood and dropped some coins on the table. “We’re off.”

      I followed him into the darkness and he strode with purpose. I noted that there were far fewer people out now, though the lanterns were lit in the restaurants and taverns. The few on the streets appeared to be sailors, stumbling about, wenches on their arm.

      Just outside the commercial district we crossed two broad, well manicured yards then came to a street made of cobblestone. He pointed down the road. “Where this road butts out, we find our man.”

      We walked the long road, remaining silent lest anyone notice us–two strangers in a strange land, blood in their eyes.

      It didn’t take long to reach our destination. A stately plantation home with columns reaching up from the wide front porch to hold up the massive, second floor veranda. There were oil lamps mounted to the front of the house that lit the entrance with a warm, flickering glow.

      We approached the property and stood at a tall, arched stone entryway, the gate unlocked. A stone lion was perched on either side of the gateway.

      Brock pulled me aside and lowered his voice. “Any money found in the house is yours if you assist me.”

      I stared at him, unsure what he meant. “What of the son?”

      Brock stifled a smile. “He’s still in Baltimore. He’ll have to return to settle his father’s estate, but…whatever happens here tonight is none of his concern.”

      I glanced to the house and considered the proposition. I’d never been offered money to kill before. Well, not unless you count my days in the military. I shrugged. “Why not.”

      Brock smiled. “I say no holding back.”

      “Wait, we’re not just going to kill the father?”

      His smile broadened. “Why stop there? We can clean out the house entirely.”

      I stiffened slightly. That seemed a terrible waste of perfectly good food. “And what of your employers’ beloved?”

      He shrugged. “She’s a slave. Surely she’s in some barracks behind the house.”

      I contemplated the consequences. “You’re not worried that a massacre here will cause the locals to investigate the incident more thoroughly?” I could see the gears turning in his head. “It would be a shame if you couldn’t stay in your new home because the populace were seeking a vampire…” I allowed my words to sink in.

      He sighed slightly and nodded. “Perhaps you are right.”

      “So,” I said, “we smother the old man. Make it look like he went in his sleep. We feast on a few of the house slaves, drag their bodies out to the swamps and feed the gators. In and out, nice and quiet.”

      He nodded. “I just really wanted to leave a mess for the young man to come home to.” His smile was finally gone. It’s because of him that I never trust a man who smiles all the time.

      His hand reached out and pulled the gate open. “Shall we?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      THE HOUSE ITSELF was quiet. There were many rooms but they were unlocked and easily identifiable. We passed through a drawing room, a study, a formal dining room, and finally found the rear stairs. They were dark and narrow, the servant’s entrance to the sleeping chambers.

      The first bedrooms we found were empty. They were furnished but modestly; not opulent like one might expect, based on the grandeur of the lower levels of the home. We crept silently onwards to the center of the upper floor; there were no shadows to cling to. The grand staircase from the first floor opened to a broad, carpeted landing.

      We slipped as quietly as we could to the other side and found only two doors. A soft snoring came from behind one door, and we felt we had found the master of the home. Brock slowly opened the door; we could see two bodies in the large bed before us.

      We easily identified the father and I clamped a hand over his mouth and nose. He awoke with a start, his eyes wide as he began to kick and flail. The young woman in bed next to him stirred and quickly turned. Brock grabbed her by the head and gave it a quick snap.

      It was then that I realized she was black. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, but held on to the man’s face until he lay still. I continued to hold his airways shut while his body twitched and jerked. I knew that he was dead, but when a human is suffocated, they continue to twitch for some time.

      My eyes never left Brock while the man struggled. I watched him gingerly lift the young woman’s nude corpse from the bed; he laid her on the floor. Once the man had quit struggling, Brock pulled the sheets tight and straightened the covers. If he was to have passed peacefully in his sleep, his bed wouldn’t be tossed about.

      Once we had staged the body, we searched the house for valuables, collecting hundreds in cash and jewelry. We left through the back. Brock carried the woman’s body and we deposited her in the swamp as planned.
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* * *

      I DECIDED TO explore Charleston a bit before leaving for Boston. We read of the untimely death in the newspapers and I had this morbid curiosity that had to be satisfied. I waited for the young heir to return and claim what was his.

      True to his word, he returned, and his first order of business was to sign the deed to the Charleston home to Brock. Still, I lingered. My fears soon came to fruition when the young man returned yet again and asked Brock to elaborate on the details of his father’s death.

      The young girl who shared his father’s bed was the woman he had intended to run off with. Brock left out the part about snapping her neck. Instead, he claimed that she had left his room to make him a late night snack. Upon her return from the kitchen she’d found him dead. She then panicked and fled from the house, a presumed runaway.

      The young man was stricken, and intent on finding her. Despite her having shared his father’s bed, he still wanted to be with her. I wasn’t sure if it was a sign of weakness or strength, but having loved and lost, I felt it was a cruel deed keeping the truth from him.

      The money we pilfered from the house was enough to purchase passage back to Boston and left a pretty sum in my pocket. At least in a private passenger compartment, I could draw the shades and sleep away the day.

      But now, here I stood, staring at what well could have been the very same house. There were the twin lions, crusted with decades of wear and dirt and a stone archway crumbling at the mortar joints. The gate, however, had been freshly painted, but with the same historic design.

      My eyes stared up at the entrance; electric light now shown where oil lamps had once hung. If it weren’t the same house, then somebody had built an exact replica and placed it here at the end of a barely maintained cobblestone street.

      I put on my blinker and slowly pulled out of the intersection, my hands turning the steering wheel to the right and driving around to the rear of the neighboring property, where I hoped Loki now hid.
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      THE HOUSE COULD be glimpsed from the road, though thick vines now grew all over the iron fencing, obscuring it from view. I circled the property twice looking for a discrete way in. Eventually, I parked the truck about a mile away and walked to the property from the rear.

      The mansion itself was grand and had been well cared for over the decades. Three stories, large columns, wrap around verandas, manicured lawns, the very essence of opulence in a very old fashioned setting. I couldn’t understand how the mind of the wealthy worked. Mega yachts, skyscrapers, exotic cars…and an old plantation house in the deep south? Was it a vacation home away from the hustle of the big city? Was it a tax write-off? Was it one tiny piece in some larger business deal? Who knows?

      All I knew for sure was, somebody had to be inside because the dozen armed men walking the property was enough protection for any head of state. Only a heartless lesser god would force his security forces to wear dark suits in this ungodly heat. I almost felt sorry for them. You could smell the sweat from a half mile away. I knew that their blood would be thick and far too salty for my tastes.

      I couldn’t help but draw a parallel to the house that the Council occupied the time my misguided sense of justice caused me to overstep and betray, (read “massacre” here) my own kind. They were so similar that they could have been designed by the same architect. I sat hunched in the bushes partly expecting the same layout within, but I knew that wouldn’t be the case.

      I could almost smell death coming from the home, and my mind continued to replay my experience with Brock. Why the images chose now to resurface, I cannot say. Simply seeing the house again shouldn’t have stirred such misgivings, yet here I sat, reminiscing over things that I could neither change nor would if I could.

      I turned from and went back to the truck. I would definitely need the cover of darkness to get any closer to the house, and that was hours away.

      The walk back seemed to take longer, or perhaps it was just that melancholy feeling of remembering Brock. You don’t often hear of other vampires in the world and even more seldom do you hear of their passing. But Brock was flamboyant in his activities and drew much attention from Charleston’s elite. I’d heard that he had worked his way into their inner circle and got lazy. He forgot who he truly was, that monsters are generally not admitted into polite company. Finally somebody within their ranks staked him.

      In my circles, we watch out for specific newsworthy circumstances that might endanger our lifestyles. I remember hearing that there had been a marked increase in missing person cases combined with rumors of immoral acts with married women…women who were married to men of means. Rumors of this kind were nothing new to this decadent region, especially with the crowd that Brock had been running with. No one had tied the activity to Brock specifically, until, however, one particular rumor struck a chord. It was said that a certain slave girl, a supposed runaway, had surfaced on the edge of a swamp.

      A cursory investigation indicated that her neck had been broken cleanly. The lack of predation allowed the authorities to determine to whom she had belonged. Of course, word made its way to the new heir, and it was said that he lost his grip on sanity.

      Did he put the pieces together and determine that Brock was responsible? Not much of a stretch. Did he then begin the rumors that Brock was partaking in cardinal sins with taken women? Whether or not there was any truth to that, his reputation began to be questioned and it eventually led to his end. How his true nature was discovered remains a mystery, though knowing him as I did, I would venture to guess he had become careless and progressively arrogant, perhaps even revealing his own secret as a boast.

      By the time word of Brock’s demise had come to me, many decades had passed and any trails would have been quite cold. It wasn’t that I felt the need to enact revenge for the death of another vampire, I just felt a morbid curiosity toward the case. I was, after all, involved. I have no doubt that had I not been there, he would have created absolute carnage in the house. The walls would have been painted with the blood of his victims. Would that have saved him in the end? If he had killed everybody and smeared their blood across his naked body while he bathed in their entrails, would the carnage have been so overwhelming that the new young master wouldn’t dare attempt going after such a madman? Or would the loss of his beloved have sealed Brock’s fate regardless?

      One could go crazy trying to follow through the countless “what ifs” in life. I had enough problems without inventing new ones or reliving old ones that I could neither change nor affect. The past was the past. Best to leave it where it lay.
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* * *

      I RETURNED JUST past the witching hour. It was nearly 2AM when I approached the house from the rear again. I could see the guards rolling their heads around on their necks, trying to stretch away their fatigue. It seemed that more than a handful were missing. Perhaps sneaking a nap while they should be on watch? Or perhaps the guards were heaviest during the daylight hours.

      One guard leaned against the rail of the porch and the bright orange glow of a cigarette illuminated his features. I could see the plume of blue-grey smoke as he exhaled and I could tell by his heavy sighs that he was fighting to stay awake.

      If any of these guards had been on duty during the day, the heat would surely have sapped their energy. To work at night as well? Too stressful for a human body.

      I approached low and slow, sneaking from shrub to shrub, using shadows to conceal myself from their ever watchful eyes.

      It took entirely too long, but once I reached the edge of the wrap-around porch I peered over the edge of the planking. The smoking guard was leaning against the rail still, his cigarette dangling from his hands as his head rested on his forearms. The steady rhythm of his breathing told me that he had finally given in and fallen asleep. The fact that he was still on his feet told me that it wasn’t the first time he had assumed such a position.

      I pulled myself silently over the edge and my hands hovered on either side of his head. Guilt played across my mind for what I was about to do. It didn’t last long.

      I grasped the sides of his head and with a quick twist and upward movement, snapped his neck cleanly. I’m not even sure he fully woke before he died. His rifle fell to the thick bushes below the rail and I gently pulled him back to the wicker rocker, sitting his remains nicely upright in the chair.

      A movement at the other end of the porch caught my attention and I quickly assumed the dead guard's previous position along the rail. From my peripheral vision I watched as the other guard stepped into view, turned to see my silhouette, then slowly made his way back across the side of the house.

      There were too many for me to remove them all. There were four guards on the porch below, at least two above and from what I could tell, two more were randomly patrolling the grounds of the estate.

      I sighed as I considered my options. I’d need to remove enough of them that I could make my escape without being injured. I highly doubted that any of them carried silver bullets, but one lucky shot to the brain could put me down long enough for them to realize what I was and remove my head. If they burned my body afterward, it was definitely game over.

      I’d heard stories over the years of vampires being decapitated and their bodies dumped close enough that their heads actually reattached. They slowly healed from their wounds and enacted revenge. I don’t know if that is possible or not. It could be one of those things that vampires tell themselves to screw up their courage. It could also just be another myth in the long list of lies surrounding my kind.

      I made my way to the back of the house and pulled the screen door open slowly. Of course, it had to creak and the spring that would normally ease it shut was missing, allowing such a slamming noise that I expected every guard on the property to converge on my location before I could cross the threshold. I waited for the shit to hit the fan, but it never came. Either my overly sensitive hearing and fervent desire to remain silent artificially amplified the sound or the guards didn’t care if the door opened.

      I slipped inside; the darkness was no problem for my predatory eyes. They adjusted immediately and I made my way through the small mud room and into the kitchen. It had the look of a centuries-old kitchen, but had been upgraded with modern appliances. I’m sure it was a real pleasure to live in such a place. Too bad I wasn’t shopping for a house down here or I might toss an offer to Loki before I wrung his neck.

      There was one guard sitting in a wingback chair in the main room. He had oriented the chair so that he could see anybody approaching across the yard and he had only to kneel beside the window to shoot them with his nifty fifty Barrett before they got close enough to do any damage.

      Unfortunately, I did not approach from the lawn and he met his demise the same way the smoking guard had. I left him in the chair, his eyes gazing toward the ceiling. I laid his rifle to the side of the chair and turned for the staircase.

      Luckily none of the stairs creaked under my weight as I stepped quietly to the second level. The smell of death; that cloying, unmistakable odor, grew stronger as I climbed higher. I hit the second floor landing and went first right, then left. The bedrooms were empty, but the two guards on this level stood on a small balcony just outside open French doors, their eyes glued to the property beyond. Neither man heard me approach from the rear.

      I tied both men to the support posts closest to their station. From the grounds below, they would appear to be leaning against the posts for support. At least, that’s what I hoped for.

      I slipped back inside and continued my way up to the third level. There were no guards up here which was strange. I wondered why Loki would allow himself to remain unguarded when he knew somebody was after him. I followed the smell of death and found myself at the master bedroom.

      Loki lay upon the bed, a cold sweat beaded across his brow. His breathing was labored and I spotted a gauze wrap stained with blood. He was the source of the stench.

      I stepped into the room as quietly as I possibly could. The meat sack he wore was obviously dying but he was still a god. I didn’t want to chance his coming to and knocking me through a wall. That would surely call his remaining guards to arms.

      “I’m surprised it took you this long.” His voice was soft and raspy.

      I stood stock still, studying his unmoving form. His eyes were barely open, but he was aware of my presence. I reached into my coat and pulled the short sword, feeling it vibrate slightly in my hand.

      “Will you at least answer me one question before you snuff the spark from my soul?”

      I squared myself and gave him a curt nod. “Of course.”

      With great effort he attempted to sit up on the bed. He exhaled hard and his eyes appeared sunken and dark as he turned his face to me. “Obviously, you know who I am. I have no idea what weapons you were using, but they are slowly killing me. I’ve tried to remove…whatever this is. But each time we get close, it seems to burrow deeper inside.” He coughed slightly and I saw blood on his lips. That tiny effort caused him great pain and I actually felt sorry for him.

      “What is your question?”

      He gave me a slight smile and nodded. “Who sent you? Why do they want me dead so badly?”

      I inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. Did it matter if I told him? Would it change what was about to happen? I decided it would not. He didn’t appear to be in any shape to defend himself.

      I lowered the weapon and approached his bed slowly. I shrugged. “Angels.”

      He hiked a brow and gave me a surprised look. “Truly?” He coughed again and I could smell death increase its grip on him.

      I nodded slowly. “One came to me. He offered my soul in return for…this.”

      He raised his brows higher. “Your soul?” He chuckled slightly and shook his head. “And you believed this…angel?”

      I felt my chest tighten. What game was he playing?

      “Yes. My soul.”

      Loki pulled himself up higher in the bed and sat upright. He studied me for a moment then smiled again. “You don’t have your soul?”

      “I am Vampire.”

      “Ah.” He nodded, understanding. “And you think that if they can somehow shove it back inside you, that…what? You’ll be whole again? That you can enter Heaven and live happily ever after?”

      I shook my head. “Their heaven means nothing to me. I will enter Valhalla and feast with my brethren.” I squared my shoulders. “I pray only to the Allfather, Odin and your brother, Thor.”

      Loki’s eyes widened and he choked as he tried to laugh. “You’re one of ours? Oh, that is rich, isn’t it. Of course you would be.” He coughed a bit of blood up and spat it across the room. “You’d have to be, otherwise, how could I truly be killed?” He groaned and I saw his hand press slightly on his bleeding wound. “You’d have to believe in me first before you could damage me like this. Obviously they know that.”

      Now I was confused. “Speak plainly, ice imp.”

      Loki chuckled again and shook his head. “Only a true believer can kill their own god.” He turned and gave me a grave stare. “If you went after the Jewish carpenter, you might wound him, but you couldn’t kill him, Northman. You do not believe in him.” He let the words sink in. “Just as one of his followers could not kill me because I am not his god. They had to recruit you deliberately.” He snorted a derisive laugh. “You’re probably one of the last breathing followers that we have in this ‘New World’.”

      His head lolled away and for a brief moment I feared he had already passed. I stepped closer and he held a hand up. “I’m not dead yet, Northman.”

      When he turned back, a thick, black stream of blood had trickled from the corner of his mouth and made him look less than human in that body.

      “I don’t know what sin I might have committed to have the carpenter and his cronies seeking my head, but it was fun while it lasted.” He gave me a weak smile. “I admit, I found it exciting knowing that somebody was trying to kill me.” He glanced down at the bleeding bandages. “Well, it was fun until I discovered that you weren’t the average assassin.”

      I inhaled deeply and simply stared at him. Words refused to form in my mind, but I had so much to ask him. I began to wonder, once my soul was returned, would Odin Allfather refuse to grant me entrance to Valhalla since I killed his adopted son? Would Thor forever hunt me for killing his brother? Suddenly these thoughts caused me great anxiety. I was working for a god I didn’t have to answer to. And what did he mean, “if” I got my soul back?

      “Explain yourself. Why do you doubt they would return my soul?”

      Loki laughed and this time, it was a deep and hearty laugh, causing him to cough violently, blood spraying across his body and the bed. It took him far too long to recover. I knew that his time was nearly done.

      “Let me ask you a question, seeker of Valhalla: why would the carpenter have your soul?” He raised a brow at me and I felt my chest tighten again.

      “What do you mean?” I said, though I was catching on to his intimation. I could feel panic starting to creep into my veins.

      “For a Northman and true believer, you sure are stupid. No wonder our followers switched sides. They were too stupid not to.” He turned away from me, his face painted with disgust.

      “Speak plainly!”

      He turned back to me and his jaw was set. His teeth clenched either in pain or anger. Or both.

      “You FOOL!” His voice sounded strong and for a moment I feared he would alert the guards. “Where do you think–"

      His words were interrupted as the room erupted in brick and plaster. A deafening explosion blew the walls out and ripped the ceiling from the room. I was blown back through the bedroom door and crushed against the hallway wall.

      I saw a bright light on the other side of the bed near Loki and a giant silhouette stood near, crouched over him. For the briefest of moments I feared that Grigori had come to steal my prize. If the angel destroyed Loki, they could cancel the contract and I would be left with nothing.

      I crawled to my feet and picked my sword up from the rubble. I felt it vibrate in my hand again and I pushed off from the wall, launching myself at the traitorous angel.

      I remember swinging the sword in a hard downward arc only to have the strike parried and my body thrown back against the hallway wall again. I swear, I thought I heard a bell ringing in my head again. But it wasn’t my head. It was the sword. It still rang in my grip as if it were a great church bell.

      “Stand aside!” The voice boomed like thunder and it took a moment for my eyes to focus on the large man standing before me. I knew immediately who he was and I felt small. I felt frightened. I felt…ashamed.

      Thor.

      “Who dares strike against me or my family?” His voice boomed and echoed inside my head.

      I prostrated myself to the floor and didn’t dare look up. I couldn’t even think how to answer him.

      “Believe it or not, brother, he is one of our own.” I could hear Loki’s voice and I feared what was surely about to come. “Don’t hold it against him. He was deceived.”

      “By whom?” His voiced reverberated through my body like thunder and I knew without a doubt why he was called the God of Thunder. I could feel my bones vibrate with each syllable.

      I chanced a glance up and saw the mighty Mjolnir in his hand. It looked just like our ancient depictions portrayed it. My eyes continued up and there he was, in all of his magnificence. I found myself upon my knees, my eyes welling up in awe as I faced my most favored of gods.

      “The carpenter and his minions.” Loki coughed again and I heard him groan.

      Thor spun on me so quickly that I felt my intestines shift. “Why? How could you?”

      My mouth was working again as if it had a mind of its own. “They promised they would return my soul.”

      Thor stepped closer and stared at me. “You are a draug?” He sniffed the air and gave me a foul stare. “Draugar,” he stated.

      I was crushed. It was bad enough that he had caught me about to kill his brother, but now he looked down upon me as if I were lower than pig shit, which is how I felt.

      “I only wanted my soul, sire, so I might arrive intact to your halls…” I didn’t mean for my voice to sound so weak. Especially in his presence.

      Thor shook his head. “If you are truly one of ours, then your soul dwells dormant in Valhalla. They could no sooner return it to you than they could remove your curse.”
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      I STARED AT him open mouthed. Of course. How stupid of me. No wonder Loki laughed at me. I was one of theirs. How could I begin to believe that this angel of Heaven could return what he never had?

      The gears in my head began to spin again. Why go to the trouble? They’d made a contract that they couldn’t hope to uphold their end. Why would they…

      I turned and stared at Loki. Thor crouched beside him and lifted his broken body in his massive arms. “Come brother. We shall return to Asgard and they will repair you.”

      “That’s a human body.” My voice sounded small in the ruined room.

      “Aye. It is. And he is bound to it while on earth. If this body dies, so does he.” Thor stepped to what was left of the veranda. “Once they repair this mortal vehicle, Loki will be whole again. Then we will return the shell to its human and Loki will be dealt with.” He turned and glared at the lesser god in his arms. “Again.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but with a flash of light, they were gone.

      It took me a moment to realize what all had happened, but the sounds of the approaching and panicked guards snapped me back to attention. I jumped to my feet, ran across the room and leapt over the remains of the railing.

      I hit the grass and rolled, darting for the brush and trees that surrounded the estate. I heard gunshots behind me but I was deep in the forested boundary without a single bullet hole to show for it. The sword made short work of any undergrowth or vegetation that stood between me and my escape route, leaving tiny wisps of smoke behind each quick stroke.
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* * *

      MY MIND NEVER stopped replaying the events, trying to uncover Grigori’s agenda. The entire drive to my hotel room left me with more questions than answers.

      I packed on autopilot and began the journey back to Boston, my mind still trying to wrap itself around not only the events of the evening but also the possible motivation behind the deception.

      I pulled into my driveway and had little to no memory of the drive back. I slid out of the truck and grabbed the bag of weapons. I stood in the entryway to my humble home; I felt my grip tighten on the satchel of weapons.

      They had betrayed my trust, took advantage of my one weakness; the one thing no one wants to be without. They gave me shiny angelic weapons and sent me hunting down one of my own gods. I nearly killed him, and…for what? My soul already sat at the table with my forefathers in Valhalla, at least I hoped it hadn’t been booted. Only my body remained here, tethered to this rock like a ball and chain.

      I felt my teeth grinding and my face felt hot. I knew anger when it struck me, but this was beyond anger. I was seething. I wanted to pluck a certain angel like a goose and roast him over a fire.

      I marched into the house and rather than put the angelic weaponry away, I began finding places to tuck them away in my long coat. I had a feeling that very soon I’d be visited by the feathered freak and I wanted to be ready. If I couldn’t have my soul back, I’d relieve Grigori of his own. Well, if angels actually have souls. Or spirits. Or…whatever it is they have inside them. Hell, I’d settle for a set of intestines about now.

      I no sooner kicked the duffle away when I heard him clear his throat.

      “You failed.”

      “You lied.” I turned slowly and the anger that I knew was painted across my features carried no weight with him.

      “Your contract is void.” He held the parchment in front of me and ripped it in half.

      “It was meaningless to begin with.” I stepped closer, hoping to get within striking distance. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      He raised a questioning brow at me. “We were prepared to hold up our end of the bargain.”

      “How could you?” I couldn’t keep the snarl out of my voice. “You never had my soul to begin with.”

      He actually scoffed. “I never said it would be your soul. I simply offered you a soul.”

      He caught me off guard with that. I took a half step back, my mind spinning. “No. You said–"

      “No, you inferred.” Grigori stepped around the coffee table and dropped the parchment pieces on the floor. “I only offered you a soul. I never stated that it was yours.”

      “What good would somebody else’s soul do me?” I barked. My hand instinctively reached into my coat and gripped the short sword.

      “A soul is a soul; next time read the fine print.” Grigori turned his back to me. I wasn’t sure if he was offering me a chance to strike or he truly didn’t understand just how angry I was. Perhaps he didn’t think I had it in me to slice into one of his kind.

      “It doesn’t work that way.” I stepped closer, pulling the sword slightly from its scabbard. “If you had one yourself, you’d know.”

      He turned on me and the look painted across his features were nothing but disdain. “Like my kind have any need for the filthy things. We were made perfect to begin with. It was the Master’s plan to create a sniveling, wanting, whining, and flawed creature that needed one!”

      He sprung toward me and I fell back, avoiding his attack and drawing the sword in one fluid motion. I swiped the blade upward, feeling it vibrate in my hand as I followed through with the upward arc. Grigori tumbled over me and crashed into the wall next to my front door, blood spraying the walls from the gaping wound I left across his chest and shoulder.

      His eyes were wide when he brought his head up to meet my gaze. I was already on my feet and lunged. I felt the sword sink deeply into his upper chest, pinning him to the wall.

      He gasped, attempting to inhale for a scream when I twisted the blade and felt the hot spray of his blood splatter across my face.

      Yes. I tasted it. And yes, it was much sweeter than the Nephilim; in fact, it was almost too sweet. I gripped him tightly and yanked the sword from his wound, my teeth sinking deeply into his pale, heavenly flesh.

      He cried out and beat at my back in what must have been crushing blows, but my teeth only sank deeper and I drank greedily from him.

      At the time, I had no thoughts, no intuition, no wonderment in what his pure blood might do to my cursed body. I only fed.

      I continued to press him against the wall and harder to the floor, all the while he kicked and pounded at my rigid position. I felt him lurch from the ground momentarily and realized he had extended his wings. It was probably a defensive move, but he had no place to go. He was pinned and being drained by a cursed creature intent on sucking every last drop of life from his writhing form.

      I’ll be honest, I didn’t immediately realize when he stopped fighting me. I never noticed when he went limp under me. I didn’t “feel” him depart from his heavenly body. I simply fed. And fed. And fed.

      I fed upon his still form until nothing else would come from the gaping wound, a crushed and flattened juice box. I finally came to my feet and stood over him, I had drunk of his supernatural blood and was feeling every drop of it as it coursed through my own veins.

      I reached down and gripped him by one of his wings and dragged him to the couch. Images of the Nephilim danced in my mind as I tossed his carcass over the back and let gravity pull what was left of him to the ground where I knelt beside him.

      I continued to drink greedily from spots that tended to act as little pockets in a body; I even bit a chunk of chest muscle from him and chewed it, the entire time imagining the steak he had eaten in front of me the first time we met.

      When he had nothing left to give, I collapsed against the back of the couch and belched. I was beyond full. I hadn’t drank that much since my first kill; probably not close to this amount.

      Well, I realized, I hadn’t eaten since I drained the bags of blood in Florida, fueling my body for the battle against Loki. I stared up at the corpse next to me, its mouth open in a frozen death cry, its eyes wide and staring blankly at nothing. I smirked and slapped the face away from me.

      I pulled myself to my feet and stared at his wasted flesh draped partly across my couch. I glanced about and saw the blood spattered along the walls and the puddle on the floor. I had to fight the urge to drop to my knees and lick it up. Although I was as full as I had ever been, I still wanted more. Angelic blood is addictive.
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* * *

      I STOOD OVER the hole I had dug near the same spot that I had practiced with the angelic weapons. It may have seemed overkill but I think I could have buried a horse in the grave I dug. My shovel moved so quickly as I made this hole that I imagined smoke coming from the metal blade.

      I pulled his stiffening form from the back of my truck and dragged it to the hole. I crossed his arms over his chest then tugged at the wings and folded them over his body, enveloping him in a feathery cocoon. I considered kicking his jaw shut or perhaps closing his eyes, but shrugged it off. The only reason he was even getting a burial was because I had no idea how I would explain the stench of a rotting angel in my living room. My neighbors weren’t exactly close, but they were close enough.

      I covered his body and shoved a makeshift cross into the ground at the head of the grave. If anybody stumbled upon the burial site and excavated, he was their problem, not mine; the authorities would be far more interested in the wings than they would the murderer.

      I tossed the shovel back into the truck and pulled away, uncaring that I had just killed and drained a messenger of God. His words echoed in my mind. How his boss saw everything. Knew everything.

      Well, good. Maybe he’ll spread the word to the other feathered assholes not to fuck with this Northman.

      I drove back to my home and I felt invigorated. Not entirely unlike how I felt when I drained the Nephilim, Orel. Except this was different. This was…for the lack of a better word, pure. I could feel an energy rippling through my body at the cellular level. It was like every tiny bit of my being was being supercharged.

      I had an antsy feeling when I stepped from my truck and stared at the front of my house. I felt like I needed to BE somewhere. I just couldn’t explain where. Or why.

      I walked to the front door and paused, my hand hovering over the knob. Somebody was in my house. I could sense them. For the briefest of moments, I wanted to know who dared enter my home without permission. I wanted to know their intent. What happened next surprised me. Without thinking, I could “see” inside the dwelling. An image of two large men standing in my living room, their eyes examining the blood splatters and the overturned furniture, the smashed sheetrock by the door appeared in my mind. I knew who they were before ever speaking to them. They were angels. Dammit. I’d known all along I was being watched.

      I twisted the knob and shoved the door open. I stepped inside, my hand gripping the sword in my coat. I glanced around the room but it was empty. I could smell…something. Something familiar, but foreign, too.

      I walked through the house and nothing was missing. Nobody was inside. Had I imagined it? Or had they done the >Poof!< disappearing act that Grigori used to pull on me?

      I paused at the mess in the house and looked where I envisioned they had looked. The blood almost glowed in the low light. I sighed heavily and pulled the bleach from the cabinet. I had cleaning to do.

      The entire time I wondered if these two beings were the ones watching me, partners of Grigori. Surely if they were, that means they witnessed the mess I’d made of one of their own. What was to keep one of them from poofing behind me and slicing my throat while I scrubbed Grigori from the walls and floor?

      I closed my eyes and tried to sense where they might be. I came up with nothing. Whoever they were, wherever they went, I couldn’t home in on them.

      As I scrubbed, I allowed my mind to wander. Orel’s blood allowed me to live in sunlight. Had Grigori’s blood given me the gift of sight? Or had I simply imagined what happened outside the door? I shook my head as the odor of the bleach burned my sinuses. I had smelled them when I came in. I know that somebody had been here. If what I saw was true, then they left the moment I turned the doorknob. Where they went, I could only guess.

      But something told me that they’d be back. And probably at a most inopportune time.
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* * *

      IT TOOK LONGER than I had expected, but I removed every trace of Grigori from the house. I even hired a man to repair the wall. It looked as though it had never been touched when he was through.

      The last few days had been quiet. No surprise attacks from Grigori’s people wanting revenge for their fallen brother. No dire warnings blazed into my ceiling. No burning bags of dog poop on the front steps. I was actually about to relax a bit and allow myself the chance to believe it was over.

      I should have known better.

      They came right at sunrise. They either didn’t plan well, or, knowing I was a vampire they’d hoped to catch me still in my jammies. Instead, I sat at the bar, my longcoat on and loaded. Although I had begun to relax, I wasn’t stupid. My weapons were at the ready at all times and since being supercharged by Grigori’s blood, I hadn’t needed to sleep. Or eat. Or much of anything, really. It was like I was charged up and ready to go at a moment’s notice.

      I actually hoped that the effects would wear off. I rather enjoyed sleeping. Sometimes. It allowed my mind a chance to shut down and go dormant. I didn’t like it running constantly. It was…tedious.

      They appeared in my living room and I immediately gripped the sword. “You should really knock before entering somebody’s home.”

      The two men appeared very similar. If they had been human I would have suspected twins. Brothers at least. The closest to me turned and gave me a deadpan stare. “Your rules do not apply to us.” He stepped closer and tilted his head at me. Much like Orel used to do. And it bugged me even more when these assholes did it.

      “My rules are for everyone in my house.” I stood and kicked the stool away, the blade sliding farther from the scabbard. “You announce yourself before entering my domicile.”

      His head cocked slightly more to the side and he gave a curt nod. “Very well.” He stepped back and spread his arms. “We have arrived.”

      I sighed and gripped the sword tighter. “You’re supposed to announce yourself before you enter.”

      He looked around the room and shook his head. “It is too late for that. Simply know that we have arrived.”

      I shrugged. “Good enough, I suppose. Now get the fuck out.”

      He looked to his partner and the two shared some unspoken communication. The second one stepped closer and eyed me suspiciously. “We have come for our brother, Grigori.”

      “He’s obviously not here. So leave.” I stepped closer and flipped open the edge of my coat. Neither angel bothered to notice what was within, either that or they were too stupid to care.

      “He was here. But now he is not. And he is not with us.” The closest one stepped forward. “Where is he?”

      “He’s dead.” I waited for them to attack but neither did.

      “That is unfortunate.” The closest one turned to his partner again and the two nodded at the same time. “We require his body.”

      I paused and looked at both angels. Were they serious? “I tell you that he’s dead and you don’t ask how he died? You just want his body?”

      “Yes.”

      I loosened my grip on the sword and gave them a weary look. “You’re not here to kill me?”

      I actually caught a look of surprise. “Why would we do such a thing?”

      I felt the anticipation that was built up in me slip. I studied the two and gripped the sword tighter. “Because I killed him.”

      “That is not our concern. Our only concern is to remove him from this plane and return him home.”

      I didn’t let go of the sword. “So, you don’t care that I killed him?”

      The two looked at each other again and the closest shook his head. “That is not our concern.”

      I stepped back and nodded to them. “Fine. I buried him in the woods.” I pointed in the general direction. “That way. His grave is marked by a two foot wooden cross stuck in the ground.”

      I never saw the second angel move. His hand squeezed my shoulder and I almost let out a yip when I noticed him behind me. I mean, it would have been a very manly and courageous yip, but a yip nonetheless.

      “Imagine the location of this place as clearly as you can.”

      I didn’t really concentrate or anything. I saw it in my mind as soon as he said that and before I could blink, the three of us were standing at Grigori’s grave.

      That time I did let out a bit of a yip and fell to the ground. I scrambled away from the pair. “How the hell did you do that?”

      They both looked at me as though I were crazy. “That is how we travel.”

      “By thinking about where you want to be?” I pulled myself to my feet and slapped the dirt and pine needles from my pants.

      “Precisely.”

      One of the angels plunged his hand into the soil like it was pudding and gripped Grigori by the ankle. He dragged him effortlessly from the earth and laid him out next to the makeshift grave. The second angel turned to me and gave me a curt nod. “You have our thanks.”

      Before I could speak, the three of them poofed on me and I was left standing alone in the woods with just my dick in my hand.

      I glanced up at the stars and raised my voice. “If you really wanted to thank me, you could have returned me home.”
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      THE NEXT DAY was pretty much dead. I didn’t sleep the night before and I still felt no fatigue. I hadn’t eaten, but I had no desire to. I still felt this slight expectation that someone…or something would crash through my door at any moment and challenge me. It never happened, but the anxiety never left. I don’t want to call it hypersensitivity or a constant adrenaline rush, but it was something similar. An “awareness” of the expectation of an event that I couldn’t put my finger on.

      The following day I knew I had to get out of the house. I walked through the entire city, my hand hovering near the hilt of the sword the entire time. My eyes darted to every possible vantage where one might launch a surprise attack but there was nothing. It wasn’t until I got home that anything of note happened. That something of note was a lot more than I had been expecting.

      I walked through the door and my ears and nose went into overdrive. I hoped to find some evidence that I was still under angelic surveillance but I detected nothing. I was almost disappointed as I shut the door and made my way to the fridge. I opened it and stared at the bags of blood that threatened to go out of date. They were not just unappealing; the thought of drinking that crap almost turned my stomach.

      I shut the door and turned only to be blinded by the most brilliant flash of light. It was almost a physical force that knocked me back into the counter and I stood blinking my eyes trying to shake the spots that had veiled my vision.

      Slowly my world came back into focus and I stared across the breakfast bar into the living room and almost yelled out when a huge form rose from the floor. It took me a moment to realize…it was Thor. How he had found me, I have no idea, but here he stood, the Thor, in my home.

      I suddenly wished that I had picked up a bit or maybe even baked a cake. I honestly had no idea whether to shit my pants or run. Instead I squeaked out a little fart before stumbling out of the kitchen.

      He turned slowly and stared at me, the look in his eye less than cordial.

      “You shall be allowed to live.”

      I think I actually shook a little when he spoke. I did my best to stand tall, but compared to Thor…I was nothing. And I knew it.

      I swallowed hard and nodded slightly. “I take it Loki recovered.”

      Thor tossed something at me and I caught it out of reflex. It was one of the bullets I’d had made from the crossbow bolt.

      “Barely.” He stepped closer and seemed to study me. “Tell me, how does a draugar such as yourself make weapons that can kill a god?”

      I felt my mouth go dry and I held the bullet out to him. “They were given to me. By this…by an angel.”

      His face sneered and he slapped the bullet from my offering hand. “You are their puppet.”

      “I was.” I suddenly felt less frightened. I wish I could tell you why. My favored god of gods was standing in my living room, giving me a “go-to-hell” stare and my fear simply vanished. Made no sense to me either. “With Loki as your brother, you must know what that is like.”

      Why in the bloodiest of fucks did I just say that? To THOR of all people? Er,..of all gods?

      His face twisted into a snarl. “My family is none of your concern, tainted one.”

      “And yet you fault me for being tricked by an ageless creature? Sounds a bit hypocritical to me.”

      Mental note. Have a sit down meeting with my mouth and inform it firmly that the brain is SUPPOSED to be in charge.

      He sidestepped and I caught the motion of his arm coming toward me in a backhand swing. I ducked and brought my own arm up to block, inadvertently activating the shield in the cuff. The concussive force of the blow pile drove me into the floor and the shock wave sent furniture flying in all directions. I barely caught a glimpse of Mjolnir in his hand before he drew it back for a more deadly blow.

      I shut my eyes and simultaneously wished for a quick and painless death and to not be there at all. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until moments later when I could still breathe. I opened my eyes and the wind was knocked from my sails.

      I was lying on the ground beside Grigori’s grave. The earth was still dark from being disturbed and the makeshift cross was askew in the ground. I rolled to my side and glanced around the area.

      The sun was shining. There was a slight breeze in the air. Tree leaves rustled and bugs flitted about. If this was heaven, they really needed to remodel.

      I came to my feet and stood alone in the forest. The cuff shield was deactivated and my weapons were in place. I suppose, if this were heaven, they would allow their heavenly weapons inside. I’m just not sure they would allow me inside.

      I made a slow circle, looking around for any clue as to what the actual fuck just happened. Why would he send me here? Did he want more privacy to remove my entrails? Surely he didn’t care if a neighbor heard my screams.

      Another brilliant flash of light to my left snapped my head around and I watched as Thor materialized between two mighty pines. Both trees creaked and groaned as an unseen force pushed them aside to make room for the God of Thunder.

      I reached into my coat and drew the sword, feeling it vibrate as it left the scabbard. A quick snap of my wrist brought the shield back into play and I took a defensive stance. In my mind, I knew I stood no chance against him, but I wouldn’t be taken out begging for my life. No matter how shitty it might be at times.

      Thor rose from his kneeling position and at his full height I felt puny and inept. I doubled down on my stance and waited for him to strike again.

      “You can run, draugar, but you cannot hide.”

      Okay, that caught me off guard.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I yelled as hard as I could. I don't know about him, but my ears were ringing just a bit after his entrance.

      He gave me a puzzled look and shook his head. “I did not bring you. You ran here.”

      “The fuck I did.” I gripped the hilt tighter and brought the shield up to guard my upper body. I suddenly wished it were larger so I wouldn’t run the risk of losing limbs that I was attached to.

      “You ran, draugar. It will be to no avail. It simply reveals your cowardice.” He squared his shoulders and swung his great hammer effortlessly.

      Okay. Something is a little ‘not right’ here. I rose slightly, lessening my defensive posture. “I didn’t run. You had to bring me here. I’m fast, but I’m no Loki.”

      He continued to swing the hammer. “You ran. Admit it, coward!”

      “Fuck you.” Again, I really need to let my mouth know who was boss. “I don’t run.” I advanced toward him and brought the shield back up.

      He smiled at me much like I might smile at a toddler who threatened to kick my ass with a stick. It was his own mistake if he didn’t consider me a viable threat. Hell, I nearly killed his brother.

      I swung the sword at him, coming up far too short to do any damage. His longer arms proved formidable as he swung the hammer upward, knocking me back into the trees and deactivating the shield again. I’d like to say that I rolled in the dead pine needles and came to my feet ready to fight, but that isn’t what happened. I slammed hard into the trunk of a tree and got my bell rung. Again.

      I sat upon the ground, my teeth hurting and my head swimming. I shook my head and tried to clear it. I caught a glimpse of him marching towards me and I rolled away; the tree behind me exploded as his hammer made contact and I was showered with wood splinters even as I scrambled to my feet.

      I stood on shaky legs and did my best to appear confident. I smiled at him and flicked my wrist again, activating the shield. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      I think my taunt actually angered him. He leapt toward me and he moved much faster than I would have given somebody his size credit for. I don’t know what caused me to do it, but I dropped to my back and used my feet and legs to catch him in flight and pushed him up and farther away from me. I then did a kick flip and turned to see where he was.

      He had landed in a small stand of pines, mowing them down like daisies as he rolled away from me. He wasn’t happy when he returned and I could see his eyes flashing blue. Ever have an “oh shit” moment and know that there was little to nothing you could do to prevent what was about to happen? Well, I did.

      He thrust his hammer high into the air and I felt an electric charge that caused the hair on my arms to stand on end. I instinctively raised the shield over my head and ducked just as the bolt of lightning struck.

      The shield protected me, but the arcs of electricity that danced over its surface rained down around me, scorching the vegetation in a near perfect circle where I stood.

      When the fireworks were over, I rose slowly and lowered the shield. I could tell by the look on his face that he didn’t expect me to survive the attack, much less come through it unscathed.

      I spun the sword in my hand and gave him a tight lipped smile. “My turn.”

      It was like somebody else had control of my actions. I didn’t want to launch myself at him. I didn’t want to be anywhere near him. But here I was, striking out at Thor as though he were an errant vampire that needed to be retired. I swung the sword in a powerful arc and he deflected the blow with his hammer. I’d thrust and he’d slip the strike, although just barely. I felt the blade vibrate a time or two as his leather armor was sliced, but I never could draw blood.

      I continued to attack and he continued to block and parry. I can’t tell you how long the battle took, but the echoes of the golden sword striking his immortal hammer echoed throughout the hills.

      We danced the dance of battle for what seemed far too long, and yet I could feel with each blow my strength renew and increase. Rather than becoming fatigued, I was somehow gathering new energy and focus. I finally landed a lucky blow and sliced the end of his beard just below his chin.

      It was only then that he backed off and held his hand up. “HOLD!”

      I don’t know why I stopped. Maybe because when a god calls a timeout, you just do it.

      He stroked at his whiskers and gave me a dirty look. I could only shrug and give him a weak smile. “You moved. I was aiming for your neck.”

      Again, the mouth runneth over.

      “You are not just draugar.” He stood and stared at me. “You have become something…else.”

      Thank the gods I was able to keep my mouth in check this time! I literally bit my tongue to keep from uttering more witty but scathing remarks. I gave him a curt nod. “If you say so.”

      He sniffed the air again and gave me another foul stare. “You are different.” He spat upon the ground and hooked his hammer to his belt. “Go. Now. Run away again before I change my mind.”

      “I didn’t run away!” I flicked the shield off and stepped toward him. “You brought me here!”

      I couldn’t read the look he gave me but I know it wasn’t anything nice. “You came here yourself. I only followed.”

      I shook my head. That wasn’t possible. “No. I…I can’t–"

      He walked past me and up to the top of the hill. “You brought yourself here, draugar.”

      “I’m just a vampire. I can’t–"

      He spun so fast that for a split moment I thought he was about to attack again. “You are what you eat.”

      Before I could speak again, there was another brilliant flash of light and he was gone.

      To say that I was left dumbfounded would be an understatement.
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* * *

      I TESTED THE working theory. I closed my eyes and imagined my living room. When I opened them, guess where I stood? If you said my living room, you’d be partially correct. I was standing in what was left of the living room. I closed my eyes again and imagined the room as it used to be. Undestroyed.

      It didn’t work, which was disappointing. I was still standing amidst the rubble of what once was my living room.

      I sighed heavily and collapsed onto the couch.

      So. I could travel at the speed of thought. Yay me.

      Okay, don’t misunderstand. Yes, it really was cool. I didn’t need my truck anymore, unless I just wanted to drive somewhere or pick up some lumber. But what else may have changed since I ate Grigori? I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know.

      Now that I’m familiar with the term, I can say that I fell into a depression. Things had changed, and not necessarily for the better.

      I sat there amidst the wreckage and took inventory of the past several days. I had taken on a contract thinking I would get my soul back. Nope. That fine print has a way of biting you in the ass. I almost killed a god, even though nobody knew who he was any more. Apparently he’d pulled a party prank and pissed off the wrong people. In my zeal to complete the task, I alienate and earn the scorn of one of the only gods I ever cared about. I’m sure his father wasn't too happy with one of his own right about now, either. Then, to top it all off, I discover that by eating Grigori, I inherited some of his abilities. The moving around was cool enough, but I also had no appetite and hadn’t slept. I was anxious, and now depressed. I had no clue what other things might have changed because of that gluttonous meal, but I had a feeling I’d be finding out.

      I guess I should have suspected something like this. I mean, I ate the Nephilim and voila! I could stroll around in broad daylight. I eat a full blown angel and BAM! I can travel at the speed of thought.

      I stood and caught a glimpse of my own shadow. “If you sprout wings, I’ll cut your throat myself.” I knew threatening myself out loud was pathetic. I just couldn’t stand the idea of having all of my clothes let out to make room for feathered appendages. Also, I assumed they itched.

      I strolled to the bedroom and lay on the bed. I stared at the ceiling and actually wished that I could sleep. I knew that my mind needed rest, even if my body thought it didn’t. Too many thoughts raced through my noggin and I needed a way to silence them or at least calm it down.

      Surprisingly, that anxious feeling had passed. As soon as Thor left, that itch in the back of my head dissipated like a fart in a whirlwind and my body relaxed. Perhaps I could sense that he was looking for me.

      I continued to lie on the mattress and stare at the ceiling. There had to be a way to calm that progressively irritating inner monologue.

      I sat up suddenly and actually felt a smile forming. I had no idea if my plan would work or not, but at this point, I was willing to grasp at straws.

      I closed my eyes and imagined where I wanted to go.
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      “STOP SLOUCHING.” THE crack of the dried cane against my shoulders snapped my eyes open.

      “How am I supposed to relax and concentrate if you keep hitting me?”

      “How are you supposed to reach nirvana if you slouch like a sack of wet sand?”

      I turned and glared at the robed man standing behind me. He raised the cane as if to strike again and I quickly turned away from him and closed my eyes, doing my best to keep my back straight.

      “Good. Now relax.”

      I sighed inwardly. “Give me patience, but give it to me now. You realize that’s what you sound like, right?”

      I knew the cane was coming before he ever swung the damned thing. I did my best not to jump when it stung my upper back.

      “Relax. Now.” His barking was really starting to unnerve me.

      I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the object he had suggested. It was a totem of sorts. A simple wooden turtle. Small and unassuming. It gave me something to concentrate on that didn’t run the risk of my body poofing to somewhere else inadvertently.

      I suppose I should back up a hair and explain where I was and why I was there.

      It was during my failed effort to fall asleep that the idea came to me. Meditation. It might allow me to quiet my mind and give my mental facilities a chance to rest and recuperate when needed.

      I imagined a place, high in the mountains where little bald men walked around in robes being all enlightened and thinking deep thoughts. I opened my eyes and found myself here.

      In all honesty, I really had no idea where “here” was, but I assumed it was probably in Nepal. The air was thin and the monks, if you could call them monks, all appeared to be much more enlightened than I will ever be. Luckily, I found one master who shared a common language with me and he agreed to help; the caning wasn’t mentioned during our initial chat.

      It was a bit odd at first. It was like he knew what I was and what my problems were, even though he never asked. I think that secretly, I wished that he actually had all of the answers to any questions I might think to ask, but I would have been happy if all he did was teach me the right way to meditate. A simple practice that could help silence the voice in my head...a voice that would not be ignored. It screamed to either be heard or be silenced. Either way, I knew I needed help, and he was the only one who might be able.

      So here I sat, legs crossed, ass hurting on the stone floor, eyes closed and mind focusing on the little carved wooden figure that he had placed on the window sill. I tried to imagine the small totem as I concentrated. The few times that I almost succeeded in silencing that insidious voice, allowing my mind to calm and quiet itself, something always seemed to snap me out of it.

      It wasn’t until much later that I learned that once one reaches that zen point, it really doesn’t matter what happens around you physically. You can choose to either act or react accordingly.

      It was late one night after the others had all gone to sleep that I finally reached that point. I had focused on the totem, my mind seeing every tiny scratch, every fiber of its surface, every nick, every aspect of it, and my inner voice became silent.

      I didn’t realize that the sun had come up but I was partially aware that the master was speaking to me. I was so deeply in the zen state that I ignored his words. I also chose to ignore when he used the cane across my shoulders to get my attention. I craved the peace that I had found and I wasn’t ready to give it up.

      It was somewhere between the fourth and fourteenth strike of the cane that my hand shot up and caught the rod before it connected with me again. It was as if I were standing outside my body and watching the events unfold. The master smiled when I released the cane and continued to sit in the chamber they’d offered me as a room.

      He stepped to the side and brought the cane around again, this time intending to catch my attention by bouncing it off my face. Once more, my hand caught the cane and deflected the blow.

      The master was satisfied. He stepped back and disappeared, leaving me to whatever it was that I was doing. I wish I had the words to describe what I experienced, but there simply aren’t any. I found the pathway to leading my mind to the place it needed to be.

      When I finally opened my eyes again, my inner voice wasn’t screaming at me. If anything, it sighed with a huge ‘ahhh’ and I could feel my entire body relax. It truly was as though I had experienced a deep and healing sleep.

      I met the master in his garden and he said nothing when I arrived. I picked up a small set of pruning shears and assisted him. We worked in silence until the midday meal. When the bell tolled, he set his shears down and walked away.

      I followed him, even though I still had no desire to eat. I sat in my room and practiced my meditation until he came to see me again. He sat down across from me and assumed the lotus position. It was moments later I could see him in my mind.

      He approached me and I could see that he was happy. “You have achieved Mushin. No-mindness.”

      “It certainly is easier to find your way back once you have been there.” In my mind, we stood in a clearing of wild flowers surrounded by trees.

      “This is your creation. This place brings you joy.”

      “It brings me peace.” I turned and made a wide sweeping motion. “That is all I sought.”

      The master nodded. “For now.” He turned to leave. “Your time with us comes to an end, but you will return.”

      “I have no need to return.” I reached out and placed a hand gently on his shoulder. “I can never thank you enough.”

      He smiled and gave me a curt nod. “You will return. The day will come when you will wish to continue to learn; there is much you do not know. For now, I will wish you well.”

      He faded from my happy place and I knew that he had left. I opened my eyes and glanced about the empty room. He was right about one thing. It was time to leave.

      I stood and dusted my pants off. I simply thought of my home and found myself standing in the middle of the living room again.

      Surprise. It hadn’t miraculously cleaned itself.

      I turned to grab a broom when I noticed the stack of papers piled near the fax machine and on the floor. I had forgotten my “duties” while I was gone.

      Funny thing about time. You don’t realize it passing when you’ve lived as long as I have. I glanced at the stack and had to wonder…how long had I been gone? I could only assume it had been months. Time really flies when you’re having fun.

      I flipped through the pages and had no desire to hunt down and destroy the people listed. I glanced out the window and knew that it was midday. The vampires they wanted dead would either be sleeping or hiding.

      I shrugged my long coat on and checked the inner pockets. All of my weapons were still in place.

      I pulled the first sheet from the short stack and glanced at the last known location of public enemy number one. “Time to get dirty.”
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* * *

      I LOOKED AROUND the room and shook my head. It made my home look clean and tidy and that was after a god had destroyed the place. I stepped lightly to the end of the darkened room and entered the hall. I made the mistake of placing a hand to the wall to feel for sounds that my ears might miss.

      I pulled back a sticky mess and recognized the coppery stench of old blood. Before eating Grigori, I probably would have smelled it first. Since gorging on angel blood, my senses seemed to have shifted.

      I walked to the end of the hallway and peeked inside a room. It was filled with bloody clothes and discarded belongings. Trophies perhaps.

      I slipped to the next room and the only thing in it was a wooden shipping crate, roughly the same dimensions as a coffin. I assumed the mark was using it as a bed. I walked into the room and reached for the lid.  The closet door flew open and a screeching vampire jumped onto my shoulders, clawing and digging at my flesh.

      I didn’t mean to hurt him. I mean, yeah, I was there to kill him, but I wasn’t out to hurt him. I grabbed him from my shoulders and flung him across the room and into the opposite wall.

      He slid to the floor and stared at me with wide eyes. “You’re their hunter, aren’t you? The c-council sent you, d-didn’t they? You’re here to remove me.”

      I raised a brow and wiped at the blood left from his attack. The wounds had already healed, but the blood was still wet on my skin. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”

      “I’m not dumb!” He squatted along the floor and stared at me with wide eyes. He looked like many of the humans who abused psychedelic drugs for too many years.

      “You don’t look healthy, my friend.” I tilted my head and studied him. “When was the last time you slept?” Damned if I didn’t want to ask him if he’d ever considered meditation. I sighed to myself and stepped closer to him, my hand reaching for the short sword.

      “I didn’t do it!” He tried to cover his face with his hands. “I swear to the gods I didn’t do whatever they claim I did.”

      “I don’t care.” My slice cleaved him in half, his ashes settling to the filthy carpet below him. I kept telling myself that I’d done him a favor by removing him from this reality.

      I folded his data sheet and shoved it into a pocket. I pulled the next and glanced at the location. Without thinking, I found myself standing outside the building. It appeared to be an abandoned gas station.

      A swift kick to the door gave me access and the settling dust and scurrying rats would have told anybody else that nothing lived there. A quick sniff of the air and I could taste the fear. Someone was there and didn’t want to die.

      Okay, that was stupid. Who actually wants to die? Not many. Apparently even those who try to commit suicide often regret it as soon as they’ve past the point of no return. From what little I’ve read, those who attempt it and fail claim that they instantly regretted it and felt fortunate to have survived their mistake.

      Whatever was hiding in the shadows would face the music whether they wanted to or not. I flipped the larger pieces of junk out of my way and waded through the refuse. I could sense eyes on me and knew that they were watching, hoping I wouldn’t find them.

      “You might as well come out. I’ll just make it painful if you force me to tear through all of this crap to get to you.” I waited a moment for the target to come to their senses. They didn’t. “Fine. Have it your way. But believe me when I tell you that you will feel pain like you never thought possible.”

      “Wait!”

      I paused and stared into the shadows. “Step out.”

      “Please, I don’t want to die.” It was a woman’s voice. I could see her outline in the back of the room and she scooted slightly into view.

      “Nobody wants to.”

      “I haven’t done anything. I swear.”

      I groaned. “That’s the second time today I’ve heard that.”

      “How were you able to walk in the light?” Her question was an honest one, not some desire to put off her demise for a few more moments.

      “I’m different.” I stepped closer and she lurched back against the rear wall.

      “I can see that.” She pointed at me. “But you…you’re a vampire too. I can tell.” She swallowed hard and made a slight move to the door beside her. I knew that way only led to sunlight and a painful death. I made no move to stop her.

      “You’re absolutely correct. I am a vampire.” I paused and considered what I’d just said. “Well, I used to be. I have no idea what I am now.”

      “Your eyes. They’re different. You can see in the dark, but they don’t reflect light like other vampires’ do. They’re…different.”

      “That’s what I said. I’m different. Now step on out here so we can–"

      She darted for the doorway and threw it open. The flames shot from her form as soon as the sunlight struck her skin. The door sealed shut behind her and I heard her beat on the metal skin for just a moment before it stopped.

      I really hated that smell. But at least I knew it was over. I walked to the side of the building and used my boot to scatter her ashes in the wind. With a heavy heart I folded her sheet up and stuffed it in my pocket with the first one.

      I pulled the next sheet and stared at it. The photo attached wasn’t anything special. She looked like your typical soccer mom. I continued to stare at the picture. I imagined where I wanted to go and I was gone.
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* * *

      IT ONLY TOOK a few moments to jot down my words. I fed the paper into the machine and pressed the send button. I sat beside the fax machine and waited. I don’t know why I expected the fax to reply to me but I was actually surprised when my cell phone rang.

      I felt just a bit stupid when I answered it.

      “You can’t quit.”

      “I just did.”

      I could hear the vampire on the other end breathing. “You know that we’ll send another hunter for you.”

      “You can try, but you’ll run out of hunters very quickly if you do.”

      He actually laughed. “You’re not that good.”

      “Want to bet?” I wasn’t trying to sound like a bad ass. I wasn’t making unwarranted threats. I was just sick of the game.

      “Your days are numbered, hunter.”

      “I’m telling you now, if you send a hunter after me, I will kill them. Then I’ll come for you.”

      “You don’t have your Nephilim to help you any longer, hunter.” He sounded almost hopeful.

      “I don’t need one.” I stared at the handle of the angelic sword in my coat. “I’ll be out of your house in a few days. Until then, don’t do anything stupid.”

      “We’ll be seeing you soon.” The phone went dead and I knew they couldn’t resist. If they didn’t send someone, it would make them appear weak. When they did, I’d be forced to retaliate, lest I appear weak.

      I hated this killing game.
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      I DIDN’T EXPECT them to send somebody so quickly. I was still packing what little belonged to me when the front door exploded on its hinges. I glanced to the window and realized that night had only just fallen.

      I groaned to myself and closed my eyes, focusing on the intruder. There were three of them. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised they’d send a force. I had built a reputation for being an efficient killer.

      I reached for my coat and slipped it on. I poofed myself to the front entryway and slipped in behind the rearmost intruder. A quick vibrating slice removed his head and I watched as his ashes fell to the tile floor. I stepped farther inside and noticed a shadow in the kitchen.

      “I’m going to give you a chance to leave before I ash your sorry ass.”

      I watched the shadow stiffen then a pair of eyes peered around the corner. I heard the blades slide from their sheathes and a figure dressed in black stepped out in front of me.

      I really didn’t want to do this.

      He sprang into action, and rather than slicing the assassin in two, I used the butt of the hilt to knock the flying attacker senseless. He crumpled to the floor in a heap. I looked up to see the lead intruder step out of a bedroom. His eyes widened when he saw his partner sprawled on the floor and the ashes behind me. He stepped out fully and squared his shoulders.

      “You don’t have to die tonight.” I pointed the sword at him. “Hell, take back those ashes and tell them it’s me. They won’t know the difference.”

      “I would know the difference.” He pulled his blades and prepared to launch.

      I poofed in behind him and pressed the blade to his throat. “You really don’t have to die tonight.”

      I could smell the fear instantly. He stiffened and swallowed hard against the edge of my blade. I could feel it vibrating in my hand, wanting to slice into his throat.

      “H-how did you do that?” He was probably in shock.

      “I’m not like you.” I lowered my voice and leaned close to his ear. “Now how about you scoop up those ashes and tell them that it’s me?”

      He swallowed hard and nodded slightly, afraid to move against the blade at his throat. I let off the pressure and pulled the blade slowly from his neck.

      The little bastard spun and sank two silver plated blades into my midsection. I staggered back, waiting for the heat of the internal flame that would render me to ash…but it never came. We both looked on in shock as I slowly pulled the blades out and dropped them to the floor.

      He shook his head as he took a half step backward and away from me. He continued to back away and tripped over his partner’s body. He didn’t slow down at all as he crab walked through the ashes and to the front stoop. I watched him spin around, get his feet under him and disappear into the night.

      I pulled my shirt up and the wounds had already healed. I bent and retrieved one of the blades. Holding it to my nose, I could smell the silver in the metal.

      Something wasn’t right.
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* * *

      I HAD TO test my theory. I gripped the gold necklace and felt the metal burn my flesh. “Son of a bitch!” I dropped the hot metal and flipped on the cold water. It eased the pain and the wound began itching as it healed, but quite slowly.

      “You are what you eat.” Those were Thor’s last words to me. I had no idea how literal he was when he uttered them.

      I stared into the mirror and flexed my back. Of course nothing happened, but I almost expected wings to sprout from under my skin and spread out like they did when the angels did their thing. At least there was that. I didn’t have to worry about sneezing or farting too big and suddenly turning into a parasail.

      Time for a quick inventory. I could travel at the speed of thought. I was allergic to gold. I could still walk in daylight. I was no longer hungry. I no longer needed sleep. I could wear silver as an accessory now.

      What else was there?

      I walked out to the parking lot and grabbed the front bumper of my truck. Holy shit…I lifted it from the ground as easily as lifting the crate of weapons. I dropped the front end and it bounced before settling.

      Okay. So I’m stronger. That might be a good thing.

      What else could angels do?

      Google is my friend.

      Okay. Maybe not. Apparently humans have little to no knowledge of angels other than a few obscure passages in the Bible. This whole concept of angels is esoteric at best. Nowhere does it say, “angels are dicks; steer clear of them.” Maybe I should write a blog.

      Then again, maybe I shouldn’t. I mean, think about it. When they ask, “Who are you to say such things? By what authority do you make these statements?” what do I say? Oh, I’m a vampire and I’ve eaten a few angels in my day. They taste like chicken.

      I don’t think so. Screw the humans. Let them find out the same way I did. The hard way.

      I slipped my long coat on and traveled to Grigori’s grave site. I don’t know why I kept coming back to this place. Maybe I secretly found it peaceful or beautiful. Or maybe I just thought it was far enough out of the way that the odds of being seen were slim.

      Time to test what angels were capable of. I tried my hand at throwing a fireball. No such luck. I tried toppling a tree using just my mind. I think the tree thought I had gas from the faces I made. I tried summoning wildlife. It may have worked. I’m pretty sure that squirrel that cursed me wouldn’t have known I was even in the woods if I hadn’t “called” to the wee beasties. Screw the squirrels. They’re just bushy tailed rats anyway.

      I sat at the base of a large pine and tried to think. What attributes would I assume an angel had? They had strength. They were jerks; they steal other people’s food. They could appear out of nowhere and do…well, whatever it is angels do. But what else?

      Could angels actually fly? I realize they have wings but so does an ostrich. And penguins are birds, but they can’t fly. I stood and looked up at the sky. I stretched my arms and did a few deep knee bends. I looked up, pointed my hand ala Superman and jumped.

      Yeah, no. I can’t fly. I must have looked stupid to that squirrel.

      I sat back down and assumed the lotus position. Perhaps a bit of soul searching (pardon the pun) could help. I tried to imagine Grigori…and yes, even Orel, though I knew he was only half angel.

      Another face kept jumping into my thoughts and I tried to push it aside. Grigori was my subject. I needed to focus. Yet…it was Brock’s face that kept coming to view. Why Brock of all vampires? He was long since dead if rumor is to be believed.

      Or was he?

      I focused on Brock and could see him lying still in a coffin. Perhaps he truly was…no. He wasn’t ash. If he were dead, he’d be dust. I focused on him again and concentrated. I could see him lying there, his hands crossed over his midsection. He appeared exactly the same as he had when we’d said our farewells. I tried to imagine outside of his coffin and a room came into view.

      I could see human guards pacing the area outside of where he slept. Were they protecting him or keeping him prisoner? I couldn’t tell. I could feel myself hover around a guard’s head and at the moment I wished I could see what he saw, know what he knew. I opened my eyes and I was the guard.

      Something told me that this wasn’t part of the whole zen thing. This was something entirely different. Was this an angel power? I almost wished I could ask Grigori, but truthfully, I was happy he was gone so I didn’t think too hard about him lest I bring him to me. The fact that he tasted good only added to the joy.

      I took control of the guard and turned him around, facing the building. It was a modern building and looked nothing like a prison. There were no bars on the windows or locks on the outside of the doors. I glanced around and looked for a name. An address. Something that would give me an inkling…nothing.

      Time to try something new. I delved into the guard’s memories. Lots of nothing helpful is what I found. Apparently this was just a job for him. Show up, look tough and ask no questions. What kind of existence is that? Is nobody curious these days?

      I pushed myself out of the guard and found my view of the area fading. I suddenly felt tired and weak. In a flash I was back and staring out through my own eyes. The fatigue was gone but I did feel as though something had drained me.

      That squirrel was just outside my reach and chittering at me. Apparently my mere presence in his woods was enough to piss him off. “Beat it.” I kicked at him but he stood his ground. He chittered at me angrily again and in a sudden burst of emotion, I wished him GONE.

      I truly didn’t expect what happened. The poor little fuzzy rat simply turned inside out. Violently.

      I exploded him, okay? I didn’t mean to. It was like somebody shoved an M80 up his furry little backside and lit it. It was grossly intriguing but it was frightening at the same time. I’m far too unstable to be armed with this power. Unless it only worked on squirrels; in that case I’d be fine. But I could imagine some asshole cutting me off in traffic and splat. The inside of his car needs to be detailed in the worst way. Or god help the next telemarketer that called at the wrong time, or any time.

      I needed to get a grip on this, and I knew what I needed to do.
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* * *

      “I TOLD YOU you’d be back.”

      “You didn’t say it would be this soon.” I dropped my satchel and eyed my master. “Tell me you can help.”

      He shrugged.

      “That’s not reassuring.”

      He shrugged again. “I’m not a miracle worker. You have to learn to control your power.” He gave me a look I couldn’t read. “Perhaps you weren’t ready to assume such huge responsibilities.”

      I held my hands up. “Woah, hold on there a second. I didn’t “assume” any responsibilities. I just–"

      “With great power comes great responsibility.” He gave me a sly grin.

      “Oh man…” I groaned. “I bet you’ve been waiting this whole time to drop that on me, haven’t you?”

      He nodded slightly and gave me a wink. “It’s true though.”

      “Yeah sure, Uncle Ben.”

      He turned and exited the main foyer and I followed. “So other than cheesy movie quotes, what do you have for me?”

      He pulled out the cane and waved it in front of my eyes. “Not this. I don’t want to end up like your little squirrel friend.”

      “He wasn’t my friend and…hey, who told you about the…incident?”

      He gave me that look. You know the one. The one that says, “Are you really so stupid you have to ask?”

      “Let me guess. The same way you knew who I was and what my issues were the first time I showed up here.”

      He simply smiled. That was better than “the look.”

      “You have bigger problems besides exploding rodents.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      He nodded and continued walking.

      I reached out and took his shoulder. “No, seriously. Tell me about it. What bigger problems do I have?”

      He took a deep breath and ushered me into his chamber. Surprisingly, it looked almost identical to the room they gave me the first time I came here. Except there was a small potted plant in the window sill.

      “You have taken a power that you are not ready to handle.” He paused and tapped at my chest. “You have no control.”

      “No shit.” I turned away from him, unable to meet his gaze. “You think I like turning woodland critters into pate?”

      “More like rodent pudding, but…” he trailed off.

      “You’re not helping.” I turned to him and I knew I must have looked a mess. “You’re the master. Help me out here.”

      He gave me that look again. “I’m not a master of angelic power. Maybe a priest?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt they even believe in angels anymore.”

      He sighed heavily and sat upon the floor. “Perhaps if you meditated about it.” I watched him assume the lotus position and close his eyes.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure meditating would help me find inner peace but I need…guidance. I need you to tell me what to do, not consult some inner search engine.”

      He continued to sit, his eyes closed.

      “Come on, master. I’m serious here.” He continued to say nothing. I stood and watched him for far longer than I intended; good thing I didn’t have the cane.

      Finally I capitulated and sat across from him. I assumed the lotus and did my best to focus my mind on the wooden totem I now had memorized.
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      I’D LIKE TO say that my mind drifted, that I found myself walking through a garden of blossoming plants, a sweet fragrance wafting across the air. I’d like to say that my master was there with me filling my mind with all sorts of useful knowledge, but I’m sure by now that you’ve figured out it would be bullshit.

      Instead I did find a sort of inner peace. I came out of the lotus feeling rested and refreshed. I stared at my hand and flexed my fingers. I hated the idea of getting mad and somebody paying the tab for something they didn’t order.

      I stood and found myself alone in the room. Apparently the master decided he had more important things to do.

      I glanced about, thinking on where he might be. Of course, he was in his garden. I didn’t even have to think about traveling there. I was simply there and standing behind him.

      “It’s about time you showed up.” Without turning he handed me a basket. “Carry these.”

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      He stood slowly, his joints creaking as he moved. “I smelled you.”

      He turned slowly and made his way toward the kitchen. “Come along. We need those herbs.”

      I fell into step behind him. “It didn’t work.”

      “You are rested, no?”

      “I meant that it didn’t give me any insight on how to deal with this.” I watched him carefully take the stone steps down and into the kitchen. Smells of fragrant foods rose to meet me and it wasn’t unpleasant.

      “But you are rested, yes?”

      “Huh? Of course I’m rested. But I don’t see–"

      “Your mind was focused on the wrong things. Now you are rested and your mind is quieted.” He pushed the wooden door open and stood to the side, allowing me to pass.

      I trudged into the kitchen and dropped the basket on a counter. “But I still have the same problems.”

      He nodded. “This is true. But your mind is clearer; now you can begin to understand and consider what to do with these problems.”

      “What to do? I have the power of the gods and–"

      He laughed. A deep laughter that caught me off guard.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You think you have the power of a god?” He wiped his eyes. I didn’t think it was that funny.

      “Well, yeah. I mean I can zap myself wherever I want at the speed of thought. I can bench press a truck. I can–"

      “Explode squirrels?” He sat down on the stool and looked up at me. “You do not have the power of the gods. You barely have the power of an angel.” He shrugged. “And a lower angel at that.”

      I gave him a confused look. “Let me guess, the higher angels can do more?”

      He nodded. “Much more.” He pulled the herbs from the basket and began cutting them up, preparing them for the evening meal. “But the power of a god? I think not.”

      I sat across from him and held my head in my hands. “Whatever this is, I don’t want it.” I gave him what must have been a sullen stare. “With power like this, where’s the challenge in life? Where’s the contest?”

      “The challenge is in controlling it.” He didn’t look up as he continued to cut.

      “To what end? I’ve already burned bridges with my previous employer.”

      “Was that a job you wanted to continue?” He looked up from the knife and I couldn’t read his face.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. At least I felt like I had a purpose.”

      “A purpose.” He nodded, thinking to himself. “An assassin of your own kind. That is a worthy purpose?”

      I shrugged. “It was a reason to get up in the morning.” He didn’t care for my humor.

      He turned and pointed the knife at me. “You need to find your own purpose, one that brings meaning to your existence. What are you good at?”

      I shrugged, unsure how to respond. “Hunting is all I’ve known.”

      “Then hunt.” He didn’t look at me. “Be the best hunter you know how to be.”

      “But, you…I thought you disapproved of my being a hunter.”

      A slight nod. “And it is not my life.”

      I stood slowly. “So, figure it out on my own?”

      He glanced my way and gave me a sad look. “Be what you must be. A hammer does not know how to be anything else but a hammer.”

      He was right. As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I stood slowly, my mind already zeroing in on where I needed to be. “We’ll meet again.”

      “I know,” he said, but I was already gone.
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* * *

      I STOOD IN front of the main doors of the council headquarters. The last time I was here, Orel and I created a blood bath. I was actually shocked at how quickly they moved people back into power here.

      I glanced about and saw no guards. The sun was just setting so I knew that whoever the council had assigned, they’d just now be stirring.

      “No time like the present.”

      I marched up the steps and pushed open the double doors. The shocked stares I received were enough to remind me that I was persona non grata here. I held a hand up to the guard in the foyer. “I’m not here for trouble. I just need to speak to the administrator.” I walked past him and turned for the stairs.

      He stepped onto the bottom step of the stairs and I spun, ready to attack. He threw his hands up and stepped back a half step. “T-they’re not up there.” His hand pointed to the right and I glanced through the wide archway to the library. “In the study.”

      I nodded and walked past him, expecting him to attack at any moment. Luckily for him, he didn’t.

      I passed through the archway and turned for the study door. As I reached for the handle, the door opened. A large, dark haired vampire stood in my way. He took one look at me and stepped to the side. “They are waiting for you.”

      I think you could have knocked me over with a bulldozer. How the hell did they know I was coming? I stepped into the study and saw two vampires sitting on couches, a third in a wingback chair, his back to me.

      One of the vampires stood and beckoned me. “Welcome, Hunter. We were hoping you would accept our invitation.”

      “Invitation?” I stepped in carefully, my eyes darting from man to man. “What invitation?”

      The vampire who spoke first glanced to the others. “Why, the one we faxed you earlier. Did you not receive it?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been out.”

      I watched him take a cautious step backward. “And yet, here you are.”

      “Here I am.” I stepped closer and the man in the wingback chair stood. He turned and I nearly froze.

      “Brock?”

      He gave me a curt smile and held a brandy snifter up in salute. “Welcome old friend.”

      “I heard you were dead.”

      “Technically, I believe you heard correctly.” He placed the brandy snifter down and approached me slowly, a strange smile spreading across his features. He reached out and embraced me.

      I’ll admit, it was strange. But he seemed to have sincerely missed me. I felt my hands rising and patting him firmly on the back. “How ya been?” It was all I could think to say.

      “You have no idea how many times I wanted to come to Boston to see you.”

      I know I’m socially awkward; I’m also suspicious of camaraderie. I couldn’t help but give him a strange stare. “Really?” I nodded slightly. “Why?”

      “Why?” He chuckled and turned to the other two. “He asks me why after all we went through together.”

      I shook my head, confused. “We spent a few weeks together a couple of centuries ago. I didn’t think that bound us forever.”

      He laughed. It was forced. I could just tell that he was up to something. He had obviously exaggerated our relationship and now he was playing a little game. But, for what?

      I cleared my throat. “So, you invited me here?”

      Brock sobered and stiffened somewhat. He reached for his brandy snifter and stepped to the wet bar. He poured another drink. A classic way to kill a little time, trying to think of what to say as the expected dialogue shifted. Or maybe he was just controlling the flow of our visit. I didn’t hear feet hurriedly making their way towards us. I doubted there was a small army coming to punish me for killing one of their other hunters.

      Finally he turned but he couldn’t look me in the eye. “Sven,” he said, “there are those of us who would like you to return to our employ.”

      One of the other vampires stepped forward, his hand held up as if to stop me. “But not in the same position you held before.”

      Brock shook his head. “No. Not a local hunter.” He smiled broadly. “Let’s face it, you’ve been quite…proficient in that position, but, well, you’ve…evolved past the job description. We would like you to come back as a…well, think of it as a regional manager.”

      “To the other hunters.” The third vampire added. “You would oversee all of the North American operatives. They would answer to you.”

      I shook my head and backed away slowly. “I’m no paper pusher.”

      Brock nearly choked on whatever he was drinking. He cleared his throat and approached me slowly. “Not as a supervisor.”

      I raised a brow at him. “As what then?”

      “Think of yourself as the whip that keeps them all in line. If they don’t perform as expected, you would be the one called in to ensure the job was done. Properly.”

      “Which job would I properly conclude? The one they couldn’t do…or the hunter who failed?”

      Brock raised a brow in return. “Either. Both, perhaps; it depends on the circumstances of the failure.” He turned slowly and nodded to the other two.

      “You would be compensated handsomely.” The taller of the two vampires said. “Quite handsomely.”

      I blew my breath out hard. This wasn’t what I expected. “I did return here to discuss possibly returning to work.”

      The third vampire nearly clapped. “Excellent. We can have you set up in–"

      I held a hand up to stop him. “But it was because I didn’t like the idea of killing other hunters. The men you sent–"

      “A mistake. I assure you.” Brock stepped closer, the snifter cradled in his cold hands. “One that won’t happen again.”

      I snorted and leaned against the column decorating the study. “Your ‘mistakes’ tend to have far reaching consequences, Brock. And we both know that if somebody doesn’t please the council, that’s their first course of action.”

      Brock nodded. “Perhaps. But who could we possibly send after you? You’re obviously the best at what you do.”

      The taller vampire nodded. “We sent our three best hunters; you easily slipped their knife.”

      “We’d rather have the best of the best working for us, keeping the others in line.” The third vampire added, suddenly solemn. “Who better than Sven Ericson to keep our field priorities straight?” The smile that crossed his face didn’t reach his eyes. In fact, it was more than just a bit creepy.

      “Regional manager?” I pushed off the column and took Brock’s wingback chair. “What does the job entail?”

      I watched as he circled the back of the chair and took a seat on the leather couch. “Just as you’ve heard here; what you already assumed it would.” He crossed his legs and eyed me wearily. “You would be the one to ensure our interests are managed out there–where we can’t be. You will, occasionally finish a job a ‘regular’ hunter can’t handle. Your reputation will send a message to the hunters in the field that they need to tighten up; you may need to…reiterate that message every so often.”

      I crossed my arms. “Death? Or beatings?” I was a fan of neither but kept that to myself.

      The taller vampire sat down gently, his eyes on me like a hawk. “That would be up to you. You would be the boss. If we notify you that there was a problem…say in the Northwest, you would review the case; check the file on the target and then the hunter who was lacking. You would then render a decision and a course of action that you deemed proper.”

      “And if I decide that the hunter in question simply needed training?”

      “Train him. Or her.” Brock sipped his drink, his gaze askew, toward the shadows.

      “And if I decide that the hunter wasn’t at fault? That the target was too difficult for them?”

      He shrugged. “Then that is your decision. You complete the removal, notify us that the problem is dealt with to your satisfaction, and we carry on.”

      I knew from experience that the council these suits represented was heavier handed than that. But if they truly left it to me to judge, perhaps I could do some good after all. At least it would give me something to do besides continually whacking rogue nightstalkers. And I needed a challenge that would keep me preoccupied and my mind off other things.

      I stood and nodded. “I accept.”

      “Excellent!” The third vampire was on his feet and approaching me. “We can have you set up in your choice of cities, but may I recommend something a bit more central? Perhaps Dallas?”

      I wanted to laugh. Traveling was not an issue for me. I even started to say so but decided to keep my mouth shut. They didn’t need to know the extent of what I could and couldn’t do. If they discovered my powers and how I got them, they’d find ways to coax more feathered assholes here just to snare one for lunch. That wouldn’t be good.

      The relief in that room was palpable. They really wanted me happy and out of there. “That will be fine.” I didn’t particularly want to move, but my house was still a wreck, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I could fit everything I cared about in the back seat of my truck.

      He handed me a manila envelope. I could feel the lump of a set of keys inside. “Everything is in here. Feel free to contact us if you need anything.”

      “The files on the other hunters?”

      Brock stepped forward, his hand extended. “They’ll be on the computer in the house. I think you’ll like the office there.” I took his hand and shook it out of habit. “We look forward to hearing from you.” His smile was phony but I returned it. I still didn’t trust him; I didn’t trust anyone.

      I turned to walk out and as the study door closed I heard him tell the others, “His hand was warm.”
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      AS SOON AS I walked through the door, I gathered all of my weaponry. I shoved it into large canvas duffle bags and placed them in the back seat of my truck. I gathered the few files I had, the loose papers scattered around the computer area, shoved them all into folders, and packed them in a box.

      I walked through the house scooping up the clothes I owned and shoved them into a sea bag. It was almost sad, the lack of possessions. There was nothing tying me to anything or anybody. The few people I had cared about died before photographs were even invented.

      I tossed the bag into the back of the truck and opened the envelope. I focused on the house. The address. I could see it in my mind. I closed my eyes for a moment and I felt the breeze on my face. When I opened my eyes, I stood in the circle driveway of a modern brick and stone house. It was huge and well lit. I could see the wrought iron fence that surrounded it and quickly realized that there were no neighbors.

      I took a step toward the house and had an “oh shit” moment. I had transported there, but my truck was still in Boston.

      I bit back a curse and poofed back to the truck. I walked around it, studying it. Was it even possible to transport something this size with me? Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I opened the door of the truck and gripped the top and bottom of the cab. I concentrated on the new house and closed my eyes.

      When I opened them, I was back in the new driveway, the truck still tightly caught in my grip. I grinned to myself and grabbed my sea bag. The weapons could wait until I checked out the house.

      I hate to admit it, but I was impressed. Tall ceilings, ornate woodwork. It was obviously a newer home, but it had the craftsman touches that only very old homes and very expensive homes provided.

      I checked out the six bedrooms. The master suite bordered on ostentatious, but in a good way. I liked how you had to walk through the closet to get to the bathroom. A safe was built into the closet. I was pleased that they thought to leave the door open with the combination inside. Otherwise, well, you know, useless.

      Downstairs I checked out the common areas and the office. The office was grand; Brock hadn’t exaggerated. Mahogany paneling, another safe, a centuries old ebony desk with an oiled leather armchair positioned behind it. Next to shelves of important looking books there was a set of glass paned French doors that led out to a large stone patio. Off the steps was an outdoor kitchen; in case I wanted to eat a local prostitute al fresco. Nice touch.

      I walked the grounds and noted all of the security cameras. I wasn’t sure why at the time, but I had an uneasy feeling that the council was probably going to be monitoring those more than I would. I’d have to be careful in my comings and goings. On second thought, maybe I’d just break a few.

      Would they even bother to check on me during daylight hours? I shook the idea from my head. “I’ll worry about that shit later.”

      I went back inside and opened the sub-zero fridge. Bags of fresh O-positive hung with care. The idea of sucking down one made my stomach turn slightly. I actually remembered when it was my favorite; must have been in my file.

      The office was where I knew I’d spend most of my time. I checked the safe and actually smiled that it shared the same combination as the one in the bedroom. It occurred to me that one of them must have set the code; I would have to change it. But I hoped I wouldn’t need to do that immediately; surely they would give me a week to settle in before…well, before.

      I retrieved the weapons and stored most of them in the office safe. I dumped the files on the desk then took the rest of the weapons upstairs. I tucked the pistols and rifles into the safe, keeping one of the knives back for bedside storage. I hung up the clothes I had.

      Unpacking had taken all of ten minutes. I stood back and shook my head. It looked more like somebody had left a few unwanted items when they moved out instead of somebody moving in to a new place. Oh well. It is what it is. Traveling light has always worked fine for me.

      I laid down on the bed and was actually sad that I wouldn’t be able to sleep on it. It was so comfortable. I felt like I’d melted into the top layers then was just suspended on a cloud. I rolled off of it and marched back downstairs.

      I pulled the truck into the clean, three-car garage and even it looked lonely with all the empty space around it. I stood and stared at it for far too long.

      “What the hell am I doing here?”
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* * *

      I STOOD AT the full length mirror and stared at the man in front of me. Yes, I am from Viking stock, but hell, even they took better care of themselves. My beard was unruly to the point of wild. My hair a long and tangled mess; gods know what must be living in there. I must have smelled pretty bad.

      I pulled open drawers. There were things in there that I recognized but had never used. Exactly what is the purpose of a cotton swab?

      I dug around until I found some scissors and, thoughtfully, there was a set of electric trimmers. I glanced at my image again and smiled. “You’re going to earn your keep.”

      I have no idea how long I spent, but I cut off the grand majority of my beard; there were curly blonde hairs all over the floor. I left the whiskers around my mouth and chin. I nearly burned out the trimmers clear cutting the long tangled mess from my head. I almost wished I had kept it braided, like when I was young.

      I found the shaving cup and the straight razor. It didn’t take long; my face and head were shaved. I stood back and stared at the image in the mirror again. For a fleeting moment, I saw my father. He had kept his head shaven for as long as I could remember.

      I showered. It felt so good that I laughed. The water ran both black and red, depending on where I scrubbed at the moment. The soap smelled funny but it worked.

      I stepped out of the shower and began rubbing the towel over me when a woman screamed.

      I turned to the doorway. A young, dark haired woman stood in the room, her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide. I suppose it’s not every day you walk in and find a bald, naked Northman in the bathroom.

      She stared for a little too long then quickly spun around, her face turning to the floor. “I’m sorry. They said you’d be here in a few days.”

      I wasn’t sure who she was or why she was there, but she held no weapons and seemed more embarrassed than hostile.

      “I came early.” I dropped the towel and walked toward her. “And you are?”

      She turned back around and extended her hand. “I’m Laura–" I suppose she thought I had magically dressed or at least hadn’t heard the towel drop because her eyes went wide again and she spun back around, her eyes dropping to the floor.

      I walked beside her and leaned close to her ear. “Hello Laura. I’m Sven.” She nodded quickly and I stepped past her. What few clothes I had were in the closet and she was between me and them.

      I stood and dressed. I even caught her sneaking peeks from time to time. “You are here, why, Laura?”

      She kept her head down, but her eyes still wandered.

      “I’m here to…well…to clean. And to keep your house. Assist you in anything you may need.”

      I nodded as I pulled a shirt over my head. “Anything?”

      She nodded rapidly. “I can run errands during the day for you. I can help with paperwork. I can–"

      “I won’t be needing your help.”

      Her head popped up and I wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed that I was dressed. “But…that’s my job. That’s why I’m here.”

      I shook my head, forgetting for the moment that I had shaved it. It felt strange without the heavy mane tugging. “I won’t need your assistance.”

      “But…I’m trustworthy, Mr. Ericson. I know what you are. I won’t tell a soul.”

      I was a bit surprised that she knew my name but I tried not to react. “I’m not even sure what I am…perhaps you can tell me.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her face puzzled. “Sir? Aren’t you a vampire, like…like the others?”

      I raised a brow at her. She did a half step backward and shook her head. “It’s okay. I promise. They told you I was a vampire?” I stepped toward her and she took another step back.

      “Y-yes. But it’s fine. Really.” She swallowed hard. “You see, technically, I’m a–"

      “A familiar?” I took another step forward and she took another step back. A few more like this and we’d be foxtrotting.

      “No. Not a familiar.” She gave me a weak smile. She looked kind of cute when she smiled. She had dimples. “No, sir. I’m a Were.”

      I paused and stared at her. “A wolf? Working for vampires?” I scratched at the shortened whiskers on my chin. “That’s different.”

      “Well, technically, I’m not a wolf. I’m just a shifter.” She almost appeared sheepish as she spoke.

      I did a double take. “Excuse me?”

      She finally took a step toward me and her eyes appeared so innocent. “I’m a Were. I mean, yes, I shift. But not by the moon’s cycles and not always into a wolf.”

      That was a new one on me. Don’t misunderstand, it’s not like I hang out with a lot of were-anythings. Maybe they have their own bars or something, but I’d never heard of someone who could shift into anything other than a wolf. I stepped closer and looked down at her. She barely reached my chest; my arm was thicker than her waist.

      For the briefest of moments I wondered if Orel would think that she smelled evil, just because she could shift.

      My hand reached out and lifted her chin. I didn’t mean for it to do that, but I wanted to look into her eyes again. “Like what?”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes wide. “Huh?”

      “What can you shift into?” I pulled my hand away and was actually grateful that she maintained eye contact.

      She shrugged and shook her head slightly. “Just about anything. As long as the mass is similar.”

      My brows wrinkled. “Meaning?”

      She smiled and it reached her eyes. It was a beautiful sight to behold. “Meaning, if I shift into an elephant, I’ll be a short, skinny one; if I turn into a mouse, well, let’s just say the cats will run screaming. I can’t add or drop much of my natural mass.”

      I nodded, almost understanding. “What do you usually shift to?”

      Her smiled deepened and she closed her eyes. I could imagine that in her mind, she was in that form. “A cat. I often shift to a cougar and just run through the hills. It’s so exhilarating.” Her eyes popped open and she gripped my arms in enthusiasm. “They’re so agile. So graceful.”

      I couldn’t help but return her smile. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Oh, it’s unbelievable. Jumping from trees or from rock outcrop to outcrop. Chasing small animals just to catch and release.”

      “Release?”

      She gave me an energetic nod. “I don’t hunt in animal form.”

      I don’t know why that surprised me, but it did.

      “Sometimes I’ll shift to a panther. Or a jaguar. They’re really all about the same when I’m in that form.”

      “Tiger?”

      She shook her head and laughed. “They’re much too large.”

      “You don’t like wolves?” I’m not going to say I’m a dog person, but I was curious.

      “Oh, I like them just fine, despite the fact they don’t climb well. Sometimes when I’m traveling, if I hear one, I’ll shift and try to sniff out the pack.”

      “They don’t get pissy when a lone wolf shows up?”

      She shook her head again. “I don’t get that close; I try to stay downwind of them and I’ll just watch. They’re very territorial.”

      “Yeah. I’ve gathered.” I didn’t dare tell her about the wolf hunt with Orel. Somehow, I didn’t think she’d approve and I was enjoying the conversation.

      “Anyway.” She turned toward the bathroom. “I wasn’t expecting you for a few more days, but I’ll go ahead and clean this up for you.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but something made me close it. She pulled the whisk broom and pan from a cabinet and begin sweeping the mess. I watched her for just a moment, wondering.

      There was something about her. Yes, she was charming in a way. And yes, her face was pleasing. Yes, she definitely was attractive. I caught myself staring as she bent and swept the hair from the floor and made myself busy with a shirt button.

      “Maybe tomorrow I can run out and get you some new clothes.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at what hung in the closet. It looked like a thrift store had thrown up on the hangers. “I, uh…”

      “No worries, sir. The council gives me an allowance just for such things.” She continued to clean and I found myself turning from the closet to her and back again.

      “I…uh, look, Laura, I have my own tastes.”

      “That’s fine sir. There are plenty of stores still open after dark.”

      “I’m not a formal type of person.” I squared my shoulders, half expecting an argument. “I don’t wear suits.”

      “That’s fine sir. I’m not a dressy type either.” She suddenly stiffened and turned to me. “I’m supposed to wear this uniform, here.”

      “Uniform?”

      She nodded. “It’s an ugly grey thing. A housekeeper uniform.”

      I shook my head. “No. You don’t wear anything.” Her eyes widened and I realized what I had said. “I mean, you don’t wear anything like that. You…uh, you wear whatever you want.”

      She smiled and turned back to her chore. “Thank you. I didn’t want to ask, but that thing is just so uncomfortable. And since I’ll be here almost all the time, I just thought maybe you wouldn’t mind if–"

      “Wait. What?” Did she say that she’d be here all of the time? Surely not. Weren’t big cats into a fairly private life?

      She stood and dumped the mess into a waste basket. “There’s a room off of the kitchen that I’m supposed to stay in.”

      “You know you don’t have to, right?” I stepped forward. “I mean, surely you have your own place.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I live here. I went out for some groceries and heard noise up here when I got back.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. Surely she wasn’t a slave.

      “They do pay you, yes?”

      There was that smile again. “Oh yes. Quite well, actually.”

      “Okay, good.” I suddenly felt uncomfortable and wasn’t sure why. I saw her eyes dart beside me and I realized, I had been blocking her exit. I stepped aside and let her slip by. I watched her walk away and yeah, I’ll admit it. I was checking her out. She had a nice ass, okay?

      I was about to say, “I’m only human,” but…
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      I SAT AT the computer and wanted to scream. The different programs they had installed were enough to make me want to throw the damned thing out the window. It took me forever to find the hunter’s files and even longer to figure out what some of their terms meant.

      I needed a drink.

      I stood and didn’t know if I would be able to drink. I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, but dammit, sometimes you just need a snort of something that burns. I went to the kitchen and dug through the cabinets. There was every kind of food thing you could imagine. I couldn’t find the alcohol.

      “Are you looking for something in particular?” She wiped at her eyes and I saw her standing in the doorway in a long t-shirt. I had to turn back to the cabinets quickly. Her form was expressive in the thin fabric and I knew I would get caught staring.

      “Booze.”

      “Ah.” She pattered past me on bare feet and walked me to the den across from my office. She pointed to the bar and I shook my head. How did I miss that?

      “Thank you.” I stepped aside and allowed her to pass. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

      She smiled and patted my arm. “It’s okay. I don’t really sleep any set times. I tend to take a lot of cat naps.”

      The humor wasn’t missed.

      I leaned against the doorway. “So, you’re my assistant? How does that work?”

      She paused and turned. I tried not to stare at her breasts swaying under the thin fabric. “Basically, I’m your right hand man. Anything you need, you tell me and I make it happen.” She stifled a yawn and gave me a bleary eyed smile. “Especially things that need taken care of during the day.”

      I nodded. I wanted to tell her that daylight was not my enemy but I held back. Trust was something I was not ready to give any time soon. No matter how attractive she was, and if I was trying to lull someone into a trap, well, I’d make sure the bait looked something like Laura. I had been burned too many times by a pretty face and a great ass.

      I nodded. “Thanks.” I watched her turn to leave and I stifled the groan that rose in the back of my throat. She wasn’t wearing a thong…no, she had too much class for such things. But her cheeks were just poking out of the edges of her underwear and that perfect curve called to me as she walked away.

      I quickly poured a stiff bourbon and swallowed it. The burn was welcome and I waited for the buzz that I truly hoped would come. Alcohol didn’t really affect me as a vampire. Now that I was something else, I prayed that I could find some joy in one of my favorite past times.

      The warmth spread from my gut to the rest of my body, and even though it didn’t really affect me the way I had hoped, it did have a relaxing effect that I was grateful for.

      I snatched the bottle from the bar and carried it and the crystal glass back to my desk. I fell behind the chair and set the bottle beside the computer. A quick stretch of the neck and I was back at it. Studying the different hunters, researching their pasts, their abilities, and their records. Most were efficient at what they did. Some had problems in the field, but then, don’t we all? Not all hunts go as expected.

      I stared at the screen until my eyes felt like they were going to cross. For whatever reason, Laura kept popping back into my mind.

      I poured another glass of the amber fire water and leaned back in the chair. I closed my eyes and thought about her. I didn’t want to suddenly appear in her bedroom, but I wanted to know what she was doing.

      I could see her. It was as if I were floating in the corner of her room and I was shocked at how small the living space was. It was really little more than a converted pantry. Maybe a large closet.

      There was barely room for a bed. Her walls were adorned with photos and a small shelf was lined with books. Trinkets were scattered about and her pants hung over the back of the footboard. I stared at her, sleeping in a fetal position and I felt…something. I guess I felt bad that so much was expected of her and yet she was treated so poorly.

      I snapped back to my chair and sat up. This wasn’t right. There were six bedrooms in this house. Hell, the closet in any one of the rooms was bigger than what she had now.

      I marched up the stairs and looked in at the five bedrooms. Any of them would do well for her. Each had its own private bathroom. Ample closet space. What more could a young female want?

      I stepped back into the hallway and stared at the master. My mind went into overdrive. What message would it send her if I put her too close to my own room? What about too far away? Would she think that I wanted her if I put her next to my room? It’s not like I would actually sleep in the room, but no one knew that. Then, if I put her on the other end of the house, would she think that I thought of her as only “the help” and wanted her as far from me as possible?

      I was about to get caught in that endless, mindless, mental loop of second guessing everything when a thought popped into my head. The gears ground to a halt and the spinning out of control dissipated like raindrops in the ocean.

      “I’ll let her choose.”

      I smiled to myself as I made my way back down the stairs. I saw the sun rising through the kitchen window and I stood there a moment and took in the view. The yellowish orange colors danced as the sun made its way up over the horizon. I loved this time of day. I closed my eyes and felt the warmth creep over my skin. I couldn’t help but smile.

      It only took me a moment to snap back to reality. I didn’t want her to stir and catch me basking in the glow of the sun’s rays. I went to her room and knocked gently.

      “Sir?”

      I opened the door slightly. “Are you decent?”

      “Always.” She sat up in the bed and I poked my head in. “I was going to–" I played this as best I knew how. I looked around her “quarters.” “Is this where you stay?”

      She nodded as she wiped at her eyes. “You needed something?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that important.” I pushed the door open completely and realized, I couldn’t stand in her room. There’s simply wasn’t enough space. “This is unacceptable.”

      She perked up. “I’m sorry. I can clean this up and–"

      “No. I mean this room is unacceptable.” I squared my shoulders. “Are you my assistant or not?”

      She nodded emphatically. “Of course, sir.”

      “Good. Then stop calling me sir. My name is Sven. And then you can pack up all of this and choose a room upstairs. At least you won’t have to step outside to change your mind.”

      “Oh, sir, I couldn’t–"

      “You can. And you will.” I gave her a stern look. “You might be my assistant, but you’re not a bastard stepchild. You’ll not be sleeping under the stairs. There’s five extra rooms upstairs and I can’t use them all. Pick out one you like and get moved in. Feel free to decorate it however you like.”

      She nodded absently. “You needed something?”

      I gave her a confused look. “Huh?”

      “When you came here. You needed something?”

      I shrugged. “Whatever it was can wait.” I turned to leave. “I’ll be in the office. In case you…need me. Or anything.”

      I made my way back through the kitchen before she could catch me in the sunlight and actually felt kind of satisfied. I sat back at my desk and poured another bourbon. This might be a good gig after all.
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* * *

      “SIR, YOU HAVE a fax.” She held the paper out to me.

      “Sir doesn’t live here.” I looked up from the computer and gave her a sly grin. “Hi, I’m Sven.”

      She lowered her eyes and nodded. “Sorry sir. I mean…Sven. I’ll work on it.” She thrust the paper out to me and I studied it.

      I groaned as I stared at the Georgia address. “Who runs this area?” I was asking myself as I tried to pull up the hunters’ profiles on my computer.

      “That would be Marcus Wells. He’s been over the area for about twelve years now.” She stood at the end of my desk and tried not to stare.

      I sat back and studied her. “How long have you been an assistant to…whatever this is?”

      She gave me a shy smile. “I’ve been an analyst for the council for the past eight years. This position was just created and they thought I would be a perfect fit.”

      “This?” I waved my arms to include the house. “This was all yours before I came?”

      “Oh, no. No…not mine. There was a council member who lived here until about a year ago. I was his assistant. That’s why all of the windows have light blocking curtains and UV coatings. That way even if light comes through it’s not nearly as damaging.”

      I nodded. “So…who do you work for?”

      She gave me a confused look. “Sir? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do you work for me or do you work for the council?” I didn’t mean for it to sound as intimidating as it probably came across, but there was no uncrossing that bridge.

      “I work for you.” She eyed me cautiously. “And we both work for the council. Don’t we?”

      I leaned back in the chair and studied her. “And if I asked you to maintain a confidence? Something that the council would be very interested in, but I didn’t want them to know?”

      She shook her head slightly. “I don’t follow. Why would you not want the council informed?”

      I continued to stare at her. “For whatever reason.” I shrugged casually. “It doesn’t matter. Where do your loyalties lie?”

      Her mouth opened then closed. Twice. “I suppose…”

      “No. Don’t suppose. You’re either with me or you’re a company man. The two won’t always see eye to eye; they should have warned you about that. I just need to know if push comes to shove, are you with me or are you with them?”

      She swallowed hard and shook her head. “I suppose…I mean, I am your assistant. If you tell me to keep something private, then it’s private.”

      “No matter how important you might think it is?”

      She tried to read me and couldn’t. She finally stood tall and eyed me confidently. “I’m your assistant. If you tell me that something is private, then it’s private.”

      I scrutinized every inch of her as she stood there. She was unwavering. Confident. Something I hadn’t seen in her since we met. I’m not good at judgement calls when it comes to women, but my gut told me that she could be trusted.

      I guess I’d find out; I just hoped it wouldn’t be another lesson in faith.
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* * *

      “I’LL BE BACK by morning.” I slid the blades into my long coat and pulled it over my shoulders.

      “By morning?” She was confused. “Aren’t you going to Georgia?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “But how can you get there and back by morning?”

      I didn’t really answer her question. “Figure of speech. If the issue can be resolved quickly, I will be back before you realize I was gone. If not, I’ll call you.”

      She pointed to the fridge. “Do you need to feed before you leave?”

      I stared at the stainless steel monster and shook my head. “You can clean that out if you like.” I pulled the coat tighter around me. “I have my own source…one I’ve been using for a long time.”

      She blanched and nodded. “Of course. I’ll see to it.”

      I stepped outside and pulled the door shut. I watched her turn and walk back into the kitchen from a front window. I stepped under the camera where I knew I couldn’t be seen and closed my eyes.

      It was much more humid in Georgia and the buzz of mosquitoes was enough to make me grind my teeth. Thankfully, they didn’t care for vampire blood.

      But…I’m not just a vampire any more. I glanced about nervously hoping that the flying parasites didn’t decide to taste test me. I watched as a particularly nasty one, a striped bastard, landed on my forearm; big sucker…about the size of a pigeon with a heart needle in its face. It poised to plunge…yep. Didn’t care for the smell. I squashed it with my other hand, just before it could lift off. Left a little blood streak. So, angels have something in their blood that repeals the wee beasties. Lucky me.

      I pushed open the door to the Georgia field office and the man who instantly came to his feet stared at me with wide eyes. “Who dares…oh.” He stepped from behind the desk and approached slowly, both hands lifting into the air. “They said you might be coming but I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

      I pushed the door shut and had to look down on the much smaller man. “Hello,” I looked at the file, “Marcus. What is this supposed to mean?” I held the fax out to him.

      He groaned and pulled the paper from my hand. “Look, Mr. err, Mr. Sven. We have a bit of a problem here. It’s not my fault, okay?”

      “Care to explain?” I crossed my arms, doing my best to look intimidating, which, if I may say so, is pretty damned effective.

      “There’s this local biker gang. Apparently they caught one of our, well, yes, one of my, people feeding on a whore behind their bar. They had enough numbers to overpower our man and they ashed him, accidentally, as it were. Of course, they were just smart enough to put two and two together. Now they’re…”

      “Now they fancy themselves vampire hunters.”

      He nodded. “We’ve lost four so far.”

      “Mother of…. And your numbers aren’t large enough to stop them?”

      “Well, no. Yes, but they have at least thirty people in their gang; it’ll be problematic. There’s the local authorities…that many outlaws goes missing…well, you know. Then there’s,” he gave me sullen eyes, “well, they’ve coated their weapons in silver.”

      I nodded. “Where are they?”

      He went back to his desk and wrote down an address. “They pretty much live at this bar. Lately the only time they leave is to hunt us. Great sport, you know. Usually after midnight they ride out in twos and threes.”

      I glanced at the time and noted it was just a few hours past sunset. “They’d be there now?”

      “Yes, but–"

      “I’ll take care of this.” I pointed a finger at him. “Bring your people there at three. Bring shovels.”

      “But, sir…how can you…” I silenced him with a stare.

      “This is what I do, Marcus. Don’t make me sorry I came.” I reached for the knob and paused. “Once I’m done, you get control of your area. You don’t want me to have to come back.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course, I’ll–"

      I shut the door behind me, cutting off his reply.
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      THE BAR WAS everything you’d expect from a shit motorcycle gang none of the big ones would franchise. Barely a shack. Neon lights advertising every brand of swill these backwoods hicks might dare to swallow, which was approximately three. The thumping of roadhouse music pounded from every seam and crack. The gravel lot was papered with cigarette butts and the stench of smoke oozed from the wood itself.

      I glanced at the moon and shook my head. I really wished I could catch these mouth breathers during the day while they were sleeping off their drinking binges, but I didn’t dare allow them even one more night to hunt any more vampires. I walked up to the beaten double doors of the bar and stared back at the line of motorcycles parked out front.

      I smiled to myself as a hateful thought popped into my head. The only thing bikers loved more than their bikes was their own hides; and with some it was a tie.

      I picked up the closest iron horse and used it like a metal bat. I swung at the remaining bikes and laughed at the crunch of metal on metal. Custom hogs and want ad choppers…didn’t matter. Pieces flew into the darkness as I pounded each bike with the giant metal hammer. I kept glancing at the door of the bar expecting some leather clad hairball to come screaming out at me wielding a Walmart hunting knife for hurting his ride. I guess the music was too loud.

      I continued to beat the bikes into submission and when nobody came rushing out to greet me, I picked up the closest bike and hurled it through the greasy window.

      I walked across the dirt road and leaned against a tree. It didn’t take long for the shock to wear off and the front door to explode. Creatures that were shaped like men but smelled like swine poured out of the door and some fell to their knees as they took in the carnage.

      “Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.” I stepped from the shadows and into the moonlight. “I was just standing here, minding my own business, when these cursed machines got into an argument. This one’s prettier; this one’s faster; this one’s old lady’s got bigger….I tell ya, boys, the next thing I knew, they were attacking each other and…well, it got ugly fast.” I flashed my most brilliant smile.

      The largest of the leather wrapped grease balls stared at me with such hatred that if the look had missed me and hit a tree, it would surely have caught fire. He stepped out into the road. “You’re gonna pay for this, vamper!”

      I stepped forward. “Oh, I’m no vamper.” I spread my arms wide and continued smiling. “I’m a messenger of god.”

      “You’re fixin’ to meet your dear and fluffy lord sooner than you think.” He marched toward me, and a few of his cohorts fell into step behind him.

      He took a swing and I felt the bones of his hand crunch when he made contact with my chin. He cursed and cupped his ruined hand with the other. “I told you. I’m not a vampire.”

      He turned to those behind him. “Cut this motherfucker!”

      I saw the glint of polished blades in the moonlight and the scent of silver was strong on the still air. I actually sighed as I stepped forward. “Let’s dance ladies.”

      I pulled my angel blades from their scabbards and felt them vibrate with anticipation in my hands; I’ll admit, I did feel a bit…avenging. The first few who attacked dove at me like idiots. I easily side stepped their feeble trajectory, slicing them in half with the golden blades as they soared past.

      More men poured from the bar and they began to try to circle me. Those closest to me waved their silver blades and tried to intimidate me. Obviously they had no idea it wasn’t working. They came at me like madmen. Blades sliced through the air and men tried to strike, kick or tackle me. They moved so slowly that even without the angel juice running through my veins, I’m sure I could have easily avoided their attempts. My golden blades went to work on those closest to me. Body parts rolled away and blood poured in the streets.

      A gunshot echoed in the night air and I turned to see a small framed man holding a very large revolver, smoke still rising from the barrel. If he had actually hit me, I didn’t feel it. I quickly pulled my automatic from the shoulder holster and placed two in his chest before turning my attention back to the other men. If they were going to come at me with blades, then I would gladly introduce them to the afterlife with a blade of my own. But I will not be accused of bringing a knife to a gun fight.

      The dance didn’t last long. Each man stupid enough to engage me soon found himself dancing with Death, and she is a unforgiving bitch.

      I stood looking over the battleground. I couldn’t be certain that all of them had been sent to Valhalla, or wherever they’d been planning, but I didn’t see any slip away from the fray and I could hear no footsteps running in the darkness. I turned slowly, taking in the carnage, when a grunt sounded behind me and something bit sharply into my thigh.

      “Take that you son of a–"

      I turned to find the first attacker attached to my leg by his blade, the bone handle still in his grasp. When I grasped his hand, his eyes rounded with surprise and he stared at me, his mouth refusing to form the words that his mind was racing to ask.

      I crushed the bones before dismembering the entire offending arm and flinging it away from me. I wrapped my hand around the knife and pulled it from my thigh.

      Fuck, that hurt. “I told you. I’m no vampire,” I said to the weeping bad ass on the ground at my feet. I tossed the blade aside and watched as the man tried to crawl away over the broken bodies of his cohorts.

      “W-what are you, man?” He began to cry as he realized that his minutes were numbered.

      I grabbed him by the shirt and lifted his blood soaked form up to meet my eyes. “I’m the devil.”

      I stared into his eyes as my hands grasped either side of his head. It crushed like a grape in my grip and I dropped him to the ground with his clubmates. I stepped over the body parts littering my path and went back to my tree. It wasn’t long before Marcus arrived with cars following closely behind.

      I stepped from the shadows and nodded to the pieces scattered across the way. “Are these all of them?”

      Marcus stared wide eyed and nodded. “I…I think so. If there are any stragglers, we’ll…we’ll take care of them…sir.”

      I stepped past him and muttered, “Perhaps you should consider investing in some guns.”

      He shot me a surprised look and it hit me that the thought had never dawned on him. “You may be at the top of the food chain, but if the prey starts fighting back with silver, an up close and personal scuffle’s not going to end well. You need to be able to put distance between you.” I nodded to the man near the door with the two bullet holes in his chest. “Never feel that modern weapons are beneath you. It may be the only thing keeping you alive.”

      I walked away and into the surrounding woods, considering the case closed. I bled into the shadows and when I knew I was clear, I transported myself home.

      I walked along the narrow paved driveway and onto the entry. As soon as I stepped inside, Laura turned, her eyes wide. “You’re back alre–" She stopped short and she stared at my blood soaked clothes. “What happened?”

      “I took care of the problem.” I stepped farther inside and glanced to the floor. The tile was covered in blood and I didn’t dare get it on the carpet…hey, I might as well enjoy the highlife; I knew it wouldn’t last. I looked up at her and shrugged. “I’ll uh…undress out here.”

      I stepped back out through the door and stripped in the grass, in full view of the cameras. Did some spectacular posing. Then I stepped into a “dead zone” where I felt confident I wasn’t in their view. I opened my eyes and was in the shower.

      The hot water felt good against my skin and I rested my shaved head against the cold tile of the wall while the water beat on my body. It wasn’t so much that I was sore or even hurt. Hell, the knife wound in my thigh healed almost immediately once the blade was removed.

      I was just drained. Mentally. I needed to rest my mind. Recharge my chi battery or something.

      The door to the bathroom opened and Laura stepped inside. “I didn’t hear you come back in.” She paused, possibly waiting for a response. “I picked you up some clothes today. They’re hanging in the closet. I had to guess at the sizes but I think they’re probably close.”

      “I’m sure they’re fine.” I spun around and let the water spray my face. I looked down and saw the blood swirling down the drain.

      I turned my head slightly and watched her walk out of the bathroom. “Thank you.”

      She paused and muttered, “You’re welcome,” then disappeared through the closet and I let the steamy water run.
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* * *

      I PULLED THE blue jeans from the hanger and looked at them. I’d had canvas pants before, but never denim. They seemed too…utilitarian. And these looked like they had been worn before. The material was soft and faded. I pulled the tag from them and read it. “Stone washed.” I raised a brow. I didn’t think anybody actually washed clothes with stones these days. I thought everybody used machines. Cool. Like I always said, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

      I slipped the pants on and they were actually comfortable. Now I knew why so many people preferred them.

      I grabbed a t-shirt from the stack and pulled it on. It was a bit tight on my frame, but it worked. I stepped back and looked at my reflection. Other than the ancient tattoos, I could probably pass for anybody from this century, in fact, even with the tattoos–and the shaved head. At least I didn’t look like a blonde yeti any more.

      I stepped from the bedroom and made my way down the hall. I found her door ajar and knocked lightly. She had chosen a room halfway down the hall. I would have to consider those ramifications later. “You get settled in okay?”

      The door pushed open slightly when I knocked and I could see her things scattered about. I guess she wasn’t sloppy just because her room was so small after all. She suddenly appeared in the doorway and gave me a halfhearted smile. “I’m still finding places for my stuff, but yeah. Thanks.”

      Her smile faded and she gave me a worried look. “Sir, how did you get to Georgia, take care of business and then return? All in one night?”

      I tried to think of a reasonable lie. “I flew.”

      “Covered in blood?” She raised a brow at me.

      “Private plane?”

      “The blood was still wet and dripping from you.” She crossed her arms and stared at me, her foot tapped impatiently.

      I took a deep breath then nodded at her. “Remember when I asked whose side you were on?”

      She nodded. “Of course I do.”

      “Then trust me when I say, it’s none of your damned business.” I turned and walked away.

      There’s one inner voice that scolds and makes you question things and it was screaming at me. I shouldn’t have been so short with her. I should have just told her, trusted her; she’s my assistant, for gods’ sakes.

      The pig headed voice in my head, the one that makes people dislike you but keeps you alive was telling me that I was in the right and that the weenie voice should shut the fuck up about it, we knew what we were doing.

      I did my best to shut them both up. I tried assuming the lotus position but the voices wouldn’t be quieted. After what seemed like a very long time, I stood and went to the bed. I lay down on the mattress and felt it melt around me. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the small wooden turtle totem in my mind, forcing myself to ignore the voices. It wasn’t long before I enjoyed the silence that only a deep meditation can bring.

      I awoke hours later to the smell of coffee in the air.
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* * *

      I SAT ON the edge of the bed and stared out the window. The sun was obviously up, the blinds were glowing around the edges, and the aroma of coffee was calling to me. I smiled to myself. The smell of coffee had my mouth watering; I have to believe that was some kind of improvement.

      I stretched and yawned and glanced at my image in the mirror. “I slept.” The stupid grin on my face broadened and I stood up and scratched.

      For the first time in forever, I slept. And it felt good. I had no idea what was different or how I was able to do it, but I felt like a new person. My mind was quiet and I felt refreshed. Even my meditation hadn’t produced so much contentment. I hadn’t felt like this in a very long time.

      I made my way downstairs and found Laura sitting at the island, sifting through a short stack of papers. I opened a cabinet and pulled a mug down. I stared out at the woods behind the house and enjoyed the view as I poured a cup of the black nectar.

      I sat down beside her and sipped at the coffee. “Good morning.”

      “If you say so, sir.” She didn’t look up.

      I knew that tone. I’d heard it enough times in the past to know that I’d crossed a line. I sipped the coffee and savored the flavor. It gave me a brief reprieve from the chastising my own conscience was about to give me for being so short with her the night before.

      “Look, about last night…”

      She looked up at me and raised a brow. “Last night?” She dropped the paper she bad been reading and gave me a tight lipped stare. “You mean when you yelled at me, two nights ago?”

      I stared at her and realized my mouth was hanging open. “Two nights?”

      She nodded, “Mm-hmm,” she hummed through her clenched mouth.

      “I’ve been asleep for two nights? Not a few hours?”

      Her face scrunched up and she shook her head. “You past out and slept for a solid fifty hours.”

      I leaned back in my chair and stared at the coffee maker. “Wow.”

      “Yeah wow. I was beginning to get worried and was about to call someone from the head office but then I remembered…it’s none of my god damned business.”

      She turned her attention back to the paperwork she had been reading, probably all morning, and gave me a cold shoulder. I suppose I had that coming. After all, I had been a bit of a dick when I returned from Georgia.

      I swallowed the rest of the coffee and looked around the kitchen. “I don’t suppose there's any leftovers from breakfast is there? I’m starving.”

      “I threw out all of the blood when you told me to.” She chewed at the end of her pen as she continued going over the papers.

      I was actually craving bacon. I had smelled the smoked salt pork so many times over the centuries but never could stomach it. Could I really be craving it?

      I went to the fridge and opened it. There were a few small take-out items in there, but nothing in the way of leftovers. “Do we have any bacon?”

      She pointed to the freezer. I pulled the door open and sure enough. I pulled the package out and tapped it against the counter. “Um…how do I…”

      She huffed and pushed her stool away. “Do you really want me to cook this?” She pulled the package from my hand and I shrugged.

      “It sounds good.”

      She gave me that duh look. “You’re a vampire.” She waved the package under my nose. “And you want bacon?”

      I sighed and closed my eyes. When I opened them, she was still standing there with the same look. Except she looked beautiful in her anger.

      I opened my mouth but the words wouldn’t come out. She shrugged at me. “Well?”

      I ground my teeth. Fine. “You’re my assistant, right?”

      “We’ve already established that.” Her tone was short and I reckon she had every right to feel hurt, but to show weakness now would definitely give her a forever edge.

      “Good. You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth.” I grabbed her by the arm. I was careful to be firm but not too rough. I didn’t want to break her.

      I dragged her through the common areas and pulled the door open. She tugged back, trying to pull me from the glass storm door. “No! Only the windows have UV filters. You can’t–"

      I pulled her outside and stood with her in the sun. She stared at me wide eyed and I know she was expecting me to burst into flames at any moment. I gave her a smile then turned a slow circle.

      “But…how? I…I thought you were a vampire.”

      I leaned in close and whispered. “I was. Now I’m much, much more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      “JEEZUS! YOU COULD have warned me.” She flopped into the chair opposite me and crossed her arms in a huff.

      I sat down carefully across from her and gave her the softest look I could muster. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t know if I could truly trust you.” She shot me a dirty look and I held my hands up in defense. “I’ve had some really shitty luck with beautiful women in the past.”

      She smiled for a microsecond, “Beautiful?” Then she pursed her lips and her brows knit hard. “I’m not like everybody else, you know.” She spun on me and shoved a finger in my face. “You think I tell every guy I just met that I’m a Were?”

      I raised a brow at her. “You thought I was a vampire.”

      “So?” She continued to glare at me and I gave her a soft smile. She didn’t cave. If anything, she doubled down on her resolution to remain angry.

      I sighed and leaned back in the chair. “I needed to be sure you were truly with me.” I pointed to the ceiling. “There are cameras all over this place. I just risked everything by telling you. I’m sure that once the council reviews the footage that they’ll know I’m a daywalker.”

      She gave me a duh look. “The council doesn’t give two shits about what goes on here. Those cameras are linked directly to your computer. They’re for your own security. Nothing else.”

      I raised a brow. “Are you certain?”

      “Of course I’m certain. The previous council member had them put in. They go to his computer directly. He damned sure didn’t want the council knowing what he did here in private. Trust me on that.”

      My mind went to a very dark and frightening place. I think I must have broadcast my fears because she quickly added, “His eating habits. That’s all. They wouldn’t exactly approve.” She glanced away quickly. “He never tried anything with me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She shook her head. “He preferred…young men.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “The younger, the better.”

      I instinctively reached out and patted her hand. I half expected her to pull away but she didn’t. She brought her other hand up and held mine in her grip. She turned surprised eyes to mine. “You’re warm.”

      “That’s the second time I’ve heard that recently.”

      “No, really.” She pulled my hand up and pressed the palm to her cheek. I felt my face flush and she gave me a surprised smile. “You’re like, really warm.”

      I pulled away, embarrassed by my own reaction. I sat back and crossed my legs. “Like I said, you’re the second person to say that.”

      She hopped from the stool and pressed her face to my chest; she was childlike, but in a good, legal-type way. She jumped back excitedly. “You have a heartbeat!”

      I nodded. “I noticed that, too.”

      “You’re not a vampire.” She took a half step back, studying me.

      “Not anymore.” I glanced to the freezer. “Apparently. What I am remains to be seen.”

      She shook her head. “How?”

      I inhaled deeply, unsure how to explain. “How about I tell you while you whip up that bacon?” I gave her a weak smile.

      “You seriously want food?”

      I nodded. “For the first time in months, yeah. I’m hungry. And bacon just sounds good.”

      “Fine.” She stood, grabbed an apron from the grill area, and tied it around her middle; the laces went around twice. “I’ll cook. You talk.”
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* * *

      I NEVER WOULD have believed that smoked and salted pork could taste so damned good. I mean…this must be ambrosia. It must be. If there isn’t bacon in Valhalla, send me to the carpenter’s heaven instead. Wherever there is bacon, that’s where my spirit wants to rest.

      “So seriously? You ate an angel?”

      I shrugged. “Only one bite. But I did drain him first. I’m not sure which gave me the goods.”

      “And you can just ‘poof’ from place to place?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know if it’s a real ‘poof’ or not, but yeah. I just think it and I’m there.”

      She smiled and I loved how her dimples deepened. “Show me.”

      I thought about standing behind her and I was instantly there. I touched her shoulder and she yelped when she jumped.

      “Oh my god that’s creepy.” She shivered slightly and gave me an uneasy smile. “I mean, one second you’re there, then…yeah. Poof! You’re here.”

      “Comes in handy for fighting, too.” I sat back down and grabbed another handful of the bacon. “We’re going to need lots more of this stuff.”

      She nodded. “I’ll put it on my list.” She took a sip of her coffee and her eyes widened. “But, you said before that food made you sick? Then you had no appetite?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much.” I held a hand up. “Well, after the Nephilim, I could eat a rare steak from time to time, but if I ate it too quickly, it made me sick.”

      “But now you’re scarfing down handfuls of bacon and drinking coffee and…nothing?”

      I shrugged again. “No idea why, either.”

      Her face suddenly turned concerned. “What if the angel power is wearing off?” I gave her a puzzled stare and she held a hand up. “Stay with me here. This is just a thought, but…what if…I mean, okay. You eat the angel and suddenly you aren’t hungry, you don’t need sleep, you can zap to wherever you think of. Only now…you’re hungry, you slept for two freaking days straight and…” she trailed off, her mind working through it all. “Anything else changed?”

      I shrugged. “Not that I know of. I can still transport at will. I still have the same strength, as far as I can tell.” I didn’t want to mention that I could “see” things by just thinking about it. If she knew I had watched her sleeping she might freak out.

      She still looked concerned. “What if it is wearing off?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not a huge deal. I lived for centuries without these abilities. I can survive just fine if they fade.”

      She tapped at her chin with her finger. “How long did the effects of the Nephilim last?”

      “As far as I know, I still have them. I’m fine in daylight, I’m faster and I was a bit stronger even before the angel juice. As far as I know, nothing has faded.”

      She suddenly stood and untied the apron. “I say we don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. If the powers stay, they stay. If they fade, then we’ll deal with it; let’s just hope it’s not in the middle of a biker brawl.”

      “I still say good riddance.” I pushed the plate away and licked the grease from my fingers. “We definitely need more of that.”

      She grinned at me as she picked the plate up and placed it in the sink. “Trust me, I’ll get you plenty.” She turned away and commented softly, “As long as you can still eat it.”

      “I’ll find a way.”
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* * *

      I TRIED TO transport myself to the mountain retreat. I wanted to share what was happening with the master. I have no idea where I actually ended up, but it definitely was not the master’s stone temple. I found myself teetering along the edge of an ocean side cliff and had to wave my arms to keep my balance. The rocks below looked jagged and quite painful.

      As I felt my momentum try to carry me over the edge, I focused on home and reappeared in my office. I’ll admit that my heart was pounding and my throat had gone dry. Something was wrong.

      I must have looked quite the mess when Laura stepped in. She took one look at me and inundated me with questions. It took me a moment to get her calm, then I explained what happened.

      “Has that ever happened before?”

      “No. But keep in mind, I haven’t exactly been doing this for a long time. I guess there might still be a learning curve.”

      She wasn’t convinced. “This is exactly what I’m talking about.” She gave me that look. “Your new abilities are expiring.”

      I took her by the arms and gave her my best solemn stare. “If they are, then they are. I’ll be fine.”

      She shook her head. “And what if you get stuck half a world away?”

      I opened my mouth to argue but quickly shut it. That was a good point. I had no idea what I’d do then; I mean, I had almost plunged to a rocky death moments ago. “I guess we’ll burn that bridge after we cross it.”

      She would have none of it. “Stay here. Don’t try to poof anywhere until I get back.”

      She turned and made a dash for the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m just going to run a few errands. I’ll be back soon.” She slammed the door then immediately opened it again. “I’ll get bacon while I’m out.” Her smile struck me like a blow to the chest. It was fleeting and it was only a glimpse, but…well, best not to dwell on it. It was just a smile.
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* * *

      “IT LOOKS LIKE a watch but it has GPS built in. I’ll be able to track you down anywhere in the world.” I watched her wrap the black band around my wrist and try to buckle it. It barely fit.

      “Are you sure this is necessary? I feel…tagged.” I tried to pry a bit of play into it, but it was as loose as it was going to get. Sometimes being large sucked.

      “You want to poof to Antarctica and have to walk home?” She gave me that look. The one reserved for mothers with naughty children and lovers who said the wrong thing at the wrong time. I wondered which she considered me.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Not really.” I glanced at the ugly monstrosity and noted that the time was printed in large letters. I’d seen clocks like this on walls before. Now I was wearing one. Joy.

      She grabbed the papers that came with it and sat down at the computer. She typed on the keyboard and I tried to watch what she was doing.

      “I have to register it with the website. I’ll be able to track your location, your vitals, everything.”

      I got an uneasy feeling. “Everything?”

      She nodded. “Heartrate, O2 levels, calories burned, all that good stuff.”

      I nodded, not really sure what she was saying. “It can’t tell you anything else, can it?”

      “A few biometrics, your fitness levels…most importantly, your location. What else do we need?”

      I nodded. As long as the damned thing didn’t tell you what I was thinking, we should be good. “I guess that’s all of the important stuff.”

      I rubbed at the rubber band again and wished it wasn’t so tight. “How long do I have to wear this?”

      She gave me that dimpled smile again and I really didn’t hear what she said. I’d like to say that I tried, though.

      “Until you get a grip on your poofing or lose it all together.” She shrugged. “If you’re lucky, it won’t be long at all.”

      “Great. I’ve been lojacked.”

      She patted my arm. “It’s for your own good.”

      “Mother used to say that when she’d give me her healing elixir. It tasted like the inside of an old shoe.”

      She flashed that smile again. “And you know what an old shoe tastes like because…?”

      “Because that was what mother used to mix it in.”
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* * *

      WE SPENT THE day catching up on paperwork and playfully teasing each other. I enjoyed suddenly appearing behind her and giving her a start. I’d play it off as if I were bringing her something important but I soon ran out of things to pawn off on her to do. It didn’t stop her from constantly looking over her shoulder.

      It may have been a simple pleasure, but it was exactly the kind of light hearted activity I needed to unwind. Her nerves on the other hand…

      The day was uneventful and we spent the evening testing new foods. It was almost like being human again, eating until I was satisfied, and then continuing to eat just because it tasted good.

      I determined that mankind had come a long way in cuisine over the past few centuries, but their ability to make beer had declined. The pale yellow brews they offered to the masses left much to be desired. What I wouldn’t have given for a stout ale or mead to wash down the smorgasbord Laura had prepared.

      I enjoyed watching her flit about the kitchen brushing her soft, black hair behind her ears to keep it away from the food. She wore a tight tee shirt with a group of musicians across the front that could have passed for Vikings. Ahh, the fashion in young women to forego their foundation undergarments…the skirt beneath was full and, well, very short.

      The night was fair and we were outside, the firepit blazing, the grill hot. Like a predatory cat, she was playful and alive in the twilight, spinning from the oven to rotate the spit, flying to the kitchen for another pitcher of pilsner; she laughed for no apparent reason. Her joy was genuine and heartfelt. She had an enthusiastic energy about her that was becoming contagious. She smiled right at me; there was no hidden agenda, no manipulative charm. Her eyes were wide and a golden hazel color, very feline indeed; they were mesmerizing. I didn’t even mind when she rubbed her hand across the stubble of my head and told me that I’d look better with hair. I couldn’t argue with her. Every time I saw my reflection, I thought I was looking at my father. No man wants to see that.

      She capped the evening off with strawberries and dipping sauces. I had never understood people’s obsession with chocolate, but once she dipped that swollen red berry into the dark, melted decadence, I understood completely. There were no words; something about that creamy, bittersweet concoction made me…happy.

      She playfully tossed a berry at me when I refused to eat any more. I was so full that I truly thought I might split at the seams. I tried halfheartedly to block her throw but she connected with my ear. I, in turn, threw a berry back and the war was on. She grabbed handfuls of the uneaten foods and threw them with gusto.

      I was scooping her mess up and giving it back to her at high velocity. I only aimed to hit her a few times and before long, the kitchen was destroyed, dripping in every dish she had offered.

      We sat on the smooth, flagstone floor, laughing at each other and the mess we had made. She gave me a look that was hard to describe and for a moment I thought I had broken some unwritten rule.

      “I just realized…I’m the one who has to clean this up.”

      I gave her a soft elbow. “Don’t worry. I have an assistant who can help you.”

      That got me a punch to the arm.

      Did I mention that Weres are much stronger than they appear? I think she gave me a blood clot. I played it off like it didn’t hurt, but I really wanted to rub it. Instead, I patted her knee and told her that surely she could find a cleaning service that could take care of it for her.

      I watched her talk, not hearing a word she said. She looked absolutely beautiful sitting on the ground, food stuck in her hair, chocolate dripping from her cheek. I leaned closer, not realizing what I was doing. I caught myself before it was too late. I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting the dark brown liquid. I quickly licked my finger clean and gave her a cheesy grin.

      She had watched me and I think she knew what my original intent was. She sat upright and cleared her throat. I knew something bad was about to happen.

      “I, uh…should probably get started cleaning this.” She tried to get to her feet and slipped. I caught her by the waist and held her upright. Before she could say anything, I righted her and got to my feet.

      “You take a shower. I’ll start scraping the larger chunks up until you’re done.” I avoided her gaze and took in the mess. “Between the two of us, we’ll have this knocked out in no time. The birds can finish up whatever we miss.”

      I turned my back to her, afraid of what she really wanted to say. Instead, I heard a soft, “Thanks.”

      I listened to her disappear and I was left with some vividly carnal imagery in my head and the first mess that we created.
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      IT REALLY DIDN’T take long to clean the kitchen. I was finishing when she returned, her robe pulled tight and her hair in a towel. She looked around the battlefield and gave me an approving nod. “Not bad for a savage.”

      The smirk she wore said more than her words.

      I dropped the towel into the sink and planted my hands on my hips, proud of the job. I caught the sound of a ‘plop’ at my feet and noted the goo that had fallen from me and onto my clean floor.

      “Son of a…” I grabbed the towel to wipe it up but she was quicker.

      “Go. Clean up. I can take care of whatever you track out of here…maybe take your shoes off before you go in.”

      It was my turn to give her a smirk. I snapped my fingers and poofed into the bathroom. I quickly shucked my clothes and stepped into the glass-walled shower.

      I let the hot water beat against my skin, wishing it could wash away the desires that always seemed to swell within and ruin what otherwise could have been a perfect day.

      Once I scrubbed the food from my body I stepped out and wiped the foggy mirror. My hair was starting to grow back and I welcomed it. I ran my hand across the top of my head and made a mental note not to allow it to get so long and unruly. Maybe I’d even visit one of the human groomers once it had grown out more.

      I quickly shaved and dressed. I had to admit, the clothes she had found for me were more to my taste. Rugged, but nice. Comfortable, yet modern. Well, modern-ish. Compared to most men I’d observed, these clothes would probably be considered backward. I wasn’t sure what flannel was, but I loved it. Soft and warm, durable, lightweight, colorful, yet stylish. What more could a man ask for?

      I laced the boots she got me and stepped out of my closet ready to return to the office and perform my duties. I turned for the door when it suddenly burst open and Laura strode in. She was still in her robe, but the towel around her hair was gone.

      “This just came in.”

      I was proud of myself for not allowing my eyes to wander to her partially opened robe. The rounds of her breasts were visible and I was certain that with little effort I could see more. Instead, I fought the urge and took the paper from her hand.

      I glanced at the report then scanned it. Apparently the local administrator was having problems with a curious human investigator. He was high profile and well connected, so removing him wasn’t sanctioned.

      “I’ll take care of this.” I reached for my long coat and slipped it on. Ensuring that my weapons were all still in place I turned to her. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I left her standing in my bedroom and wished that I hadn’t. I wished that I had pulled her close and kissed her goodbye. I wished…too many things. None of them could end well.
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* * *

      I APPEARED AT the industrial warehouse where the local administrator was supposed to be set up. The place appeared abandoned and empty. I walked in a slow circle, my eyes scanning the darkened shadows. Not even a rat. Something smelled off.

      I can’t explain what happened next. I was standing alone in the warehouse when the two angels that had removed Grigori’s body suddenly appeared. I barely had time to react before they each seemingly plunged a hand into my chest and dragged what felt like my lungs out.

      I stumbled and fell to my knees, feeling the bones crunch under the strain against the concrete floor. I sucked hard for breath and looked up at the two blonde haired men. For a moment I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me…there were three. They weren’t exactly identical, but again, close enough in appearance that they could all have been brothers.

      I finally filled my lungs and sat upright, my head swimming. “What the hell did you do to me?”

      One of them cocked his head to the side and stared at me. “We have removed our brethren.”

      My stomach lurched and I felt so nauseated that my mouth began watering almost instantly. I leaned forward and spewed everything from my stomach violently. I honestly expected blood to be mixed in with what splattered the ground before me. It was vile and acidic and I nearly choked trying to suck in air at the same time I expelled the entire contents of my stomach

      I fell to the side and rolled to my back, away from the spew. “What…the…What have you done?”

      One blue eyed son of a bitch leaned over my prone form and smiled. “I have already explained. We removed our brethren.” He glanced at the spew near my feet. “I don’t think the parting agreed with you.”

      I rolled to my side and came back to my knees, not quite ready to regain my feet. I glared at the bastards and knew that in my current state, I was in no condition to fight all three. I thought of home, willing myself fervently away from this place.

      Nothing happened. I fought the shock and glanced around the room. They weren’t advancing on me, but I knew in my bones that this had been a trap. I closed my eyes and focused everything I had on home.

      Still nothing. I exhaled the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and waved my hand at the trio, praying that they had a little squirrel in them.

      Again, nothing.

      “You’re wasting your time, Northman. You aren’t going anywhere.”

      I spun and my eyes bulged. I stared at this huge greyish-blue being that stepped out of a mist and into the warehouse. He was easily twice my height and his voice boomed.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      I forced myself to my feet and it took every ounce of my energy to act unfazed by what had happened. I squared my shoulders and slapped at the nonexistent dust on my coat. The giant blue being slowly circled me, the trio of towheads slowly inching back and into the shadows.

      “Who else could I be?” He turned and glared at me with the most brilliant of blue eyes. I felt cold radiating from him and my mind raced trying to remember any angels that I had studied that might possibly match his description.

      “Let me guess. Michael? Gabriel?” I strained my neck looking up at him as he closed the gap between us. “Surely you’re an archangel.”

      He spat at me. “I’m no angel, Northman. I’m a god.”

      I could feel my energy slowly returning but I knew there was no way I could overtake this one in my current state. I seriously doubted I could even make an escape. I had to buy time.

      “A god?” I snorted. “Right.”

      His eyes flared and it was like staring into the headlights of an oncoming truck. The backhand that connected with me felt like it had been an oncoming truck.

      I slid across the smooth, concrete floor and came to rest near a support column. I used my arm against the concrete to come to my feet and stretched my neck. This time, when I slapped at my coat, the dust wasn’t nonexistent.

      “Nice.” I glared at him. “You hit like a girl.”

      I reached into my coat and felt the familiar handle of my angel blade. I didn’t pull it out just yet though. I watched as the “god” made his way toward me.

      “I felt your bones crunch when I struck you.” He smiled at me and I swear, frost blew from his mouth as he laughed. “That must have hurt.”

      I knew who this son of a bitch was now. “Loki.”

      “Ah, you can be taught.” He stopped and glared at me. “You almost killed me, Northman. I came to return the favor.”

      I hiked a brow at him. “Oh? You gonna ‘almost kill’ me now?”

      “I’m going to finish the job.” He stepped closer, then paused. A quick glance over his shoulder and I heard him curse. “Stupid feathered cowards.”

      “Aww, did your little angel friends abandon you?” I stepped forward and my anger fueled my recovery.

      “Unsavory peasants.” He spun and glared at me again. “No matter. I don’t need them any longer.”

      “Why would they assist you, Loki? You don’t exactly get along with their kind.” I gripped the handle tighter and felt it vibrate with anticipation.

      “They were hired to do a job.” He chuckled and it made the hair on my neck rise. Well…okay, it gave me goosebumps where the hair once was. You know what I mean.

      “Bait me into your trap?”

      He laughed this time. A long and hearty laugh. It was unsettling.

      “Of course not, you dolt. They filled you with confidence and courage based on false abilities.” He waved his arms wide. “Did you really think that by draining their brother you would suddenly have the powers of a god? Hell, did you think you might even somehow become an angel? The very definition is beyond you.”

      I pulled the sword and swung it in a long arc. “The thought crossed my mind.”

      He laughed again and I could hear the windows shaking in their panes. “All a ruse, silly boy. You did a bit of remote viewing. A bit of mind reading. A few transports at the speed of thought?” Again with the laugh. “I planned it all!”

      I groaned inwardly but outwardly a growl formed low in my throat. “I nearly killed you without those powers. I can do it again.

      This time the laughter sounded forced. But if it gave him bravado, who was I to argue? The longer I put off the fight that was about to come, the longer I breathed and the more time I had to repair the effects of being possessed by one of the Swedish angelic assholes.

      “You almost killed me because I was trapped in a human meat suit.” He spread his arms wide, displaying the width of his reach. “Now I’m in my natural form. I am a frost giant; you don’t stand a chance.”

      I spun the blade again and felt it vibrate in my hand. If the weapon could kill a god in human form, surely it could at least dissuade this one in his true form.

      I hoped.

      “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” I spun the blade again and stepped forward. “This time your brother won’t be able to save you from my wrath, trickster.”

      “My brother?!” He took a half step back and glared at me. “Surely you don’t believe that I need the help of an Asgardian? You’re little more than human.” He grinned and bent lower, showing me his evil face. “I eat humans for snacks, little man.”

      “Then you can feast on me!” I launched myself, bringing the sword high in an upward arc, hoping to cleave his ugly face from his neck. But as my blade sliced where his face had been, it met no resistance. He had poofed elsewhere. I landed close to where he had been standing and the air felt considerably colder than the few feet away where I’d launched my attack.

      I spun, my eyes searching the gloom for him. Something big and solid contacted my back and sent me flying across the empty warehouse again. I tucked and rolled and came up with my feet beneath me, my sword up and glowing in the dim light.

      I stood in the ready position and felt my vertebrae knitting back together. I had the most intense craving for blood at the moment and knew…it had been the effects of angelic possession that had stifled my my craving for blood; I was all about the O-positive now; my desire was overwhelming. My stomach was an angry black pit. I hate to admit it, but at that single moment, I almost missed being possessed by the bastard. Maybe they were good for something after all.

      Loki appeared before me again and swung his mighty arm. I’m not sure if I had retained some increased speed or sharpened awareness from eating Grigori, but his swing seemed slow and labored. I easily ducked his attack and rolled to his side, bringing my blade up and across, slicing his midsection.

      Loki screamed and grabbed at his side. In his anger his shot his leg out and connected. I now knew what had struck me in the back because it felt like a wrecking ball had hit me. I wasn’t able to roll and recover from this shot. I slid across the concrete again and had to forcibly suck air back into my body. I dragged myself up and to my feet.

      I turned and saw Loki, staring at the deep red blood that dripped from his hand. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it had hurt him. And if there’s one thing I was certain of, if something can bleed, it can be killed.

      I gripped my sword and came back to my feet. I squared my shoulders and reached for the short blade. It vibrated in my other hand as I stalked toward the frost giant once more.

      “Time to die, trickster.” I launched myself again and he swung, intent on knocking me from the air. I ducked and spun in the air. I struck his upper arm and continued to roll up and to his shoulder. I struck as hard as I could and buried the short blade to the hilt in his upper back.

      As I continued to roll over him, I swung out with the sword and attempted to remove his head. I missed and the swinging motion took me off balance. I landed ungracefully behind him and had to use the sword to push up from the ground and get my feet back under me.

      Meanwhile, the window shattering shriek that Loki let loose nearly blew out my eardrums. He spun in place, his long arms trying to reach behind him to remove the vibrating blade as it continued to try and sink deeper into his muscle.

      He reached an arm over his shoulder, and using his other hand, pushed until a sickening crack was heard. I would guess that he had dislocated his own shoulder in an attempt to grasp the offending blade. It was only when his fingertips gripped the hilt that I noticed the smoke rising from his blue skin.

      I smiled to myself and launched again. I sprung with all the speed my legs could give me, but instead of jumping upward toward his face, I slid across the smooth concrete and sliced at the tendon on his heel.

      I missed but cut a smooth and deep wound in his calf. He fell to his knee and screamed again, cursing me as he threw the angel blade right at me. I jumped, but the damned thing sliced through my long coat, essentially shredding the tail into ribbons. I rolled forward, away from the strike, and came back to my feet, the sword up in a defensive posture.

      “Have you made peace with your maker, trickster? The time is nigh.” I gave him my best sneer and could read from his face that even he recognized his own mortality.

      I launched but he was able to raise his boot just enough to knock the sword from my hand. I landed square against his shoulder and heard him grunt as my body impacted the dislocated joint. I swung my arm upward and around his neck, letting momentum carry my body up and over his broad shoulders. I was riding the bull now, but I had no weapon and knew I lacked the strength to squeeze the life from him with my bare hands. I did what any good, hungry vampire would do. I sank my teeth deep into his neck and bit for all I was worth.

      I could feel my lips chilling where they contacted his skin, but his blood was searing hot as I greedily sucked it down. I could feel him trying to swat at me, but his good arm only flailed as I bit down harder and ripped a chunk of his frost giant flesh away and swallowed it whole.

      I tightened my grip around his neck by locking my knees together and continued to drain his blood. I could feel my wounds healing almost instantly and my head swam as though I were human and had drunk too much ale. Still, I held on as he thrashed about and continued my best to drain him like a dirty hot tub.

      He tried to come to his feet but the leg wound was enough to keep him grounded. He tried to turn toward me. We were almost eye to eye and I saw the fear of death in his eyes.

      He grunted loudly and reached with his dislocated arm. I saw his other arm come up and grip his elbow. I knew he would grab me like he did the angel blade and possibly crush me in his grip. As his hand brushed the side of my face, I released my grip on his neck and slid off his back. I rolled to the side and my leg brushed the hilt of my sword.

      Loki stared at me with those blue eyes of his and staggered on the floor. I gripped the blade and pictured plucking those glowing blue orbs from his skull.

      “Wait, Northman.” He held his hand up, hoping to delay me.

      “Death waits for no man.” I came to my feet and stepped closer.

      “You could kill me.” I could almost see the gears in his head turning. “But then you’d never find out.”

      I paused for only a moment to wipe his blood from my mouth. Loki had a long history amongst my people of being untrustworthy. “Find out what, liar?”

      He smiled and I felt that cold chill run up my back again.

      “You’ll never find out what happened to your soul.”
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      HIS GRIN SPREAD and I felt as though someone had reached into me and pulled another angel out.

      “Speak truly, or Odin help me, I’ll carve out your gizzard and feed it to the dogs!”

      He pulled his broken arm over and wrapped it around his bleeding waist. He nodded at me and held his hand up, still in a surrendering motion. “When you nearly killed me last we met…”

      “Go on.”

      He swallowed hard and met my glare. “Thor. He plucked your soul from Valhalla and threw it into the great beyond.” I studied him, trying to sift through his words to detect the single bit of truth surrounded by lies and buried deep within half-truths and jest.

      “You lie. Thor would not punish my soul for what a draugar did.” I prayed that he wouldn’t anyway.

      Loki laughed, coughing as he did. I saw the dark red blood on his lips and realized my blade must have sliced much deeper into his side than I originally thought.

      “Oh, he would. And he did.” Loki exhaled hard and collapsed to the floor. He pushed himself up and to a sitting position. “While I lay on my death bed in Asgard, he stormed from the palace and declared that your soul did not deserve the pleasures of feasting in Valhalla, fighting each night to prove itself, having ale, women, honor, not if you would resort to the killing of one of your gods for profit.” He coughed again and braced himself with his good arm.

      This struck some essential chord within me. “Where is it? Where is my soul!” I stormed to his prone form and held the vibrating blade to his throat. “Tell me truly or choke on my blade!”

      He shook his head gently. “Truly, I do not know. He said that he thrust it to the great beyond.” He closed his eyes and his breathing was labored. I knew that my threats held little meaning to one already teetering on the abyss.

      I opened my mouth to speak when the room exploded in eye-searing, unbearable light; I was thrown back and away from the damaged god. I flew across the room and slammed hard into one of the concrete pillars scattered within the interior. I felt it give slightly as my body was crushed against it. Even with Loki’s blood coursing through my veins, the blow had caused severe damage and plenty of pain.

      “Who dares!” The voice boomed and the few remaining windows shattered and tinkled to the ground. I knew that voice just as well as I knew that entrance.

      I stared past the green spots in my vision and saw Thor standing over Loki. He turned to me and his face twisted into the most angry visage one could imagine. “You again?” He marched heavily toward me and before I could open my mouth to speak, he gripped the front of my flannel tunic and lifted me from the ground.

      I dangled from his grasp and stared at my God, face to face. He shook me like a rag doll and glared at me. “How dare you, draugar? Did you think my earlier warning was made in jest?”

      I shook my head weakly and inhaled as much air as I could. “He…tricked me…”

      He shook me again and pulled me closer. I remember thinking, he smelled of pine and cedar, perhaps sandalwood? “Speak plainly!”

      I lifted my arm and pointed at Loki’s form in the floor. “He tricked me.” I inhaled again and knew I had broken ribs. “Brought me here. Tried to kill me. Had angels working for him.”

      I was spent. It was all I could give him.

      He turned his gaze to Loki who held a hand up. “Do not kill him brother. He speaks truly.” He tried to push himself up again and collapsed to the floor, this time his head rested on the concrete. “It was a fair fight.”

      I felt myself the victim of gravity once again as Thor dropped me to the ground. I barely had the strength to turn my head, but I watched Thor bend and pick Loki up, cradling him in his arms as one would a child.

      “I’ll get you home again, brother. You will not be lost this day.”

      I felt the charge in the air just a moment before that brilliant flash of light. I had the sense of mind to squeeze my eyes shut before it happened. The green spots were kept to a minimum.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I HAVE NO idea how long I lay on the floor of the warehouse. I slept the sleep of the dead until a familiar and beautiful face woke me. She shook my still form and begged me to breathe.

      I opened my eyes and the moment I shifted, the pain rushed in, taking over every square inch of my body, and I know my eyes reflected it. She was crying as she lifted my face and cradled me in her lap.

      “How’d you know?” I croaked.

      “The GPS…I’ve been monitoring your vitals,” she said between sobs. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I may have been.” I tried to sit up and knew that wasn’t going to happen. I exhaled hard and let my body rest against her lap.

      “Just take it easy. When you’re ready, I have a car to take you back home.”

      I gave her a weak nod and closed my eyes. I could feel her body continue to shake as she tried to calm down and I felt her fingers intertwine with my own. It made me feel warm inside.

      I was almost asleep when I felt her lips press to my cheek. I fought the healing sleep and focused on that one moment. I had to know that it wasn’t a dream. That I hadn’t imagined it. I felt her tears as she kissed me again and I used what energy I had left to pull her lips to my own.

      My recovery was rapid after we shared that first kiss. Even I was amazed at how quickly the pain left my body. I had pulled her to me and her hands were cupping my face.

      “I thought I’d lost you.”

      I pulled back and stared at her. “It will take more than a vengeful god to take me from you.”

      I leaned in for another kiss, but she pulled back, her eyes wide. “A god?”

      I nodded, wanting nothing more than to pull her tongue into my mouth again. I leaned forward and she pushed me back.

      “Loki?”

      I nodded and leaned in again. This time she stood and stepped away from me. “Why didn’t you just transport back to the house?” She spun, her face a mask of concern. “Were you trying to keep me safe?”

      I swallowed hard and shook my head. “None of that was real.” I pushed myself from the floor and hobbled toward her. I used a column as a support and took a deep breath. “Loki had an angel possess my body. He let me think that I could do those things so I would assume I could defeat him.”

      She eyed me cautiously. “So, you’re back to being a vampire?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I glanced to the broken windows and the first rays of sunshine were painting the dark sky with licks of color. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      She quickly scooped up the blades that were thrown to the side during the battle and gripped me around the waist. “We need to get you out of here.”

      I balked on her. “No rush.” I pointed to the open door and gave her a soft smile. “I was able to walk in the light before Loki entered the equation. I think we’re good.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to risk it. I just got you back in one piece…well, sort of.” She pulled me toward the car and she opened the door for me. I fell into the back seat and she dropped the blades into the floor.

      She drove like a madwoman all the way back to the house. I leaned against the arm rest and watched the sun rise through the passenger window. I didn’t burst into flames and rather enjoyed the warmth as it hit my face.

      “I think you can slow down now.” I pulled myself up and leaned forward. “No ill effects.”

      She finally slowed the car and I leaned back and rested while she took us home.

      I stepped out of the car with far fewer pains than when I had entered it. I stretched in the driveway and turned to face the sun again. It never got old, enjoying the warmth of that giant orange ball in the sky.

      She ushered me into the house and had a thousand questions. I answered them all to the best of my ability, though some answers were little more than grunts. Sat on the sofa and she helped me tug off my boots. I almost choked when I repeated Loki’s last words to me.

      “Thor threw my soul into the great beyond.”

      She nodded, but I don’t think she truly understood. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that it’s out there. Alone. Lost.” I swallowed hard and shook my head. “I have no idea how, but I have to find it.”

      She gave me a confused shake of her head. “How? I mean…where would you even start?”

      I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.” Then I did what I always do. I squared my shoulders and spoke with a confidence that I may not have truly had, but felt I had to radiate. “I’ll hunt it down. The same way I hunt down everything else.”

      I stood and shrugged the long coat off my shoulders. I turned and gave her the strongest smile I could muster. “I’m a hunter. That’s what I do. If I have to track down every angel, every lesser god…hell, even the major gods…I will hold my blade to their throats. I will find a way to get it back.”

      I scooped her into my arms and carried her up the stairs. What happened next was a long time coming and I intended to ensure that she never forgot it.
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      The first saga:

      

      Humanity has spent its time enjoying a peace that can only be had through blissful ignorance. For centuries, stories of things that go “bump” in the night have been passed down and shared. When creatures of the night proved to be real, the best of America’s military came together to form an elite band of rapid response teams. Their mission: to keep the civilian populace safe from those threats and hide all evidence of their existence.

      This time, they face the largest threat ever to rise against mankind as it prepares its own twisted Apocalypse. The only thing standing in its way is the Monster Squad. Man and monster will fight side by side in an epic battle to the death to try to defeat an evil so great, it could only have been created by the hand of God Himself.
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* * *

      The second saga:

      

      An ancient evil is awakened by a naïve pawn. Planned centuries in advance by fallen angels, the reign of Lilith is put into motion. With a legion of demons at her command, she plans to enact her revenge upon the world’s largest religious group before thrusting herself center stage and taking her seat upon the throne as Queen of the World.

      With threats coming at them from every angle, the Monster Squad turns to an ex-member to form a new team—a team made up of the most unlikely warriors to hunt down and face the Demon Queen.

      However, when it comes time to remove the Queen in this grand game of chess, will they be able to sacrifice their own game pieces to do it?
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* * *

      Caldera

      

      For years, the biggest threat Yellowstone was thought to offer was in the form of its semi-dormant super volcano. Little did anyone realize the threat was real and slowly working its way to the surface, but not in the form of magma. Lying deep within the bowels of the earth itself, an ancient virus waited.

      Recently credited with wiping out the Neanderthals, the virus is released within the park and quickly spreads. A desperate plea for assistance reaches the military, but are they coming to help those battling for their lives or to wipe out every living thing in an effort to prevent a second mass extinction? Can humanity survive the raging cannibals that erupt from within?
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* * *

      Whispers

      

      How does a sheriff’s department from a small North Texas community stop a brutal murderer who is already dead and buried?

      When grave robbers disturb the tomb of Sheriff James ‘Two Guns’ Tolbert searching for Old West relics, a vengeful spirit is unleashed, hell bent for blood. Over a hundred years in the making, a vengeful spirit hunts for its killers. If those responsible couldn't be made to pay, then their progeny would.

      Even when aided by a Texas Ranger and UCLA Paranormal Investigators, can modern-day law enforcement stop a spirit destined to fulfill an oath made in death? An oath fueled by passion from a love cut down before its time?
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* * *

      Forneus Corson

      

      Nothing comes easy and nothing is ever truly free. When Steve Wilson stumbles upon the best-kept secret of history’s most successful writers, he can’t help but take advantage of it. Little did he know it would come back to haunt him in ways he’d never have dreamt… even in his worst nightmares.

      With his life turned upside down, his name discredited, his friends persecuted, the authorities chasing him for something he didn’t do, Steve finds himself on the run with nothing but his wits and his best friend by his side. When a man finds himself hitting rock bottom, he thinks there’s little else he can do but go up… unless he’s facing an evil willing to dig the hole deeper. An evil in the business of pitting men against odds so great, they risk losing their very souls in the attempt to escape…
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* * *

      For a refreshing change of pace, check out this exciting  Young Adult Zombie thriller from JJ Beal.

      

      Lions & Tigers & Zombies, Oh My!

      

      The cold war has heated up again. This time the battle will be fought in every street of America.

      Trapped in a major city, hours from their small town country home, a team of young girls find themselves cut off from everyone they know and left to fend for themselves as the world spins out of control.

      With nothing but their wits, their softball equipment and their friendship to hold them together, they face incredible odds as they fight their way across the state. Physical, emotional and psychological challenges meet them at every turn as they struggle to find the family they can’t be sure survived. How much more can they endure before reaching the breaking point?
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