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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all those single parents who march on each day with the grueling task of raising children on their own. They understand best the struggle, and joy, ahead for my heroine who becomes an instant mother to not one, or two, but five children.

			And this book is dedicated as well to those parents who have ever lost a child. They understand best how my hero’s grief can go on forever.

			And to those who enjoy a good love story sprinkled with both smiles and tears. The best kind of all!

		

	
		
			 

			Epigraph

			There is joy in the heavens over one sinner that repents.

			LUKE: 15:10

			Now war rose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon. And the dragon and his angels fought back.

			REVELATIONS 22:7

		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			The Norselands, A.D. 845

			When men turn beastly . . .

			Mordr Sigurdsson, best known as Mordr the Brave, led his battle-­weary men up the steep incline from the fjord to Stonegarth. His wooden castle and the surrounding village sat atop a high motte, a massive, flat-­topped earthworks mound in the Frankish style, rising high above the surrounding area.

			He’d already anchored his longships. Later, but not too much later, the ten vessels would be brought ashore to winter. Already, ice crusted the edges of the narrow waterway leading to his aptly named grim estate in the far north where naught grew except boulders and hardy evergreens, which was fine with him. He obtained all he needed to subsist and prosper by trading, serving in the army of one grab-­land king or another, or going a-­Viking. A good life!

			He and his men had been gone nigh on a year now, longer than he usually spent away from his homeland. In truth, they’d waited too long in trying to outrun winter for their return voyage, having to crack thickening ice ahead of them in many places, but that one last monastery to plunder had been too tempting. As a result, they were not only exhausted but cold to the bone, with frost painting their fur cloaks and hats, not to mention beards and mustaches. Like Norse ice gods, they were. Their breaths froze into snowflakes on leaving their mouths, and below their noses snot formed icicles into miniature tusks.

			They were home now, though, and he for one intended to dig in for a long stay.

			As if sensing Mordr’s thoughts, his hersir, Geirfinn the Fearless, said on a frosty breath, “My Aud best have the fire stoked for my arrival because I intend to burrow in ’til the spring thaw.”

			Atzer Horse Teeth, one of Mordr’s hirdsmen serving under Geirfinn, guffawed from his other side. “Which fire would that be? The cook fire, or the fire betwixt your wife’s thighs?”

			Mordr and other hirdsmen close by laughed, causing more frosty cloud-­breaths.

			“Did I not mention burrowing?” Geirfinn replied with a grin, hardly visible through his huge, walrus-­like, ice-­crusted mustache. “I do my best work beneath the bed furs . . . burrowing.”

			More companionable laughter. Ah, it was good to be home.

			“First off, I want a horn of ale, or five,” Mordr declared, joining in the levity. “A warm bath to wash away the battle filth.”

			“And lice,” someone called out behind him.

			Lice were ever a problem for fighting men ofttimes forced to bed down in unclean places and unable to take their customary baths. Norsemen did tend to bathe more than other men. ’Twas one reason women of all lands welcomed them to their beds. That, and other reasons, Mordr thought with silent humor at his own jest.

			“Then I want a hearty meal in my great hall,” Mordr went on to encourage his men onward. Many of them wore heavy hauberks of chain mail. Plus swords and battle-­axes and shields added to the weight on the climb upward. “Yea, you are all invited to my welcome feast . . . after your burrowing.” He smiled before continuing, “Then a long night betwixt the thighs of my favorite concubine, Dyna.”

			“Dyna of the big bosoms?” Atzer teased.

			“Precisely,” Mordr said. “Forget a long night. Mayhap I will need a night and a day afore I am sated. I might even favor my wife, Gulli, with my attentions if she is not in her usual nagsome mood.”

			There was much nodding. They all understood the pain of a shrewish wife.

			But, nay, Mordr realized belatedly, there was something more important than all those appetites. Most of all, he yearned to see his children, Kata and Jomar. Though only one year apart, being six and five, respectively, his little mites were naught alike in appearance or personality. Kata had pale blond hair that would no doubt darken over time into dark blond or light brown like his own. She was a saucy wenchling with an impish grin, always up for some mischief or other. Jomar, black-­haired like his mother, Gulli, was more serious but always willing to participate in Kata’s childish adventures.

			Yea, that is what he had missed most about Stone­garth. His children. He pictured himself, first thing, tossing Kata and Jomar into the air, giving them huge bear hugs and playful tickles. Was there aught more glorious to a man than the giggle of a child, especially when the boyling or girling was fruit of his loins?

			He’d brought Kata dozens of ribands, all the colors of the rainbow, and for Jomar, there was a miniature sword crafted of hard wood with its own belted scabbard, so small it would fit around a man’s thigh. Mordr couldn’t wait to see their joyful appreciation. Also, both of them would delight in an intricately carved board game of hnefatafl with silly game pieces . . . giants, and trolls, and such rather than the usual king, his defending soldiers, and the opposing foemen.

			His first clue that something was amiss came with the realization that none of his housecarls, or even any villagers, rushed to greet them. The second clue, which had his comrades-­in-­arms unsheathing their weapons, was no smoke rising from the roofs of his keep or any of the longhouses and outbuildings that comprised Stonegarth on the flat-­topped mountain. Always there should be hearth smoke, even in the summer months, from cook fires, if not for heat. The ominous silence had them all on alert.

			And then they came upon the first of the macabre scenes. In the outer courtyard lay the dead bodies of his guardsmen, frozen into stiff, grotesque postures, eyes open, mouths agape in horror. The cold even preserved the blood of their wounds in splotchy patterns. Which gave Mordr evidence that the attackers must have come just afore the more recent freeze. No more than three sennights ago.

			“Was it Saxons?” someone asked.

			“Those cowards would not travel this deep into our territory,” another soldier replied. “Mayhap Huns.”

			“Nay! ’Twas Norsemen. Look at this sword. Pattern-­welded in the Viking style,” Atzer pointed out.

			“Hordssons!” several men concluded as one.

			“Those slimy outlaws do not merit the name Viking. They have lurked about for years, waiting for a chance to attack,” Geirfinn said. “Damn them all to the fires of Muspell.”

			Mordr heard these remarks through the roar that was growing in his ears. “Kata? Jomar?” he cried out even as he began to sprint toward the keep. The other men began rushing in all directions, swords aready, though, from the state of the frozen corpses, it appeared the invaders were gone, for days, if not weeks.

			Despite his heavy armor, Mordr ran like the wind across the courtyard, up the steps, and through the open double doors leading to his great hall, where the three hearth fires were cold, the logs long burned out. Tapestries had been ripped from the walls, benches and trestle tables wantonly hacked into kindling. Along the way, he jumped over the corpses of his housecarls and servants, male and female both. In the corridor betwixt the solar and the scullery, he found Dyna’s body, her gunna torn from neck to hem, her breasts bearing dark bruise marks, as did her widespread thighs. Mordr would warrant that many men had participated in the rape, if the bloodstains on her thighs were any indication.

			His wife’s body bore similar signs of mistreatment when he found it in a storage room where she must have hidden, or tried to hide.

			And no sign of his precious children.

			With foreboding, Mordr vaulted up the steep stairs to the upper level of his wooden keep where there were three sleeping chambers. In the first one, he found Jomar, who must have been hiding, facedown, under the bed when he’d been found by the invaders. He’d been dragged out by the feet, and his skull cleaved almost clear through from the back by a broadsword. Mordr prayed gods that it had been a quick death.

			He dropped to his knees and gathered his little boyling up into his arms, keening with grief. His heart felt shattered like glass, sharp slivers cutting into his soul. But he could not fall apart yet. First, he must find Kata. Laying Jomar carefully onto the bed, he spread his own fur cloak over the body, as if to warm him in death.

			Kata’s nude, frozen corpse lay in the next chamber. No sword blow to her perfect body. Instead, from the quantity of blood pooled betwixt her thighs, he concluded with horror that she must have bled to death from her girl parts. From numerous swivings by beastly Hordsson males.

			What kind of men killed women and children? What kind of men found pleasure in raping little girls? Why had they not taken women and children, or healthy males, as valuable slaves, a practice employed by even the most vile villains? The slave marts in Hedeby, and Birka, and Kaupang would have welcomed them in a trice. Had that been the case, Mordr would have had a chance of recovering his children, by ransom or sword.

			This was an act of violence, of evil, pure and simple. Aimed at him. Monetary gain had not been the goal, leastways not totally.

			Mordr stood, arms raised to tear at his own hair. The roar of outrage, “NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” that came from him could be heard even outside the keep and beyond, into the village. Some say that was the day that Mordr the Brave became Mordr the Berserker.

		

	
		
			 

			One

			Hell hath no fury like a Viking wronged . . .

			After being restrained by his men—­it took Geirfinn, Atzer, and three other burly fellows to hold him down—­and after being forced to drink horn after horn of uisge beatha, that potent, prized Scottish brew, Mordr fell into a deep, alehead sleep. When he awakened, the rage was still in him, but he restrained it inside himself in silent, cold fury toward the Hordssons. He began to plan.

			No matter what he did—­walk down the incline to check on the landed longships, eat a hunk of cold boar shank, bathe his filthy body, feel the warmth of the hearth fire—­images of Jomar and Kata were ever with him. And those images were not of the laughing, happy children he had left behind at Stonegarth a year ago. Nay, all he could see was their bloody, defiled bodies and sad, frozen, tormented faces.

			Their deaths, all the deaths at Stonegarth, must be avenged. Thus it was that, two days later, in his great hall, which had been cleared somewhat of the destruction, Mordr raised a hand high in the air and declared, “War on the Hordssons! To the death of every misbegotten cur bearing that name!”

			A loud cheer went up from the men. There were no women or children present, of course.

			Within a sennight, Mordr and his reluctant followers—­reluctant only because winter was not the best time for warfare and his hirdsmen would have preferred a springtime march to battle—­had razed the sorry keep and village of the Hordsson clan. Not a single Hordsson male over the age of ten survived the surprise assault. Some women, too. Mordr, even in the berserk madness that overtook him when fighting started, had no taste for killing females, but if they got in his way, they were fair targets, to his rattled mind. Never young children, though. Never!

			For a year and more, he sought out Hordsson kin in other parts of the Norselands—­Hordaland, Jutland, Vestfold, Halogaland. It did not matter if they had participated in the raid on Stonegarth; if they had Hordsson blood, Mordr decreed they must die. Then there was word of some Hordssons in the Irish lands; he traveled there and wreaked his still raging vengeance. Still others lived and died at Mordr’s hands in Northumbria where a Viking king ruled that portion of Britain. After that, he moved onto the Orkney Isles.

			Hundreds of dead Hordssons lay in his wake of terror. Others shook in fright and changed their names to escape Mordr’s path of retaliation.

			Though it had not been his aim, Mordr gained far fame for his berserk skill with a sword named Vengeance and a battle-­axe named Fury. Every man with a speck of sense, even those not named Hordsson, avoided his path for fear of doing or saying something to set him off. ’Twas a well-­known fact among fighting men that you never engaged a warrior, whether he was a berserker or not, who had no care whether he lived or died.

			In truth, Mordr welcomed the road to Valhalla. Or did the Chris­tians have the right of it? Followers of the One-­God believed there was an afterlife where good deeds whilst living gained an entry into heaven. According to their Holy Book, after death a man could meet up with those who’d gone before him. If that was the case, Mordr was lost. He’d never been baptized, and too many misdeeds would bar him from the heavenly gates. Alas, he would never see Jomar and Kata again.

			By then, many of his men wearied of the vendetta and went back to Stonegarth, with Mordr’s permission, led by Atzer. Mordr never returned to his home, though he had heard years later that the estate prospered as the men under Atzer took wives, had children, and drew villagers and cotters to newly built longhouses. Even his six brothers, who joined him at first from their estates scattered across the Norselands, gave up after a while. It was not their fight.

			“Mayhap you need to swive a lusty maid, or ten, to calm your mind,” his brother Ivak suggested before departing.

			“Ivak, you think every problem in the world can be solved with your cock.”

			“Can it not?” his halfbrained brother asked, and he was serious.

			Vikar, the oldest of the Sigurdsson brood, gave his usual sage advice, sage in his own not-­so-­humble opinion. “Your pride has been assuaged. Accept the wergild offered by King Haakon to halt your vendetta, and use it to start over again.”

			“Dost think this is about pride? Dost think I care for bribe coins? Dost think I could truly start over?” Mordr stormed. “I can never replace my two children.”

			That shut up Vikar . . . for a while.

			His brother Cnut mentioned the widow whose prosperous lands adjoined his in Vestfold.

			“Would that by chance be Inga No Teeth?” Mordr asked with growing impatience.

			“Well . . .” Cnut stammered, then said defensively, “You know what they say about all cats being the same in the dark.”

			“Whoever said that did not know cats, or women,” Ivak interjected.

			They all turned to stare at Ivak.

			“I am just saying,” Ivak defended himself. “Besides, there are advantages to a toothless woman in the bed arts.”

			They all gaped at Ivak with incredulity.

			“I am just saying,” Ivak repeated, this time with a grin.

			“I do not need another wife,” Mordr said with growing impatience.

			“You could go exploring with those Vikings who seek new countries to settle beyond Iceland,” said Trond.

			Mordr arched a brow at Trond, who was the laziest Norseman ever born. Trond would never go exploring himself because it would require too much energy. “The only way I am going to Iceland is if there is a Hordsson sitting on an iceberg thereabouts,” Mordr declared.

			Sigurd the Healer made one of the most outrageous suggestions. “Methinks you should let me drill a hole in your head. Trepanning, it is called. Mayhap all your body’s bad humors would be released, and you would lose this madness.”

			His other brothers were as stunned as Mordr.

			“I like my madness, thank you very much. You come within an arm’s length of me with a drill, and you will find that instrument lodged in one of your body parts, the one where the sun does not shine, lest it come up from a privy hole.”

			Harek, the most intelligent and most wealthy of all his brothers—­he was a moneylender and tax collector—­said, “If you’re going to continue on this path of self-­destruction, can I have Stonegarth?”

			Mordr could not be angry with his brother. Harek was what he was, a greedy Viking bent on amassing enough treasure to establish his own kingdom.

			“I’ve already given it to Atzer,” Mordr told him.

			His brothers left him eventually, as did many more of his followers. In the end, Geirfinn was the only one of his original hersirs to stay. When Mordr could find no more Hordssons to kill, Mordr, Geirfinn, and a handful of loyal comrades-­in-­arms hired themselves out as mercenaries to kings and chieftains of many lands. For a while, they even became Jomsvikings, but Mordr chafed under the rigid rules of that monastic-­like living.

			Thus it was that five years after the invasion of Stonegarth and the death of his children, Mordr found himself in a battle against a band of Saxon villains. There were only twelve men with Mordr now, but thirteen powerful Norse warriors could handle twice, mayhap thrice, that many foemen. But not today. They were outnumbered five to one, and the gods were against them, pelting rain down on them in cold misery. If that were not bad enough, Thor raised his mighty hammer Mjollnir, causing lightning to flash, as if foretelling doom. Already vultures—­ravens of death—­circled overhead, just waiting to pounce on the human carrion.

			The field became slippery with sword dew, as well as mud. The air rang with the clang of metal weapon against metal weapon, the death screams of the fallen, the grunts of soldiers brandishing heavy broadswords, and his own roars of berserkness.

			Mordr cleared a path through the fray in front of him, trying to get to Geirfinn, who was being attacked from both sides. When he was almost there, he saw his good friend go down from a lance thrown from behind by yet another Saxon villain. A death blow, it had to be.

			With a bellow of outrage, Mordr tossed his shield and leather helmet to the ground. Storming forward, he wielded his heavy broadsword in his right hand and his battle-­axe in his left. One foeman got his head lopped off. Another Mordr speared through the heart with the sharp butt end of his battle-­axe. Still another would ne’er swive any maids in the future, for Mordr firmly planted his sword Vengeance in the soldier’s groin.

			As he was pulling his sword back out of the groaning man’s body, Mordr made a huge mistake. Ne’er turn your back on the battlefield. Someone had come up behind him, quickly reaching around and garroting him from shoulder to shoulder. Blood gushed forth, and he felt a flush of heat race across the skin of his entire body, as if he had been scalded. His arms went numb, and his legs gave out, causing him to fall forward. Soon, the sounds of battle faded as he felt his blood soaking the ground beneath him. Someone rolled him over with a booted foot and laughed. “King Edmund will give me a great boon for having felled this vicious Viking.”

			But then Mordr heard nothing as he sank into a dark slumber, and it was not a peaceful sleep as he’d expected death would be. It sounded like beasts gnashing their teeth all around him, just waiting for the cue to devour his flesh and bones. Is this death then? Why am I not on the road to Asgard? Where are my Valkyries? Why am I not being welcomed into Odin’s great hall in Valhalla?

			“Because thou art not in Valhalla, Viking,” a voice boomed above him.

			Mordr hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. In truth, how could he speak with his neck nigh split through to his nape? He blinked his eyes open. He was still in the middle of the battlefield. Fighting was going on around him. Rain still came down in stinging sheets. Except for the circle surrounding him where a tall man stood over him. Instead of wearing a battle helmet and brynja of chain mesh, this lackwit wore a white robe, similar to those worn by men in eastern lands. It was tied at the waist with a golden rope, and his dark hair hung loose to his shoulder. Most amazing of all, a light emanated from the man, like a full-­body halo. Mordr knew about halos, having once seen a Byzantine church mural depicting a saint, but that fellow’s halo had been surrounding his head only. This must be an important saint.

			“Are you a saint?” Mordr asked, oddly unsurprised that he could speak.

			“You could say that,” the man said, and from his back suddenly unfurled a massive set of pure white wings.

			“Bloody hell! An angel?”

			The man—­rather, the angel—­nodded. “I am St. Michael the Archangel, and you, Viking, are in big trouble.”

			Mordr noticed that the angel did not say “Viking” in a complimentary way. “What do you have against Vikings?”

			“You are a sorry lot of men. Vain. Prideful. Greedy. Vicious. Fornicators.”

			“We are also brave in battle. Good providers for our families. Yea, I know what you are going to say. We provide by plundering, but that is not so bad when you consider we are doing a good deed by relieving your churchmen of the overabundance of wealth they garner for themselves. As for vanity, some could say that your God made Norsemen beautiful; therefore, ’tis not our fault that we are proud of ourselves.”

			Michael’s eyes went wide before he shook his head as if Mordr were a hopeless idiot.

			In fact, Michael said, “Idiot! Thou art in the greatest trouble of your life, and you dare to make excuses.”

			“What would you have me do? In truth, I am not sorry to have my life end.”

			Michael’s face softened for a moment. “Your children are safe and in a happy place.”

			For the first time since he’d come across the ravaged bodies of Jomar and Kata, tears filled Mordr’s eyes and streamed down his face, mixing with the blood on his neck. A small sob slipped from his slit threat.

			“Weep not for your children, but for yourself. You are a grave sinner, Mordr, as are your six brothers.”

			Mordr stiffened, as much as a dead body could. “Are my brothers dead, too?”

			“If they are not dead, they soon will be.”

			“Why?” Mordr asked.

			“You know why, sinner.”

			Mordr did not need to think before nodding. “My berserkness. The killing. It started with the assault on Stonegarth, with the murder of my children. I had good cause to—­”

			“Foolish Viking! Vengeance is the Lord’s, not man’s,” the angel said in a steely voice. Then, “Do not try to excuse your actions. Even if you could be forgiven for killing those who killed your children, and I am not sure it ever could be, there have been so many other lives you’ve taken. Many of them innocent of any crime.”

			“I understand why I must be punished, but you mentioned my brothers, as well. Why must you take all of us at one time?”

			“Because you are grave sinners, each guilty in a most heinous way of the Seven Deadly Sins,” Michael explained with growing impatience, “as are many of your Norse race. God in His anger has decided to use you seven as examples, and—­”

			“Lucky us!” Mordr muttered.

			Michael cast a black look his way for the interruption.

			No sense of humor.

			Michael continued, “In truth, there will come a time in the future when the Viking race will no longer be. That is the will of the Lord.”

			Mordr’s numb brain tried to comprehend what the angel told him. “How exactly are you—­or rather, your God—­going to use me and my brothers?”

			“Ah. I thought you would never ask.” Michael smiled, and it was not a nice smile. “God has commissioned me to establish a legion of vangels to fight Satan’s Lucipires, demon vampires. And, at the same time, to save those humans fanged by the Lucipires with a sin taint afore they commit some grievous act, a grave sin.” Michael motioned with his head to a sight directly behind the circle of light that surrounded him.

			Mordr recalled, when he’d first emerged from his death sleep, the sound of gnashing teeth, like leashed beasts. He saw now what had caused that noise. A band of grotesque beasts were trying—­unsuccessfully, so far—­to break into the halo barrier. They were huge, animal-­like humans, tall as upright black bears, with scaly skin oozing slime. Their eyes were red, and their open mouths showed elongated incisors, like wolves, but longer and sharper.

			“Lucipires?” Mordr asked.

			“Precisely. You do not want to be in their clutches, believe you me.”

			Mordr believed. With typical Viking self-­confidence, Mordr knew he could fight off three or four foemen, but these were not men, exactly, and they numbered in the dozens. He thought for a moment, then burst out with a chortle of laughter, which only caused more blood to spurt from his mouth. “You said you would turn me and my brothers into angels. Now there is a task! Turning Vikings into angels.”

			“Tsk, tsk. You do not listen carefully. I did not say angels. I said vangels.”

			“And they are?”

			“Viking vampire angels.”

			“Huh?”

			“For hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of years, seven hundred years to begin with, you would serve the Lord as a vangel.”

			“Seven hundred years?” Mordr exclaimed. “You mean, I would live for centuries.”

			Michael nodded. “Mayhap even thousands.”

			“Do I have a choice?”

			“Of course. You can choose to be a vangel, or join the other side.”

			“The other side? Oh. Oh no!” Mordr realized that Michael meant he would be taken by those beasts, slobber dripping from their fangs, their eyes glowing like torchlights as they tried to break the barrier to get at him. “I choose vangels. Definitely.”

			“So be it!” Michael said, and extended a hand over Mordr, causing him to be lifted to his feet.

			Mordr put a hand to his neck and felt the skin intact. “Thank you.”

			“Do not thank me yet, Viking.”

			Mordr blinked several times. The golden halo was gone, as were the horrid beasts. In fact, the battlefield was now a clear field. No fighting soldiers. No dead bodies. There were so many questions riddling his mind, but he asked the most inane one. “Will I have wings, like yours?”

			Michael hooted a short laugh. “Not yet. Maybe later. Probably never.”

			That was clear as mud. “By the by, what is a vampire?”

			Michael graced him with another of those smiles, which were not really smiles.

			Immediately, Mordr felt a fierce pain in his mouth, as if his jaw were being broken and pierced with fiery tongs. When the pain went away, as suddenly as it had hit him, Mordr felt around his mouth with his tongue and realized that he now had a long—­really long—­tooth on either side of his front teeth on top. With horror, he said, “You made me into a wolf? I hate wolves. They are the most devious creatures, and they smell bad.”

			Michael shook his head. “Not a wolf. A vampire.”

			Then more pain hit him. On his shoulder blades. He reached behind him, over his shoulders, and discovered two bumps there. He arched his brows at Michael. “Please do not tell me that you put teeth in my back.”

			“Thickheaded dolts, that is what these Vikings are,” Michael muttered. Then, he told Mordr, “Do not be ridiculous. They are bumps. Where your wings might emerge someday.”

			“There is hope for me then?”

			“Viking, Viking, Viking! Didst not know, there is always hope? Are you ready to begin your penance?”

			Penance? Ah. He means punishment. Still, Mordr nodded, hesitantly. What choice did he have, really?

			The angel took him by the hand, and Mordr found himself rising above the ground, higher and higher, spinning, through the clouds, across the skies, over countries. Where he would land, Mordr had no idea.

			One thought emerged through his battered brain. I have been given a second chance. Praise the gods! Nay, that is incorrect. Praise God!

			Michael smiled, and this time it was a good smile.

			Some inheritances are better than others . . .

			Dr. Miranda Hart, psychologist, prided herself on always maintaining a dignified calm. She did a half hour of yoga every morning, after all, and she gave lectures on stress management. Even so, she stared with stunned horror at the lawyer in front of her and practically screamed, “Noooooo!”

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Hart.” Bradley Allison, elderly Cincinnati lawyer and longtime family retainer, clearly was not sorry. In fact, he recoiled, obviously disgusted with her reaction. “I thought you’d be pleased at this ‘bequest.’ The highest compliment!”

			“Are you crazy?” Miranda asked, immediately realizing that she was the one who sounded crazy. And crazy was not a word that a mental health professional should be using. She inhaled and exhaled several times, finding her center. “You have to understand, Mr. Allison. I’m thirty-­four years old. I’ve never been married, by choice. It’s taken me eight years to pay off my college loans and establish a successful practice in Las Vegas. Not Cincinnati, by the way. I live in a luxury high-­rise apartment with two bedrooms, one of which has been converted into an office. I have no desire for children . . . or a dog.” She shivered with distaste.

			“It was your cousin Cassandra’s wish that you adopt her five children. If you decline, there’s no option but to put them in foster care. Cassandra’s neighbor is unable to care for them for much longer. She has a big family of her own. I must warn you, if the Jessup children are adopted, I’m sure they will be separated.”

			The oldest of Cassie’s children was eight-­year-­old Margaret, or Maggie. One set of twins was six-­year-­old Benjamin and Samuel, Ben and Sam. The other twins were three-­year-­old Linda and Larry. Mr. Allison was right. Miranda would bet her hard-­earned degree that there would be two separate adoptions for the twins, and Maggie might not be adopted at all because of her age.

			Miranda steeled herself not to care. “What about Roger’s family?” Roger Jessup, Cassie’s no-­good husband, was in prison for assault and battery, and not for the first time, which had been news to Miranda when she’d arrived for Cassie’s funeral three days ago.

			“No family,” Mr. Allison informed her. “Just you.” By his seventy-­five-­year-­old nose raised northward, she could tell what he thought of her. She knew for sure when he added, “Perhaps they would be better off in foster care, after all.”

			Miranda didn’t have a maternal bone in her body, but she didn’t like some old codger pointing out her flaws. Besides, she didn’t consider a lack of desire for procreation a flaw.

			Despite his obvious misgivings, the lawyer tried a different tack. “If money is the issue, the family home could be sold.”

			She waved that remark aside. “I own half the house, our grandparents’ to begin with, and Cassie and I both signed contracts years ago that, if one of us died first, the home belonged to the remaining cousin. Even if her husband were around, Roger has no claim on the house.”

			“He might try,” Mr. Allison told her.

			“Let him.” After what she’d recently learned about Roger, she would welcome the fight. “Cassie made a good living as a nurse, but, as you mentioned earlier, there’s only a few thousand in her bank account. Roger is welcome to that. Let’s hope that satisfies him.”

			Mr. Allison nodded. “You do not need to tell me what can or cannot be done with the family home. I am very aware of the circumstances surrounding the house, young lady. Your grandfather was a good friend of mine. I drew up that contract.”

			Boy! Talk about pole-­up-­the-­ass irritable! They have a syndrome name for it, in fact. Irritable bowel syndrome. Oh God! I can’t believe I am making psychiatry jokes with myself. Must be the thought of sudden motherhood. To FIVE children! I need a Valium, or a fast train out of town.

			“Will you or will you not be taking responsibility for the children, Ms. Hart? It’s Friday afternoon. If you’re going to reject your cousin’s wishes, I need to contact social ser­vices.” Bradley pursed his lips and twitched his nose as if there was a foul odor in the room.

			Miranda wasn’t ready to make that decision, and the old fart’s pressuring her didn’t help at all. “Argh! What woman chooses to have five children today, anyhow?” Miranda wondered aloud, not really directing her thoughts at anyone, least of all the judgmental lawyer. “My cousin Cassie always was a ditz. Any stray animal—­dog, cat, bird, rabbit—­found its way into her house. She and her family lived down the street from me in Cincinnati, and their home was like a zoo. Cassie’s mother, Aunt Mary, was just the same. Apparently, Cassie extended her bleeding heart to popping out children.”

			Mr. Allison looked at her as if she were a species of smelly bug. “Be that as it may—­”

			“Who says ‘Be that as it may’?” she inquired meanly.

			“Be that as it may, your cousin died. Her husband is in prison, and even if he weren’t, Cassandra did not want them to be in his custody. You might want to read this letter that Cassandra left for you before making a final decision.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me there was a letter?” she asked coldly.

			The lawyer shrugged. “I mistakenly thought you would do the right thing before reading the letter.”

			She took the sealed envelope from him. “Do you know what’s in the letter?”

			“I can guess.”

			Oooh, she was developing a real dislike for the man. Turning away from the lawyer, she opened the envelope and unfolded the letter, which was dated a year ago.

			Hey Mir:

			If you’re reading this, I’m no longer around. Sorry we didn’t keep in touch more after college, but I always felt close to you when we did talk. I love you like a sister. Remember that time we did the blood oath thing up in Willy Markle’s tree house? “Sisters to the End!”

			Well, cousin, I need your help now. I have cancer. Looks like I won’t make it past another year. I know, I know, I should have talked to you about this. But it’s hard to admit that your life has been a huge mistake. Except for the kids, of course.

			Suffice it to say, my asshole husband Roger is an abuser. The beatings started after Maggie was born. The usual pattern, violence followed by profound apologies and promises to never do it again. As a nurse, I should have known better.

			Miranda stopped reading and turned to the lawyer, who was watching her from behind his antique lawyer’s desk, with his bony hands tented in front of his mouth. “The assault and battery that landed Roger in jail this last time—­was it for beating Cassie?”

			He nodded. “Broke an arm, cracked several ribs, and knocked out a tooth. He also hit Maggie so hard with a belt that it broke the skin on her back.” Mr. Allison glared at her, as if Miranda should have done something to stop the abuse. “Thankfully, we have a judge here in Ohio who has a low tolerance for wife abusers, and even less for men who hit children. He gave Roger Jessup the maximum of five years. With good behavior, Roger might be out in two or so years. You can see why the issue of the children needs to be settled before that.”

			“No one ever told me,” she said defensively. “Cassie could have come to me at any time, and I would have helped.”

			Mr. Allison arched his unruly white brows at her in silent recrimination. Like now? he seemed to be saying.

			Miranda returned to the letter.

			Even knowing that I have cancer, Roger’s rages haven’t let up. In fact, they seem to be getting worse. For the first time, last month, I called the police and had him put in jail. Aside from hitting me, he also lashed out at Maggie when she tried to intervene. He beat her with a belt. Can you imagine? The poor girl has scars. And he locked the twins—­all four of them—­in a closet. I fear the direction his rages might take in my absence if he did this when I was around. That is a travesty I will never allow. I should have stopped this horrible pattern long ago, for my children’s sake, if not my own.

			The cancer will probably get me before Roger is released from prison. And so, dear cousin, I am asking you to please, please take care of my precious children. I know what a huge favor I am asking of you. An imposition of the highest order to your single lifestyle! Do it for love of me, please.

			Your cousin,

			Cassandra Hart Jessup

			Single lifestyle? Did Cassie even remotely think I was so selfish as to choose my “single lifestyle,” whatever that is, over helping her? Miranda had tears in her eyes when she turned back to the lawyer. “Where do I sign?” she asked.

			For the first time, the lawyer smiled at her. “You’ll never regret this decision, my dear.”

			Miranda wasn’t so sure about that.

		

	
		
			
			Two

			In the year of Our Lord, two thousand and fourteen . . . 

			From cruiseship to casino, a vangel’s work was never done . . .

			Mordr arrived at the castle shortly after dawn, in the year 2014, one thousand, one hundred, and sixty-­four years since he had “died.” No one was up and about yet. Which was remarkable considering there were roughly seventy-­five vangels in residence at any one time, and probably twice that number today with Mike flying in for a meeting, and, yes, Mordr meant that literally. Mike was the irreverent name the vangels gave to St. Michael the Archangel, their heavenly mentor.

			There must have been hot times at the old castle last night if so many of the occupants were sleeping it off. Or the vangels might have been busy fighting Lucipires somewhere. Lucipires were Satan’s very own demon vampires, the reason for vangels’ existence here on earth. Wipe the Lucies out, and vangels could go off to their heavenly rewards. Presumably. One never knew what Mike would dream up next.

			Guards patrolled the hundred acres surrounding the castle, of course. To keep out any Lucies that might stumble onto the so-­far secret estate and any of the wacky townsfolk who were always sneaking around trying to take pictures of the “vampires” up on the hill. You’d think the photographers would be satisfied harassing the Amish in the area, who also abhorred picture taking.

			Mordr was amazed at just how wacky the townsfolk were, but then what could you expect with a town named Transylvania? No, not Transylvania, Romania. This was Transylvania-­frickin’-­Pennsylvania, an economically depressed town that turned itself around five years or so ago by changing its name and jumping onto the vampire craze sweeping the country. A tourist trap of the vampire persuasion. Hah! Mordr would like to see some of these idiots have real fangs for a day. Then they’d know just how uncomfortable and unattractive they really were.

			He parked his Hummer in the underground parking garage in the back, which had been his brother Vikar’s latest project here at the run-­down castle he and his minions had been renovating the past few years. It was a never-­ending job, which Vikar hated, which was probably Mike’s intent in assigning him here. Mike was all about pushing them beyond their comfort zones in the name of personal growth, or so he said, endlessly. Their brother Ivak was supposed to be renovating an equally run-­down plantation house in Louisiana to be their southern headquarters, but apparently a snake problem was slowing him down. A big snake problem.

			Mordr, ever vigilant to his surroundings, noted twenty-­nine other vehicles parked in the underground garage. Vangels could teletransport, but they usually saved that for emergencies, like when rushing to aid a fellow vangel surrounded by a herd of Lucipires. It was important that vangels not call attention to their extraordinary skills, whenever possible.

			Tapping in the codes on the security box, Mordr entered a steel-­encased corridor. He walked quietly past closed doors that were once dungeons and wine cellars but were now padded-­wall training rooms. There were also sleeping quarters, including large barracks-­style ones for the younger vangels, those only a few hundred years old, unlike Mordr and his brothers, roughly twelve hundred years old, give or take.

			When he entered the kitchen, he could smell coffee, even though no one was about. Lizzie, the cook, should be up soon. That was Lizzie Borden, the axe murderer. Now reformed, she wielded a sharp blade in a new fashion, cleaving meat and such. When she’d first arrived, one vangel had made the mistake of teasing her about her axe background; that vangel now had one less finger.

			He went over to the massive coffeemaker, which had been set on an automatic timer, and poured a cup of the bitter brew. Sitting on one of many stools lined up before the pristine island that ran the length of the kitchen, he sipped at his coffee, just to occupy his time until everyone awakened.

			Aside from the coffee, the smell of fresh fruit permeated the air, coming from the bowl of oranges, and apples, and bananas, and clusters of green and purple grapes in front of him. He plucked off one of the fat purple ones and popped it into his mouth, making a small sound of surprised pleasure at the succulent sweetness.

			Ticking away the seconds was a new wall clock with a yellow smiley face in its center. Someone had a warped sense of humor around here. Surely not Lizzie, who wouldn’t know a smile if it hit her in the face. Not that Mordr was inclined to humor himself, but he didn’t surround himself with silly smiley faces, either. He could see how the ticking of the clock would be rather soothing, or irritating, depending on one’s mood.

			The sun was just beginning to come up, peeping through the large windows, which looked out over a wide lawn leading to a gazebo. Someone had been doing some landscaping. Probably Vikar’s human wife, Alex. What Viking would ever waste space on such a frivolous structure, lest it was to store firewood for the cold winters in the Norselands?

			He had hoped this peaceful atmosphere would calm his always fuming rage. Even after all these years, his berserkness lurked just below the surface, waiting for the least trigger to set him off. Modern ­people referred it as carrying a chip on one’s shoulder. In Mordr’s case, it was more like a boulder. It was a curse, really.

			Vikar strolled in then, announcing his presence with a wide-­mouthed, jaw-­cracking yawn. “Hey, brother! You’re early.”

			Mordr shrugged. “The sooner I got off that friggin’ boat, the better.”

			“Tsk, tsk, tsk!” Vikar clucked. “We are Vikings, Mordr. We grew up loving water and our longships. You have a dream job.”

			“Pfff! Not my dream!”

			“Remember the time you were assigned to those Quakers in Philadelphia. You in the midst of pacifists? Now, that was a flinch-­worthy job for a berserker!”

			Michael liked nothing better than putting the vangels in positions the opposite of the sins they had committed.

			“Yea, I remember well. But you have suffered just as much. Like the time Mike forced you to prowl the poor streets of Britain as a leper. You wore ragged, stinksome garments, and even got lice. Folks made a wide path to get around you. Or when he made you a humble priest in a Russian monastery.” Vikar’s sin had been pride. Immense pride.

			Vikar shrugged. “I still say a ship should be a welcome change for you. How would you like to be landlocked like I am here in the middle of nowhere, my arse tied to this moldering castle?” Vikar poured himself a coffee and scratched his belly as he leaned against the wall, watching him. Vikar was barefooted, wearing only a pair of sleep pants. Gone were the days when men were men and could walk about naked if they so chose in their mostly male keeps. Not that they subjected females, other than wives and concubines, to their nudity back then, either, unless they were drukkinn.

			“First of all, I’m on a cruise ship, not a longship. Dodging every other minute the dozens of husband-­hunting females.”

			“You never fail to amaze me, Mordr. A Viking who dislikes women!”

			“I did not say that I dislike women in general, but these are desperate females. A man likes to do the hunting, not be the hunted.”

			“I do not know about that. In the old days, mayhap. Now, a little role reversal is not unwelcome, if you ask me.”

			Mordr laughed. “Role reversal? You are becoming too modern by half.” Actually, Mordr was trying to steer the conversation in another direction. Unlike most Vikings—­bloody hell, unlike most men in general—­Mordr did not like to discuss sex. Too close to a reality he avoided thinking about. Truth to tell, while his brothers and many of the vangels found their forced celibacy to be a hardship, Mordr did not have all that much interest in mating these days. That particular urge was overshadowed by the always simmering rage inside him. He feared he would hurt any woman he took to his bed. But if his brothers got even a hint of his “problem,” there would be jokes aplenty about his lance having lost its steel, or his candle having no wick. Which would probably cause him to go berserk and hurt one of them for the jest.

			“By the by, where is your entourage of vangels?”

			“Someone needed to stay behind to maintain my undercover security force there, and Mike didn’t precisely request their presence here. Only that of the VIK.” The VIK was an acronym for the seven Sigurdsson brothers, leaders of all the vangels. “Besides, they, unlike me, enjoy cruise ships.”

			Vikar arched his brows.

			“Efrim has developed a taste for bikini-­clad women. Gissur is in the ship’s kitchen making caviar tarts fit for a king. Halveig sings like an angel as part of the shipboard entertainment. Teit has been showing off his talent on a high board, diving through a ring of fire. Haki is teaching a class on swordplay.”

			“Sounds like they fit right in.”

			“Like lackwit pegs.”

			“Dammit, Mordr! I just noticed your paleness. Are there no sinners on those cruise ships?”

			“Plenty,” he said, “but the hot Caribbean sun counteracts all the repentants I am fanging.”

			A vangel’s skin changed from pale, even translucent, to a healthy tan after they saved human sinners, partaking a small amount of their blood, or when they destroyed (not merely killed) Lucipires.

			Vikar opened the commercial-­size refrigerator, taking out two cartons of Fake-­O, the synthetic blood invented about fifty years ago by their physician brother, Sigurd, to supplement the needs of vangels. Mordr quaffed them down quickly, followed by several swallows of the hot coffee to kill the putrid taste. It was questionable which tasted worse. “Son of a troll! Could Sig not add some flavoring to this scum? Tastes like curdled piss!”

			“Actually, some of the younger vangels have requested strawberry or chocolate Fake-­O. Armod wants carbonation added, like Pepsi.”

			Mordr gaped at Vikar to see if he was serious. He was.

			“Can you imagine thickened, bubbling, slimy, Pepsi-­flavored Fake-­O?”

			He and Vikar both shivered with disgust.

			Speaking of the devil—­uh, angel—­Armod, a young Icelandic Viking with slicked-­back, black hair, walked into the kitchen. Rather, he moonwalked into the kitchen.

			Mordr was the one gaping now.

			Vikar laughed as Armod gave them both a wave, mid-­moonwalk, and went over to a cabinet where he pulled down a box of Froot Loops. He poured the sweet cereal into a bowl and covered it with milk. “Armod fancies himself Michael Jackson reincarnated. He moonwalks everywhere he goes about the castle, plays that ‘Thriller’ music ad nauseam, and wears his braies so short his white hose is exposed.”

			“I’ve met Armod many times before,” Mordr reminded Vikar, “but I thought he would have outgrown this foolishness by now.”

			“Hardly. In fact, he is gaining a following.”

			Mordr shook his head at the image. “Really, Vikings moonwalking? Or rather angels moonwalking?”

			“Don’t forget vampires.”

			“You complain about your arse being tied to this moldering castle,” Mordr said, “but I would wager my best sword that your arse enjoys being tied to your wife’s bed, moldering castle or not.”

			“There is that.” Vikar grinned.

			“Can you imagine how much worse it would be if we were in the real Transylvania?”

			Vikar made an exaggerated grimace. “I met Count Dracula one time when we vangels were still time traveling. He was one scary dude, and you know we Vikings are rarely scared.”

			Dude? Vikar really is becoming too modern. “Speaking of scary, I heard a rumor that Mike is thinking about turning Ivan the Terrible into a vangel,” Mordr said, popping a few more grapes into his mouth and crunching loudly.

			Just then, Lizzie came ambling into the kitchen. She wore the same Victorian gown she’d worn in Victorian times and carried a cleaver. For chopping meat, Mordr hoped. A half dozen kitchen ceorls followed after her.

			Lizzie must have heard the tail end of their conversation because she muttered, “He better not send Ivan here. I have enough to do cooking for Vikings. I draw the line at learning Russian cooking.”

			Vikar just smiled. “It’s just a rumor, Lizzie.”

			“Besides, Ivan was no Viking,” Mordr pointed out, “and vangels thus far have been only Viking vampire angels.”

			“Thus far.” Vikar homed in on just those words of Mordr’s. “Remember, Mike insinuated to Zeb last time he was here that, if he fulfilled his duties for another fifty years, he might make him a vangel. And Zeb is a Hebrew, a far cry from a Norseman.”

			Zebulan was a Lucipire who acted as a double agent, so to speak, for Michael. Zeb had done some favors for Mordr’s brothers Trond and Ivak in recent years, which had apparently impressed Mike, not an easy thing to do.

			Mordr and Vikar watched with fascination as Lizzie ordered her kitchen staff about with an authority that would do a Viking chieftain proud. “Alov, get four dozen eggs. Hove, five slabs of bacon and five pounds of sausage and no dawdling. Freya, start toasting and buttering bread. Torgny, whip up some of those biscuits you do so well. We’ll need ten quarts of orange juice. Someone start the juicer. Hurry, hurry, we don’t want to be eating when Michael gets here.” Soon, Lizzie was using her cleaver on the cutting board to expertly make thick, uniform slices of bacon, and the kitchen was being filled with delicious smells of cooking. “I forgot. Armod, go get that scrapple you and Mistress Alex bought at the Amish market. It would go good with syrup. You did buy a gallon of that good maple syrup, too, I hope.” Armod nodded, his mouth full of that sickeningly sweet cereal, and moonwalked off to do as he was ordered. They all did, except for the moonwalking, despite where they fell in the social strata of the castle. The lowest of them all, thralls, who were actually mere servants (slaves per se not being permitted in modern times) were rushing about setting placemats, dishes, and cutlery along both sides of the fifteen-­foot island, working around Mordr and Vikar, and in the dining room. The vangels would eat in shifts, or fill their plates and go into other rooms, or outside.

			Mordr’s brother Ivak, a minister of sorts in a Louisiana prison, strolled in, wearing rubber thong sandals, shorts, and a sleeveless muscle shirt over a clerical collar, which he best remove before Mike arrived. The archangel would not see the humor in the attire. Ivak saluted Vikar with his middle finger.

			“I assigned him and his wife to different bedchambers last night,” Vikar explained with a grin. Another warped attempt at humor. Really, vangels had too much time on their hands.

			To Mordr, Ivak said, “Welcome, Brother Grim. I have missed your merry countenance.”

			Mordr started to rise to go after the fool, but Vikar held him back. “Temper, temper,” Vikar warned.

			Laughing, Ivak went over to the stove, where he kissed Lizzie on the cheek. Eeew! Then, the fool snuck a piece of crisp bacon and popped it into his fool mouth.

			Lizzie smiled.

			“Did you see that?” Mordr asked Vikar. “In all these years, I have never seen Lizzie smile. I did not even know she had teeth. Well, except for fangs.”

			Vikar shrugged. “Ivak always had a way with women.”

			And a lot of good it did him, too. Ivak was guilty of the sin of lust. Not that he would be having lustsome thoughts about the old woman. Or would he? “Anyone else sneaking a bit of food risks her axe—­rather cleaver—­hitting a body part,” Mordr grumbled.

			Just then, the sound of giggling could be heard coming from down the hall, soon followed by two little mitelings, Vikar and Alex’s “adopted” children Gunnar and Gunnora, who skipped into the kitchen. “Unca Mord!” the twins squealed as one.

			What was it about children and dogs, that they always sought attention from ­people who favored them least, or were skittish around them? That is me. Skittish. Damn, damn, damn!

			“Gun. Nora,” Mordr greeted them. Then, feeling trapped, he stood abruptly, knocking over his stool. His ears rang, and he felt light-­headed as the little ones ran toward him, arms outstretched as they anticipated being swung high in the air, as all their uncles were wont to do. Except Mordr.

			He swiveled on his boots and began to take long strides toward the back doorway.

			“Why doesn’t Unca Mord like us?” he heard Gun ask his father in his little boyling voice.

			Mordr’s heart, what was left of it, nigh broke, but he did not stop.

			“Maybe he found out that you pick your nose,” Nora replied.

			“Or that you cry like a baby when you fall,” Gun countered.

			“Mordr!” Vikar called out with concern as he leaned down and took one child in each arm, lifting them up to his bare chest.

			“Daddy, why don’t you have boobies, like Mommy?”

			“Ask your mother,” Vikar advised with age-­old male wisdom.

			Mordr waved to Vikar over his shoulder, indicating he was all right. “I just want to check out the gazebo.”

			Lackwit, lackwit, lackwit, Mordr berated himself as he walked around a huge hole in the backyard—­another renovation project?—­and sat on a gazebo bench, rubbing his face with both hands. When will I be able to bear being around children again? When will I stop seeing Kata and Jomar’s faces in every little person I come across? When will the pain of their loss end?

			Vikar left him alone, thank God! And Mordr watched silently as more and more vangels awakened and went about their work, awaiting Michael’s arrival. He could hear Lizzie’s voice raised stridently as she continued to prepare breakfast for the horde. Laughter abounded as vangels who hadn’t seen each other in a long time got reacquainted.

			What is wrong with me that I cannot be like all others? Why am I always so grim? Why am I without humor? Why, why, why?

			Michael finally arrived. Mordr knew that because he could hear the sound of many wings. Apparently, the archangel had brought a legion with him this time. They better not be expecting breakfast. By the sounds of the morning activities, Lizzie would have breakfast over by now and the kitchen cleaned up. He would like to be there if Mike asked her to prepare an impromptu angelic feast. Mordr almost smiled at that image. Almost.

			Soon after, Vikar came to get Mordr.

			“I did not mean to upset the children,” Mordr said right off.

			“It is all right. The little ones recover fast.”

			“I brought them some gifts from the ship store. A kaleidoscope and a microscope.”

			“They will be pleased.”

			The two brothers sat side by side in silence for a moment.

			“What’s with the big hole?” Mordr asked.

			“Swimming pool. First, it was going to be a small above-­ground pool for the children, but somehow it’s turned into an big-­ass, Olympic-­size pool for everyone. As if I don’t have enough to do with these castle renovations. Last month, the plumbing backed up and we had to dig up the back courtyard. That’s when Alex got the pool idea.”

			Mordr turned to look at Vikar. “Do you do everything she wants?”

			“Just about,” Vikar agreed happily. “Oh, by the way, Mike wants to see you in an hour.”

			“Me?” Mordr exclaimed. “Me, in particular?” No vangel wanted to be singled out by their heavenly pain-­in-­the-­arse.

			“You, in particular.” Vikar arched his brows with amusement. Easy for him to be amused when he was not the one in the archangel’s crosshairs.

			Mordr stood wearily.

			“You lucky devil, Mordr! I mean, you lucky vangel! Guess where Mike is sending you next?” Vikar asked with barely controlled laughter.

			Uh-­oh! Mordr did not like the expression on Vikar’s face.

			“Well?”

			“Sin City.”

			“Oh shit! He’s sending me to Hell. What have I done lately to merit such a punishment?”

			“Not Hell, you halfbrain.” Vikar was laughing out loud now. “You are going to Las Vegas.”

			Where’s Mary Poppins when you need her? . . .

			Dr. Miranda Hart was late. Again.

			“George?” she said into the speaker on her cell phone that sat on the hall
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