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            Dedication


         
         
            This book is dedicated to all those men and women who are in the trenches fighting global terrorism, which has become a menace
                  to the entire world. Surely these warriors vs terrorists represent Good vs Evil, much the same as the vangels, who have been
                  a force against the most horrifying sinners, Lucipires, in my Deadly Angels series. I refer, of course, to the government
                  agents and local law enforcement, and especially to our armed forces who sacrifice their lives to protect all of us in this
                  war against hate. Blessings to them all!
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            Prologue


         
         
            What is your secret fear?



         Satan came to visit me today.

         
         Me! Zebulan, a mere Hebrew of no great fame, in the presence of the Boogie Man of Sin! And not a welcome mat in sight. Hah!
            If I had one, I’d try to hide under it. And I am not easily frightened.
         

         
         You probably think that I mean Satan’s visit as a metaphor for some bad deed I’ve committed. God knows . . . rather, Satan
            knows . . . I’ve committed plenty. No, I mean the real deal, scary-as-hell (pun intended . . . can you tell I’m losing it
            here?), evil personified, primo devil.
         

         
         Really.

         
         Can’t you see him? He is standing right there before me.

         
         In person.

         
         Well, not “in person” precisely because, as everyone knows, the biggest, baddest of all demons isn’t a person. Never was.
            Lucifer, as Satan was known in the beginning, existed as an archangel for eons, if not forever, before his fall from grace,
            never having started as a human, or so it is said. People do not realize that angels were created by God, and that humans do not become angels after death, no matter how good they might have been. Blame the misconception on movies like It’s a Wonderful Life with the line about angels getting wings every time a bell rings. Hah!
         

         
         I am rambling, mentally, as you can tell. A defense mechanism, I suppose. It’s either that, or scream with fright. You’d think
            there was nothing worse than the torture I have undergone this past year. I’ve grown at least two inches, thanks to the rack.
            (And I was already more than six feet tall.) Flaps of skin hang here and there from the floggings. (Needles and thread would
            come in handy, not to mention a nurse. I would do it myself if I could. But I am tied up at the moment. Ha, ha, ha!) No toenails
            or fingernails. (Ah, well. Saves money on manicures and pedicures, not that I’ve ever had either.) Barbed wire around my cock
            and round-the-clock porn shown on a ceiling screen. (Ouch! Gives new meaning to “Ring Around the Rosie.”)
         

         
         The only reason I still have eyes or a tongue is because Jasper, another fallen angel, wants me alive for centuries to prolong
            my agony. He thinks I betrayed him.
         

         
         I did.

         
         But back to Satan. Believe me, a visit from the Essence of Evil does not bode well for me, especially when he deigns to visit
            me in The Pit, this hidden cave deep in the bowels of Horror, Jasper’s castle headquarters.
         

         
         Jasper is king of all the Lucipires, or demon vampires (in case you didn’t know), of which I have been one for the past two
            thousand or so years. Leastways, I had been until the Big Transgression. That’s what Jasper calls my attempt to join the other
            team, as in vangels (Viking vampire angels). And, no, I am not a Viking. But I would try my damnedest to become one if it
            meant release from this demonic obligation. I’d even wear a ridiculous horned helmet, and learn to ride a longship, and eat
            that stinky gammelost, and . . .
         

         
         “You find humor in my presence, Zebulan?” Satan’s voice is so soft and beguiling one might be fooled into thinking his feelings
            are hurt. Does the Chief Devil even have feelings?
         

         
         “No. I was grimacing, not smi . . .” My words trail off as I turn to look directly at Satan for the first time.

         
         He is beautiful.

         
         Holy hellfire! I’m not sure what I was expecting. Demonoid form, for sure. Scaly green skin and tail and drooling mung. Claws
            with razor-sharp nails. Blazing red eyes and fangs. A darting, snake-like tongue. Maybe even horns.
         

         
         But, no, he is in humanoid form, and his appearance is so attractive it startles. Even Jasper, who stands in the background,
            still in demonoid persona, gazes at his master with awe.
         

         
         Satan has long, silk-like red hair. Who would have ever guessed a demon redhead? But then, redheads do have a reputation for
            fiery personalities. His skin is the creamy color of aged ivory. A perfectly muscled, tall body is shown off in black leather
            tunic and tight pants tucked inside tooled ebony snakeskin boots. The chain belt around his waist is pure gold. About his
            neck is another gold chain from which hangs a crucifix, of all things, meant to be a sacrilege, I assume.
         

         
         Satan carries not the caricature pitchfork portrayed in Christian images, but a long-handled whip with dozens of hair-thin,
            silver flails with weighted tails. The calm expression on his face is belied by the way he keeps tapping the whip against
            his knee, causing the metal to shimmer in the dim candlelight of the cave and make a metallic shushing sound.
         

         
         Shush, shush, shush!

         
         It is Satan’s eyes that are the giveaway, though. Clear green orbs against a blood red background that almost seem to pulse
            with fury. They are mesmerizing in their attempt to draw a person into their cyclonic swirls of sin.
         

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         The eyes and the repetitive rhythm of the whip hypnotize.

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         I look away, afraid of what I might say or do if I fall under the devil’s spell.

         
         “Thou hast wasted enough time, Zebulan. ’Tis time to admit thy betrayal, beg for forgiveness, and promise to remain a Lucipire,
            never to stray again.”
         

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         Do a demon vampire’s work for eternity? Continue to fight the vangels. Prey on human sinners. Kill, kill, kill. My body count is well over a thousand by now. The prospect of continuing that dark work is more horrific to me than anything
            Satan might do to my body. “No. Kill me and get it over with.”
         

         
         “You are already dead.”

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         “Just send me to Hell then. You can torture me there all you want.” Brave words when I am shaking in my shackles!

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         “Ah, that is the rub,” Satan says.

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         “Alas, I cannot take you home . . . yet.”

         
         Huh? I turn my head to look at Satan and, whoa! I understand immediately. This puts a whole new light on my situation. It
            almost makes the past year of torture worthwhile. Apparently, my eternal fate is in question. My good acts for the vangels
            must have gained me points up above. Oh, it wouldn’t be enough to get me through the Pearly Gates, but maybe Purgatory’s more
            tarnished portals. “My pal Michael must have put in a good word for me.” I start to smile and stop when my dry lips crack
            and begin to seep blood again, my fangs cutting deeper. It’s a wonder I have any blood left.
         

         
         Satan hisses and lashes his whip across my chest. The metallic threads cause an excruciating pain, more like a searing burn.
            Thin welts immediately rise on my skin.
         

         
         “You will not mention that name again!” Satan’s red-rimmed, green eyes are now totally red. He is still beautiful, though,
            dammit.
         

         
         Satan refers to Michael, of course, the archangel warrior responsible for kicking the fallen angels out of Heaven, including
            Lucifer, aka Satan.
         

         
         “Michael, Michael, Michael,” I taunt, foolishly, but with great delight.

         
         The whip shoots out again, crisscrossing the chest welts. I probably look like a blank crossword puzzle. Give me a five-letter
            word for “person who taunts the devil.” IDIOT. My warped sense of humor is the only thing keeping me from crying out with
            pain.
         

         
         “Shall I send for Craven?” Jasper asks Satan. “My chief tortureologist has developed new methods of persuasion that are very
            effective.”
         

         
         Tortureologist? More like one sick bastard with more muscle than brain!

         
         “Not so effective if this sinner can stubbornly refuse to surrender,” Satan remarks.

         
         Shush, shush, shush.

         
         “Ah, but Hebrews ever were a stubborn race,” Jasper points out.

         
         Not a wise move! Even Zeb in his pain-riddled haze knows that one does not argue with Satan.

         
         Satan scowls at Jasper. Believe me, a Satan scowl is nothing to be encouraged. Better Jasper than me.

         
         “I mean, of course Craven has not been so effective in Zebulan’s case, but . . .” Jasper attempts to backpedal.

         
         “Watch and learn, Jasper,” Satan snarls. “The best torture works on the victim’s deepest despair. Their hidden fears. Their
            agonizing regrets. Their guilt. What might have beens. Their wish for do-overs.”
         

         
         Satan gives his full attention to me now, and I try to make my mind blank, to reveal nothing. At the same time, I brace myself,
            ignorant of exactly what he plans, but knowing I am in for something bad.
         

         
         It proves to be worse than I can imagine.

         
         “Do you remember Masada?” Satan asks me with well-honed cruelty.

         
         How can I forget? That ancient rock fortress overlooking the Dead Sea, the scene of one of Israel’s greatest massacres. It
            is the place where I lost my beloved wife, Sarah; and my twins, Mikah and Rachel.
         

         
         “Would you like to see how your wife and children died?”

         
         No! No, no, no, no, no, I cry silently. It is enough that I feel guilty over their deaths. That I mourned their loss every day of my human existence,
            which was not that long since I took my own life, but every day of my pitiful two-thousand-year-old Lucipire existence.
         

         
         My eyes are forced shut and behind the lids I see Sarah, but she hardly resembles my wife with smooth, sun-kissed skin and
            dancing brown eyes. No longer is she the beautiful woman who strolled through the neat rows of our small Shomron vineyard,
            laughing up at me, teasing. No, this creature more resembles those pictures I have seen of Holocaust victims during World
            War II. Gaunt, skeletal, walking like an elderly crone, rather than her twenty-five years. I know then that I am seeing Sarah
            as she was during the year-long siege of Masada, before the final assault, before the fires set by Roman soldiers. Of which,
            for my sins, I had been one.
         

         
         I arch my back on the rack, attempting escape. I scream, the first time in my captivity. A long wail of heartbreaking anguish.

         
         “Or perhaps you would like to see how your children fared?”

         
         When I do not respond, Satan says, “Everyone has a tipping point. Everyone.”

         
         What I see then pushes me closer and closer to the point of madness. And I know, deep down, that he will force me to view
            this scene over and over, flails to my very soul.
         

         
         It is too much!

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         
            The Norselands, AD 1250

         

         
There’s a little bit of witch in every woman . . .



         Regina Dorasdottir loved being a witch, but that had not always been the case.

         
         Witchiness was in her blood, her mother and grandmother before her having practiced the black arts. For years, she’d fought
            her gifts, especially when she was teased and bullied by the village children and even the youthlings up at Winterstorm Castle,
            but then when she was fourteen, the ignorant village folks burned her mother, Dora Sigrunsdottir, while still alive and inside
            her forest hut, blaming her for a year-long famine. This, despite the fact that her sweet mother had been a good witch, providing
            healing potions to the sick, birthing babies, giving, giving, giving.
         

         
         Regina could not claim the same goodness. After witnessing her mother’s brutal death, a bitterness and rage grew in her like
            a festering boil. She had to embrace her magical gifts, or explode. After a time, she rebuilt her mother’s home in the forest . . .
            a hovel, actually, but she did not care. It was only temporary. Eventually, she came to excel at and enjoy all that she could
            do, uncaring if anyone got hurt, sometimes deliberately inflicting pain on those for whom she carried a grudge. And later,
            over the next eleven years, she did not even discriminate in that way. Yes, she helped a great many people with her healing
            potions, but that became incidental. If people paid, they got her services.
         

         
         She loved the power. In a time when women were rarely given authority, she had a shadowy influence over many people.

         
         She loved making money. Forget about being paid in chickens, or barley, or mead, as many healers and midwives were. She accepted
            only coins, thank you very much, preferably gold, but silver would do, and occasionally copper.
         

         
         She loved pretending to be an aged, skinny crone with a huge wart on her hairy chin, skin splotches painted on her skin, similar
            to liver spots, which village cotters referred to as devil’s spittle, and a not-so-lovely ashy gray hair. Best for a woman
            living alone in a remote area to appear as loathsome as possible. In fact, she had seen only twenty-five winters, her hair
            was an unfortunate flame red, also considered a sign of the devil. A raggedy gunna hid an embarrassingly voluptuous figure.
            Those folks who’d known her as a child were long gone, or unable to recognize this scary creature of the woods. They were
            suspicious, of course, but accepted her explanation that the original Regina was gone and she was a member of the coven (with
            the same name, would you believe it?) who’d come to take her place. The fools shivered at the word “coven” and asked no more
            questions.
         

         
         She did not worry overmuch about suffering the same fate as her mother. She was hardier than her mother and more careful.
            Plus, she’d honed a talent with knife throwing over the years, and her knives were razor-sharp. She could pierce a running
            rabbit at twenty paces and gut a randy Viking bent on rape. Never openly. Best not to raise suspicions to another level.
         

         
         Regina had no friends or family. She was alone, and that was how she liked it.

         
         She enjoyed making jest of others, without their knowing. Especially fun were her threats of ridiculously impossible curses
            tossed at lackwit Vikings, like “Do as I command, or I’ll make your cock the size of a thimble.” Of late, she took great delight
            in being creative with her spells. “Have you ever seen a candle melt into a limp wick, Bjorn?” Or “Svein, Svein, Svein! May
            the winds blow so hard your braies fall off, and your cock gets twisted into a triple knot.” Or “The gods are displeased at
            your misdeeds, Ivan, and they can turn your favorite body part black as night with running boils, stinksome as old lutefisk.”
         

         
         Men were so obsessed with their manparts, many of them coming to her with pleas for a magic potion to make theirs bigger,
            or thicker, or less ruddy. And they would try anything! Horse dung mixed with goat urine. Standing on their heads and chanting.
            Dipping their wicks in wax. Never once did she have a man ask to make his smaller, not even Boris the Horse who was said to
            resemble his namesake.
         

         
         Of course, women were just as bad. Always wanting love potions. Or ways to make their breasts bigger, or smaller, their buttocks
            less flabby, their hips wider. Half of them wanted concoctions to help them get pregnant, the other half wanted rid of the
            bairns already growing in their bellies.
         

         
         None of that mattered in her longtime scheme of amassing enough wealth to buy an estate in the Saxon lands and become a grand
            lady. Well, mayhap not so grand, but at least respectable, in a class above the cotter class. She even had a particular property
            in mind, a small sheepstead with a barn and fields and a lovely stone manor house. But eleven long years of skimping and saving
            and still she didn’t have enough. She needed a bigger influx of wealth to finally fulfill her dreams, and it would come soon
            with the arrival of the young Jarl Efram of nearby Winterstorm.
         

         
         Ah, there he was now, just in time, leading his horse into the clearing.

         
         “Come, come, my jarl,” she said with an exaggerated cackle, motioning the fur-clad lording to follow her into her woodland
            hovel. Efram, new to the jarldom on the recent death of his father, was little more than a youthling at sixteen years. “You
            can tie your beast to yon tree, next to the boulder.”
         

         
         She could see that he was hesitant to go near the red-coated boulder, probably thinking the stains were blood. They were,
            but not human blood. She butchered her chickens and squirrels for the stew pot there. She cackled again, this time to show
            she noticed his squeamishness. Embarrassed, he looped the reins around the post, wiping his gloved hands on his braies.
         

         
         With a sniff of distaste, Efram stooped to enter the low door of her home. He might be young, but he was tall. The ceiling,
            from which hung numerous bunches of herbs, almost touched Efram’s blond hair, which he wore in a long, single braid. Her black
            cat, Thor, hissed and lunged for Efram’s pant leg, and the boyling jumped, causing dried rosemary and lavender and dill to
            shower his head and shoulders with aromatic dried particles.
         

         
         She chuckled, rather cackled, again when he shook himself of the chaff.

         
         He was not amused and tried to kick at Thor who was already bored and scooting away to his woven pallet by the hearth, where
            he stretched out and proceeded to lick his private parts. Men, even feline ones, had no manners.
         

         
         Inside the thatched-roof cottage was not much better than its wattle-and-daub exterior. The hard-packed dirt floor was uncovered
            by rushes, but she kept it swept clean and bug free. Not that the spoiled bratling, accustomed to finer fare, would notice
            such details.
         

         
         “Where is it?” Efram demanded. “Did you make the potion?”

         
         “I did,” she said and sat down on the lone chair beside a small table that she used both for eating and preparing herbal remedies.
            That left only her bed if he chose to sit down, which he did not. Probably feared fleas or lice, little knowing he had more
            of such up at his keep than she did here. In fact, his servants were always coming to her for remedies to rid hair and beards
            and bedding of the varmints.
         

         
         “Well, where is it? Give it to me! I came alone, as you insisted. I have to get back to the castle before my guests arrive,”
            he said impatiently.
         

         
         Guests, as in his uncle and entourage, who considered Efram too young and inexperienced for such a large holding. An uncle
            who would find out just how far his nephew would go to maintain an iron grip on his inheritance . . . if Regina helped him,
            that was.
         

         
         “Where is my payment?” Regina asked with equal impatience. “Fifty mancuses of gold.” Since one mancus was equal to a month’s
            wages for a skilled worker, she figured this amount, on top of her savings equal to about two hundred mancuses, should carry
            her over until her sheepstead started producing income.
         

         
         “You’ll get your coin after I see if your potion works.”

         
         Hah! She’d known Efram would pull something like this. “You’ll get no potion until I have my sack of gold. And don’t be thinking
            of coming back and stealing back my treasure. I have friends in these woods with swords sharper than any blade of yours.”
            Which was a lie, of course. She had no friends. “Besides, my cousin’s cousin who works at Winterstorm has orders to poison
            your own drink if you even try to betray me.”
         

         
         “Why, you . . . you . . .” Efram sputtered, and his hairless cheeks blossomed with color. “How dare you insult me so?”

         
         She shrugged. “’Tis just business, my jarl. Now, do you have the gold or not?”

         
         Grudgingly, he parted his fur cloak and pulled out a leather sack tied to his belt. He tossed it on the table in front of
            her. “Do you want to count it?” he snarled.
         

         
         “For a certainty,” she replied with exaggerated sweetness. And she did in fact count out the fifty lovely coins.

         
         While she was counting, his eyes darted about her small house, and his lips curled with distaste. “What is that horrible smell?”
            he asked, glancing toward the boiling cauldron over the fire.
         

         
         It was cabbage soup, which was indeed smelly, but delicious. “Oh, just a porridge of rat tails, lizard hearts, pig snouts,
            sour milk, and oats,” she told him. “Wouldst care for a taste?”
         

         
         He gagged.

         
         She’d counted the coins a second time and there were fifty. “Here is the potion then,” she said, taking a stoppered pottery
            vial the size of a fist from a nearby shelf. “Be very careful. One drop would kill a war horse,” let alone a full-grown man.
            ’Twas a mixture of deadly nightshade and water hemlock. “Because it is sweet, it will mix well, undetected, in any fermented
            beverage, like ale.”
         

         
         He nodded and reached for it, but she held it away from his grasp. “If you intend it for more than one person —” and she knew
            that he did. Not just his uncle, but everyone in his party. “—then you must be especially careful. This vial in a tun of ale
            could be accidentally tasted by innocent parties, even women and children filling the horns of ale. Just one drop on the finger
            dipped on the tongue would be fatal.”
         

         
         Efram waved a hand airily and grabbed for the vial.

         
         And Regina knew that he cared not who died in the process of his evil plot. She also knew that her own life was in danger
            once this was over because she was the only person who could disclose his plans. Ah well, she would be long gone by then.
         

         
         Before nightfall, she had packed all her belongings, including her hoard of coins, onto the back of Edgar, her donkey. She’d
            bathed in a forest pool, tucked her bush of wild red hair into a thick braid, and donned one of the used lady’s gowns she’d
            purchased in the market town of Kaupang. She would ride all night until she reached the harbor at Evenstead where she would
            sell Edgar. From there, she would take one of the merchant ships to the Saxon town of Jorvik.
         

         
         She set her hovel afire before she left. Let the village folks think another witch had gone to her satanic grave. She’d tried
            to leave the cat behind because he would draw attention, but the lackwit creature refused. Instead of rubbing himself up against
            her and purring with entreaty, Thor had pissed on her new boots and spit up three hair clumps to emphasize his disdain for
            that idea. Cats were like that betimes.
         

         
         She’d traveled half the night when her plans hit a snag. Thor, who had wrapped himself around her neck, his head and tail
            resting on her bosom, hissed an alert. Mayhap a cat companion was not such a bad idea after all.
         

         
         Standing directly in her path, an apparition appeared, a full-body glow of light against the blackness of the dense forest.
            It looked like an angel Regina had seen one time painted on the walls of a Christian church in Northumbria.
         

         
         “Have you no shame, witch?” the angel roared.

         
          

         
            Double, double, toil, and lots of trouble . . .



         Michael was sick to his archangel ears of Vikings.

         
         He’d never been fond of the vain, arrogant, brutal Vikings. But then, five years ago, God assigned him to put together a band
            of Viking vampire angels (vangels) to fight Satan’s evil Lucipires (demon vampires). His appreciation hadn’t increased with
            close proximity to the bothersome creatures. Especially those seven Sigurdsson brothers who’d been guilty of the Seven Deadly
            Sins in a most heinous way. ’Twas like trying to herd cats.
         

         
         And for his sins, Michael had to admit, he was not overfond of cats. His pal, St. Francis of Assisi, patron saint of animals,
            would be disappointed in him. But ever since that Noah and the Ark debacle, Michael just couldn’t seem to abide felines. Truth
            to tell, two cats had entered the ark and seventy-five emerged when the floods receded. What did that say about cats?
         

         
         And Vikings were no better.

         
         Randy, crude beings, all of them!

         
         Now, his boss (that would be God) expected him to recruit a witch to the vangel ranks. A witch! A cauldron-boiling, potion-brewing,
            spell-tossing, broom-riding (well, maybe no brooms), cackling crone! Bad enough he had to deal with male Vikings, but now
            Norsewomen, as well, and a witch, on top of it all! It was enough to sour a saint’s stomach.
         

         
         Michael was in the dense forest of the frigid Norselands, freezing his holy skin under his white robes, more suited to a warm
            heavenly climate, when he saw his target approaching, astride a heavily laden donkey. Not a cauldron in sight, and she wasn’t
            as cronely as he’d expected, but that was neither here nor there. On her shoulders was . . . (What else! It was that kind of day!) . . . a large, black, hissing cat.
         

         
         Michael barely restrained himself from hissing back, but instead roared at the woman, “Have you no shame, witch? What wickedness
            thou dost brew!”
         

         
         “Huh?” The cat bolted off for cover, the donkey balked, and the witch jerked on the reins and flew head over heels to land
            on the pine needle–laden ground.
         

         
         “Regina Dorasdottir! Many men, women, and children died today at thy hands!”

         
         “My hands are clean. I didn’t poison anyone,” she proclaimed, standing and dusting off her bottom. At least she wasn’t denying
            that poison was involved. She knew exactly what he was talking about. The witch!
         

         
         “Thou made the bane drink. Thou sold it for coin. It was used carelessly, not that careful murder is any less offensive. Many
            innocent people suffered painful deaths.”
         

         
         Immediately, he flashed a cloud picture in front of her so that she could see all the bodies in the rushes of the Winterstorm
            great hall, many of them lying in pools of vomit, others with blood emerging from their mouths and noses and even ears. Men,
            women, children, even the castle dogs. All of them dead.
         

         
         Regina stepped back in fear, not at the sight of the dead bodies, apparently, but because she was seeing a picture in the
            air of an event that had already happened. “How did you do that? Are you a wizard performing some magic sorcery?”
         

         
         “No sorcery. That is your business, witch, not mine. I am St. Michael the Archangel, and God is very angry with you.”

         
         “God? Which god would that be? Odin, Thor? Baldr?” She was taking careful steps backward as she spoke.

         
         “There is only one God, lackwit!” He raised a hand, and a bolt of lightning shot from his fingers, hitting the woman in her
            heart. She clutched her chest and fell to her knees.
         

         
         “Am I to be condemned for one . . . um, mistake?” She batted her long eyelashes at him in innocence. For a brief moment, he
            noticed that she was not unattractive, for a witch, that was. Her neatly braided red hair acted as a frame for a sharply sculpted
            Nordic face and green eyes, which would turn blue before this day was done, if he had his way.
         

         
         But her appearance mattered not a whit, he reminded himself. Women were ever the devious ones, using their feminine wiles
            to persuade men to their designs. Hah! He was immune. “Mistake? Mistake? Woman, thou hast committed many sins. Thy transgressions
            are so innumerable I can scarce list them. Dozens of babes killed in the womb, the addictive poppy used to make slobbering
            slaves of some men, and women, too, death potions for the elderly, murder . . . and, yea, killing men who came courting—”
         

         
         “What? Those were potential rapists!”

         
         “Not all of them,” he contended. “Thou art also guilty of the sin of greed.” He glanced pointedly at the leather sack attached
            to the donkey’s saddle.
         

         
         “Just compensation for services,” she countered.

         
         He arched his brows at that and showed her a cloud picture of her withholding a medicinal remedy for a starving family’s baby
            with lung fever.
         

         
         “Well, that is the exception,” she lied.

         
         “Then, too, there was fornication,” Michael told her.

         
         “One time. One stinking, unsatisfying time,” she argued.

         
         “Where in the Holy Book does it say that coupling has to be satisfying?” he asked.

         
         “What about all the good I’ve done? There are many people I’ve helped with healing herbs.”

         
         “Not for a long time,” he told her, then sighed. “On the celestial scales of good and evil, canst hear the thunk of weight
            on the one side?”
         

         
         She ignored what he said and continued to argue, “And I never practiced any satanic rites, like some witches do.”

         
         “Satan comes in many forms. Some would say that practicing evil is the same as worshipping Satan.”

         
         “I still think—”

         
         “Thou dost not think, that is thy trouble. Thou art a dreadful sinner, Regina Dorasdottir. Thou hast no morals. There is naught
            thou would reject doing if paid enough. If it were up to me, thou would burn in the fires of Hell.”
         

         
         She pulled a long-bladed knife from a belt sheath and glanced briefly at him, assessing the chances of escape. But then, her
            shoulders slumped as she took note of the full-body halo that enveloped him, and she dropped the weapon. “So, that’s it then.
            I’m to die for my sins.”
         

         
         “Not quite.”

         
         Her head shot up at that.

         
         “In his mercy, God is willing to give you a second chance for repentance.”

         
         She narrowed her green eyes at him. “What would I have to do?”

         
         “Thou wouldst join the ranks of vangels, fighting in the Lord’s army against evil forces.”

         
         “Me? An angel?” she scoffed.

         
         “Not an angel. A vangel. A Viking vampire angel. Put on earth to destroy Lucifer’s demon vampires, wicked creatures who prey
            on sinful humans, killing them before their fated time of death, giving them no chance to repent.”
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Explanations can come later. Dost thou choose Hell or vangeldom?”

         
         “That’s some choice! For how long?”

         
         Michael was growing impatient. “As long as it takes. Centuries. Mayhap even until the Final Judgment Day.”

         
         “And I will live all that time, growing older and older, more feeble?”

         
         “Dost deliberately misspeak, witch? Thou wouldst stay the same age.”

         
         “Oh. Really? Well, yes, then. Of course I agree.” She paused. “But what exactly is a vam-pyre? Does it have anything to do
            with fire, or is—”
         

         
         The time for questions had passed. She’d agreed. That was enough for Michael.

         
         Raising both arms, he levitated her high in the air so that she twirled about, screaming as her upper jaw broke and restructured
            itself to accommodate newly formed fangs and her shoulder blades cracked open and grew bumps that might one day become wings.
            Her green eyes turned the clear blue of all vangels. Now, do you understand what a vampire is? At the same time, for his own pleasure, Michael sent the bristling, hissing familiar with her. Take that, cat!

         
         “I changed my mind,” Regina screeched.

         
         Too late! The witch was flying through the air to parts unknown to take on her new role. And Michael was off to see what the
            Sigurdsson brothers were up to now. An archangel’s work was never done!
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         
            Transylvania, Pennsylvania, AD 2016

         

         
            Beware of red-haired witches with fangs . . .



         Aha! I’ve got him! He won’t escape me now, the yellow-bellied son of a Norse boar!

         
         Regina was in a rage.

         
         And she’d finally trapped the one man who could help her. He wouldn’t escape her this time.

         
         “I’ve had enough of this glass ceiling!” she yelled up at Vikar Sigurdsson who was standing atop a twelve-foot ladder changing
            one of thirteen bulbs in the chandelier of the third parlor.
         

         
         “Huh?” The Viking pivoted to look down at her, then had to use both hands to steady himself, which caused one of the bulbs
            to fall and shatter on the parquet floor.
         

         
         He muttered something foul under his breath about fucked-up, bothersome witches. It was the kind of thing vangels were not
            supposed to say. At least he hadn’t used the Lord’s name as an expletive. That was a definite no-no. Still, he better hope
            Mike hadn’t heard him. Mike was the rude nickname the vangels gave St. Michael. Not in his presence, of course. They weren’t
            total fools. And anyway, why were male vangels always blaming the witch side of her nature for every little mishap; she was
            as much a vangel as they were, and that was the point.
         

         
         Good thing she’d locked Thor in her bedchamber or the cat would also be blamed if Vikar came tumbling down on his fine Viking
            arse or his hard Viking head. Folks were always saying lackwitted things about witches, black cats, and stepladders!
         

         
         “What glass ceiling?” Vikar sniped, now that he’d steadied himself. “I swear, we’ve replastered every ceiling in this damn
            castle, all hundred or so of them, and not one of them was glass.” Restoration of the rundown castle was a sore point with
            Vikar, who had been attempting to make the crumbling ruin livable for the past five years. A never-ending battle, he was always
            bemoaning. Guilty of the sin of pride, Vikar still found it hard to reconcile that he was forced to live in a dump in Transylvania,
            of all places, and not Transylvania, Romania, either. This was the town of Transylvania, Pennsylvania, a corny, vampire tourist
            trap. If Regina didn’t have other things on her mind, she would taunt him about his lowly assignment.
         

         
         “You dope!” She probably shouldn’t insult the head of their vangel clan, so to speak, but she was spitting mad. “Glass ceiling
            is a metaphor for the invisible barriers that keep women from rising to the top.”
         

         
         “Met-a-whore? What’s that? No, don’t tell me.” He rolled his eyes and muttered something about there being a reason why he
            avoided witches, and her in particular, all the time. He probably knew all along what a glass ceiling was, and a metaphor,
            too. “Holy clouds, woman! Can’t this wait until I am off this death trap?”
         

         
         “What difference does it make? You’re dead anyway,” she pointed out, arms folded over the chest of her tunic, tapping her
            foot impatiently.
         

         
         Vikar noticed her foot tapping, and her attire, as well. The idiot preferred that the female vangels wear gowns in the ancient
            Norsewoman fashion, complete with ankle-length, open-sided apron, to distinguish them from the human females. Hah! She would
            wear an apron when Vikar started wearing ballet slippers, and she’d told him so, more than once. Regina much preferred leather
            braies and belted tunics. She looked good in such an outfit, too.
         

         
         “What’s your point, Regina? I let you put a Crock-Pot in your room.”

         
         “A Crock-Pot is not a cauldron,” she asserted with affront. Vikar . . . in fact, all the Viking men . . . liked to mock her
            witchly activities. He probably thought she wanted to brew some bat wing and rat tail concoction, and not some healing remedy
            for bloody tongues. Vangels were always accidentally biting their tongues with their fangs. It was an occupational hazard,
            you might say.
         

         
         “And even though I have rules against indoor pets, I have allowed your cat free rein of the castle.”

         
         Allowed? She’d like to give him “allowed” smack-dab in his hard arse which was pointed right at her as he climbed down the
            ladder. “Hah! Try and stop Thor from coming inside.”
         

         
         “I did, and it took two sennights for the scratch marks to heal. Anyhow, you are never happy, Regina. Didn’t I give you that
            small room for drying your herbs and brewing your potions?”
         

         
         “In the dungeon!”

         
         “We do not call it a dungeon anymore. ’Tis the basement.”

         
         She counted to five in Old Norse to tamp down her temper. “You are not utilizing my talents, master.” She’d added that master
            title to soften Vikar up, if that was possible. “For years I have been given the menial tasks. Guard the security gate. Act
            as backup for the front line team of vangels, which, incidentally, in case you haven’t noticed, are all men.”
         

         
         “Have you suddenly become a feminist?” he tried to jest as he untied the tool belt around his waist.

         
         Men and their tool belts. They could be fat as autumn hogs and smell like days-old gammelost, and still they thought the addition
            of a tool belt turned them into Svein the Sexy, with the usual, “Wouldst like to climb aboard and check out my longboat?”
         

         
         Not in this century, or any other! “I have always been a feminist.”

         
         “Gloria Steinem of the Dark Ages, huh?” he quipped.

         
         She would yank at her own hair in frustration if it hadn’t taken her an hour to twist the red bush into a neat single braid
            down her back.
         

         
         Vikar continued on his roll of humor. “Really? I did not know they had bra burners back in the twelfth century. Or bras, for
            that matter. Mayhap they burned their chastity belts. Ha, ha, ha!”
         

         
         “Very funny!” She was not amused. “I’m beginning to think you are a misogynist.”

         
         “A who? I do not do massages . . . well, unless they are for my wife in the midst of bedplay, and even then—”

         
         “Aaarrgh! With all due respect, Vikar, betimes you are an asshole.”

         
         He grinned, probably thinking he’d successfully changed the subject and would be able to send her on her meek way.

         
         “Even the American military, and those across the ocean, use women in combat today.”

         
         “We are not the Army, or Navy, or whatever. We fight for a higher power.”

         
         “I demand to be given a mission of worth,” she said, jabbing a finger into his chest and backing him up until he hit the wall.
            It did not matter that he was six-foot-four and she a scarce five-foot-seven. A witch’s finger could be a deadly weapon. In
            fact, just for a second, she pointed downward, and saw him shiver with dread. Viking men always feared her threats of a curse
            on their manparts. Some were doubtful of her ability to actually put one in knots or curl it up into a little worm, but they
            took no chances.
         

         
         Vikar put up both hands in surrender, laughing (but only halfway). “What exactly do you want, Regina?”

         
         “I want an assignment that tests my talents. No more gentle, feminine jobs that keep me out of direct fighting. I have decided
            on just the mission.”
         

         
         “Oh?” he asked hesitantly.

         
         “I am going to rescue Zebulan.”

         
         “No!” Vikar exploded and shoved away from her, stomping out into the hall and heading toward the kitchen. “No, no, no, a hundred
            times no!” he yelled back at her along the way.
         

         
         She followed after him, doggedly, as they passed the office, the computer room, a small chapel, both a large and a small dining
            room. Everywhere vangels were at work, as they always were when not out on a mission, with brooms and mops, at computers,
            sanding mildewed wainscoting, sharpening swords, painting walls. In another parlor turned family room, Armod, the young Icelandic
            vangel who fashioned himself a Michael Jackson reincarnated, was teaching the young, human children how to moonwalk to the
            music of “Thriller.”
         

         
         When they got to the massive kitchen, she saw that Lizzie Borden, the cook, was chopping a deboned beef carcass into stew-size
            pieces with her culinary axe . . . uh, cleaver. (Yes, that Lizzie Borden. Enough said! If Regina had said it once, she’d said
            it a hundred times: Norsemen had a warped sense of humor, but then, mayhap angels did, too, since St. Michael picked those
            sinners to turn into vampire angels.)
         

         
         At the other end of the fifty-foot center island, Lizzie’s new assistant cook, Andrea . . . a pastry chef, actually . . .
            was baking something that smelled delicious. Cream-filled crepes, maybe. Or coconut and peppermint iced donuts. Andrea and
            her husband, Cnut Sigurdsson, were always salivating over those two flavors, for some reason. Andrea had been an accomplished
            dessert maker before wedding Cnut, the last of the seven Sigurdsson brothers to bite the marriage bullet.
         

         
         Andrea nodded Regina’s way and then gave a surreptitious little fist pump at Regina. Andrea was aware of Regina’s plan to
            “assault” Vikar today with her proposal.
         

         
         Lizzie knew about Regina’s plans, too, but Lizzie’s suggestion had been that Regina shouldn’t bother asking for permission,
            she should just put an axe to Vikar’s neck and tell the Viking to give his approval, or else. Chop, chop.
         

         
         Yeah, that would work. In a castle full of vangel soldiers! Regina would get about as far as the gazebo out back.

         
         Vikar went directly to the commercial-size fridge and took out a carton of Fake-O, which he downed with a grimace in one long
            gulp. When vangels saved a sinner or killed a Lucipire, their skin turned a nice, healthy tan color. Otherwise, they had to
            feed on blood, or the fake synthetic blood invented by one of the brothers. Fake-O. That was another gripe she had for Vikar.
            With the lack of real fighting assignments, Regina was forced to drink more and more of the simulated crap, and it was repulsive
            to say the least.
         

         
         “Back to Zebulan,” she said to Vikar. “I have an idea that—”

         
         Vikar put up a halting hand. “Zeb has been gone for more than a year. If it were possible to rescue the Lucie, I would have
            taken an army to do the job long ago.” Lucie was the nickname that vangels gave to Lucipires, or demon vampires, of which
            Zeb was one. Well, leastways he had been until a few years ago when he’d turned double agent for Michael. He was still a demon,
            but a good one, if that were possible.
         

         
         Cnut walked in then, coming up from the dungeon, rather the basement steps. He wore a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off and
            jeans, and athletic shoes. His head was half shaved on both sides and braided down the center in that ridiculous Ragnor Lothbrok
            style from the Vikings show on the History Channel. He was dripping sweat which meant he’d probably been teaching fighting skills to the newer vangels.
         

         
         Wiping his forehead with a gym-style towel wrapped around his neck, he leaned over and kissed his wife, then said to Vikar,
            “Did I hear you mention Zeb? If anyone should go after him, it’s me. After all, he traded himself for my sorry ass.”
         

         
         Vikar shook his head. “You know what Mike said. Zeb is dead to us. Gone to a place where he can no longer be helped. And he
            forbade us specifically from going after him.”
         

         
         Cnut nodded reluctantly.

         
         But Regina had another idea. “Actually, what he said was, ‘You men, all of you, are forbidden from rescuing Zebulan.’ You
            know what that means, don’t you?”
         

         
         Andrea stopped piping whipped cream from a pastry bag into her delicacies. Lizzie stopped chopping the bloody meat. And Cnut
            turned inch by inch to gape at her.
         

         
         It was Vikar who said, “What?”

         
         “I am not a man.”

         
          

         
            Ding dong, the witch is here . . .



         Regina had a plan for rescuing Zebulan the Hebrew.

         
         Okay, it wasn’t a plan exactly. More of a wish list for how things would work out. A wish list plan. I know, I know. A witch wish list. Try saying that real fast. Don’t laugh. At least I’m trying.

         
         And she was going to succeed, or die trying. Again. Since she was already dead, of course. No, no negative thoughts. Focus. I am witch. I am vangel. I am woman. Hear me roar. Or cackle. Or something. Holy clouds,
               I’m so scared I could pee my skinny britches.

         
         Through a series of hits and misses, Regina had managed to make several wrong turns on the teletransport highway. So sue me. I haven’t had that much experience with molecular transfer, no thanks to the frickin’ Viking powers-that-be, that
               chauvinist Vikar. And, you’re right, I don’t have a clue what “molecular transfer” means. Harek Sigurdsson, the smartest of
               all the vangels, taught me that phrase.

         
         In any case, she’d accidentally skidded through time and the world into some creepy castles where she encountered even creepier
            inhabitants. Can anyone say Bran Castle, or Dracula? Now, that is one creepy dude! Or how about Moosham Castle in Austria, better known
               as Witches Castle, where several thousand young girls met their fate? Why does everyone pick on witches, by the by? And why
               fire? And then there was the Black Gate, which should have in no way been confused with a demon lair, but I somehow hydroplaned
               there. Yikes!

         
         But she had finally located Horror, Jasper’s castle in the frozen tundra, far north of Norway. Check one off her list. And remind myself to bring a fur cloak next time, instead of this silk-lined one, if there is a next time, please not, God!
               Brrr! And forget skinny jeans! Whoever invented them couldn’t have been a woman. I’m cleaving my crotch here when I’m not
               freezing my buns off. If I bend over, I can’t breathe, and any breath that comes out is frozen in the air.

         
         Get over yourself, Regina, she chastised herself. You are where you wanted to be. On an important mission.

         
         Still, it would have been a lot easier if teletransport had GPS or if she had an iPhone with special apps. “Hey, Siri, where
            is Horror?” Or she could have googled Jasper’s address, like that would be listed! “Jasper Lucipire, 101 Frosty Lane, North
            Pole.” Or the Google search would have responded with an inquiry, “Did you mean Jasper Claus?” As if she was looking for Santa’s
            evil brother! Not!
         

         
         In the best of circumstances, Vikar or Mike could have drawn her a map, but they hadn’t exactly given their blessings to undertake
            this road trip to Hell, so to speak. In her defense, she’d informed the vangel leader of her intentions regarding Zebulan,
            and to her mind that amounted to a permission of sorts, even though he’d said no. In fact, his last “No!” to her had been
            barely a shout. She figured she would have worn him down eventually, but she hadn’t wanted to waste the time. Better to err
            and ask for forgiveness later than seek permission ahead of time. Or so she justified in her mind. Some saint said that, didn’t he? Maybe St. Augustine. No, he was the one who prayed, “Dear God, let me be pure, but not yet.”
               Or some such thing. Whatever.

         
         As for Mike, he probably knew of her transgression by now since she’d been gone for two, almost three days. She declined to
            think what her punishment might end up being. Surely, if I’m successful, there will be no punishment. Yeah, right. And I have a cloud to sell anyone who believes that! She couldn’t think about the future now.
         

         
         Next, she’d had to case the perimeter of the vast building and grounds. More shivering! But check two on her list.

         
         Infiltrating the castle had been easier than she’d expected. I am vangel, watch me teletransport through two-foot, iron-studded doors! Of course, vangels weren’t supposed to use their teletransporting skills in such a light manner, when other means of entry
            might be available, and she was new at this advanced level, but she couldn’t help but be delighted that she’d done it so well.
            Yay, me! Anyhow, check three for that one.
         

         
         Now to find Zebulan’s location, which she’d heard via the witch grapevine was inside a cave, presumably connected to or below
            the castle. Check four. And, yes, there were still witches around today, more than modern folks would believe. They blended
            in now, though. No more pointy hats or riding brooms, if there ever had been. And only an occasional cackle, which Regina
            thought was unfortunate. A good cackle could make the biggest man wet his braies with fright.
         

         
         She’d been hiding in a broken, ancient elevator shaft all day, waiting for nighttime to come when the castle would presumably
            settle down, and she could explore. Actually, this far north and at this time of the year, mid-October, it was dark except
            for a few hours daily. Polar Night, it was called. So, it was more silence than light she was waiting for. Demons presumably
            slept sometime.
         

         
         The walls of the wooden chute refracted sound, creating an echo of footsteps above and below, along with more than a few screams
            as new recruits were being tortured. Maybe one of them was Zebulan. No. Somehow, she didn’t imagine him screaming, though
            everyone had a breaking point, as she well knew, having broken more than a few individuals herself in her time.
         

         
         She’d never met the Hebrew in person, although she had seen him from a distance the few times he’d visited the castle in Transylvania.
            A handsome man when in human form. Tall. Lean, but well-muscled. Brown hair and eyes. Slightly aquiline nose. Like some ancient
            Hebrew warrior in a pair of blue jeans.
         

         
         Silence finally overcame the castle. She waited several hours beyond that, past midnight, she guessed, and was about to emerge
            from her hiding place when a female voice whispered, “I smell witch.”
         

         
         Regina jumped back.

         
         “Mais, oui, Patience, darlin’. Ah cain’t help but notice the odor, too,” a male voice drawled out in a strong Southern accent. There
            were several exaggerated sniffing sounds, whether from the male or female, Regina couldn’t tell, but then the man resumed
            talking, “Smells lak the bayou. Ah declare, Patience, it reminds me of home. Toad and eye of newt, with a touch of banewort.
            Very swampy.”
         

         
         “You think everything smells like the bayou, Beauregard,” the woman, Patience, said, drawing out the man’s name so it sounded
            like Bow-rah-gahd. “Not all toads come from the swamp, you know. We had toads in Salem, too.”
         

         
         “Picky, picky! You said you smelled a witch, and you mentioned toads, and Holy Crawfish! Any Cajun with bayou mud in his veins
            would expect you meant swamp toads.”
         

         
         “Cajun, Cajun, Cajun! That’s all you think about, Beau. I was about to mention that I also smell rosemary, thyme, and vervain,”
            Patience sniped.
         

         
         I smell like toad? Swampy? Are you kidding me? Regina unsheathed two of her favorite blades, and arranged her cloak off her shoulders to give her more arm room. She arched
            her back to get rid of the kinks from standing in one position for so long.
         

         
         “Come out, come out, wherever you are, cackle, cackle,” another female voice cajoled. Older sounding.

         
         “’Tis not a game, Grimey,” Beau chided the older woman. “We’re not even certain of its witchliness.”

         
         “I’ll give you Grimey, you worthless hordling. Scarce twenty years as a Lucipire and he thinks he can take liberties with
            his betters.” There was a swatting sound, followed by a male “Ouch!”
         

         
         So, this dude was a hordling. In other words, a young Lucie. In the social order of demons, there were high haakai, haakai,
            mungs, hordlings and imps, the foot soldiers of Hell, so to speak.
         

         
         “Sorry Ah am, Grimelda,” the man said, the twinkle in his voice belying any sense of apology.

         
         Okay, this was getting ridiculous. Patience, Grimelda, and Beauregard? Maybe I’m not really in Horror Castle, but Bedlam,
               instead.

         
         “Definitely a witch. Sniff, sniff, sniff,” the younger female voice said. “But there’s a different smell, too. Could it be . . .
            no, that’s impossible. A witch vangel?”
         

         
         “Ah’ve never heard of such before,” Beau said skeptically.

         
         “No worse’n demon Lucipires. Devil witches with fangs, angel witches with fangs. Could say we’re kinfolk,” the old lady laughed . . .
            uh, cackled.
         

         
         Suddenly, three huge creatures literally fell into the shaft next to Regina, crowding her against the wall. They were demons,
            all right. Demon vampires with fangs and red eyes and scaly skin and claws and tails. But they also had the scent of witches
            about them. Such odors were only sensed by fellow witches. And, no, it wasn’t the swampy, putrid odor of warty amphibians.
            More like a combination of wood ash and lavender.
         

         
         She would have been frightened, except the three beasts were almost comical as they elbowed each other trying to fit into
            the tight space.
         

         
         “Oh, spit,” the younger female demon said . . . Patience, Regina assumed . . . as she morphed into human form. A twentysomething
            woman with jet black hair and eerie pale green eyes, wearing a modest muslin gown of seventeen hundreds vintage, with a wide,
            crisscrossed, white collar, and big-buckled black shoes. Very plain attire. Was she Amish? They had plenty of those living
            outside the home castle in Transylvania. No, not Amish. Puritan, Regina decided.
         

         
         The other two followed suit, taking on humanoid personalities.

         
         Beauregard turned out to be a lean, thirty-ish guy wearing a New Orleans Saints T-shirt hanging outside his faded jeans. On
            his feet were scruffy, flat-soled boots. His shoulder-length, dark hair was tied at his nape with a leather thong into a small
            ponytail. Dark mischievous eyes. Not bad looking.
         

         
         Grimelda was eighty if she was a day, with straggly gray hair and rheumy, colorless eyes, wearing a black gunna with a long,
            open-sided apron in the old Viking style. They all exhibited fangs and reeked of a combination of dragon’s blood, valerian,
            and sulfur, along with the usual ashy
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