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        Dead men are filled with life.

        Eleven years ago, world-renowned guitarists Hale and Aleksandr learned that monsters were real. Hale lost the love of his life, and Aleksandr lost his brother.

      

        

      
        When the carnage was over, they vowed to make sure no one else had to suffer the same fate.

      

        

      
        But since then, another band's bassist has been killed at a festival, and she wasn’t the only one. Hale suspects a vampire was responsible, and that their drummer — the singer of his new band — knows more about it than she’s letting on. When a member of their new act is also attacked by a vampire, everything Hale has tried to keep in the shadows comes to light.

      

        

      
        Hale has made a bargain with the gods for the power to heal. But he can't save everyone.

      

        

      
        The dead are rising. The gods are angry. And even they won't be Hale’s biggest problem.

      

        

      
        From USAT Bestselling Author Amir Lane comes a story of music, magic, and mayhem.

        Note: This book contains depictions of substance abuse and self-harm.
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NOW PLAYING: THE TOWER (DEMO) - THE FURIES
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      January chill bit into Hale’s skin. The wolf pelt he’d picked up years ago at a second hand store in Gothenburg kept the worst of it out. He closed his eyes to focus on committing the sound of wind whistling through the trees to memory. Tomorrow, he would do his best to transcribe the sound for guitar.

      If we make it to tomorrow.

      There was always the risk on these trips that every night would be their last. Hale had made peace with that a long time ago.

      Aleksandr’s voice from the other side of the fire was the only human sound in the Swedish mountains. It was strange to hear the words in his soft melodic voice rather than Ragnar’s death growls. Strange, but pretty.

      Two thousand years ago, Aleksandr would have been a priest or a storyteller in a small mountainside town, and he would have been happier for it. He wasn’t meant for rapid modern life. He sifted through the rabbit bones at his feet with the stick he’d been using to stoke the fire, trying to read some kind of message from the gods in them.

      “Freyja spoke to me yesterday,” he said in soft Swedish.

      Hale raised an eyebrow, silently urging him to continue.

      “I had this dream. There was a… fetal deer eating its own umbilical cord. I think she wants you to call your mother.”

      That was… disgusting.

      Even though he was used to Aleksandr saying these sorts of things, Hale made a face. and shook his head. Some of his hair fell from the loose bun. He tied it back up to keep it out of his face despite the wind’s best efforts. His finger brushed one of the beads in the thin braid on the right side, more out of habit than anything else.

      “I think she wants you to stop smoking so much pot,” Hale said.

      The rustle of branches interrupted Aleksandr’s soft laugh. Their eyes met for a brief moment. Aleksandr unsheathed the long dagger strapped to the side of his leg, while Hale’s hand settled on his already-loaded crossbow. Guns might have been more practical, but they would have to account for every bullet. It was more trouble than it was worth. The ash bolts were more effective than bullets anyway.

      More movement came from Hale’s left. His head snapped in the direction of the sound.

      Two of them?

      “Aleksandr,” he said sharply.

      “I know.”

      With his free hand, Hale found the silver mjolnir pendant and engagement ring hanging from the leather cord beneath his jacket and kissed them. He rolled his shoulders to let the pelt fall back onto the snow. His eyes were fixed on the tight line of trees.

      Odin, protect us.

      They had been lucky so far. They had survived these hunting trips on and off for eleven years now. Hopefully, this year would make it twelve.

      A woman’s voice cried out in the darkness.

      “Help me! Help me!”

      Hale ground his teeth against the instinct to find her. He didn’t know if this tactic was something they learned or if it was ingrained into them. The nearest cabins were all empty right now. They had checked before sundown and found no sign of human life.

      That had been several hours ago. Somebody very well could have wandered up into the mountains and gotten hurt or lost in that time.

      Hale doubted it.

      The same cry came from behind him. This time, it was a man’s voice.

      “Help me! Help me!”

      Hale stood and raised his crossbow with both hands. Though it was fairly light, he was mindful of the way the weight tugged at the scars behind his left shoulder. In his periphery, Aleksandr sheathed the dagger and raised his own crossbow instead.

      This wasn’t right.

      Draug weren’t like European or North American vampires. They didn’t move in pairs. It was likely why Hale and Aleksandr had survived doing this so long. It was always two against one.

      They had a strategy. His job was to slow the bastards down so Aleksandr could finish them off. Two of them coming from different directions complicated things.

      “Hale,” Aleksandr said.

      Hale knew that tone.

      “Don’t,” he warned.

      “You’ve been a good brother.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Aleksandr laughed softly.

      “I love you too, Hale.”

      Hale’s lip twitched into a smile despite himself.

      “Come on, you fucks,” he muttered.

      The silence was worse than the noise. Had they seen the weapons and retreated?

      No—

      From his left—

      “Hale!”

      Hale spun.

      Eyes glowed yellow in the light of the fire. His finger twitched on the trigger. The bolt went wide.

      Dammit!

      The draug moved fast, too fast for Hale to follow. There was no point trying to see it. He allowed instinct to take over. He turned in the direction of the hairs prickling on the back of his neck as he released the bolt without letting himself think about it. A howl of pain rang through his eardrums. The draug paused long enough that Hale could see the bolt sticking from her thigh. She stared at him with sharp teeth bared and wide eyes a blue so pale, they were nearly white. She was thin enough that he could make out the bones of her skull and collarbones where her torn and bloody clothes hung loose from her body. It was impossible to tell how old she’d been as human.

      Jeans and a t-shirt.

      Had she been killed in the summer?

      Hale smothered down the guilt before it could distract him. One week a year. That was the agreement. Anything outside that week wasn’t his responsibility. All he could do was put the poor thing out of her misery and keep her from killing anybody else.

      His weak shoulder gave out a little as he pulled the trigger again. The bolt stuck between the draug’s ribs instead of her heart.

      “How are you doing, Aleksandr?” he shouted.

      The lack of verbal response wasn’t encouraging.

      “Aleksandr!”

      “I’m fine!”

      Hale slipped his shoulder to the side, narrowly avoiding the woman’s claws aimed for his face. The ash poisoning was slowing her down already. She was too close for the crossbow. He let it fall to the ground and moved his right leg back.

      A sharp cry rang out behind him.

      “Aleksandr?”

      Hale made the mistake of looking back. He didn’t see Aleksandr or the other draug.

      “Aleksandr!”

      Gods, where was he? Where—

      The woman slammed into him. The snow broke his fall, and the pain was muffled by the spike of adrenaline in his veins. He braced his left hand against her rotting throat to keep her teeth from his face. Cold pain pulled at the scars behind his shoulder. The weak muscles quivered with the effort of holding her back against gravity. Her ugly snarl looked even more inhuman in the firelight.

      Hale’s pendants were hot where they’d fallen back against his skin.

      Protect him, you bastards, not me. He’s not a fighter!

      Hale could handle himself, but Aleksandr—

      Aleksandr could hold his own. He wasn’t as soft as he looked. Hale couldn’t think of him while the woman’s short claws raked at his arms. She was clearly young enough they hadn’t had a chance to grow long yet. The sleeves of his jacket kept them from breaking his skin.

      Hale shifted to push the woman back a few inches with his good arm. He wedged his knee up between them. His fingers scrambled over his thigh until they found the hilt of his dagger.

      Blood splattered on his face as he drove the blade into the underside of her jaw. She howled and screamed around the metal. He kept his grip on the hilt as she jerked back, dislocating her jaw. She fell back, and Hale was on her in a less than a breath. He dropped his weight onto the dagger. It took two tries to get it between the ribs and into her heart.

      It was concern for Aleksandr that made him stand as the draug woman thrashed on the snow, not the sick feeling that came with watching her die.

      This never did get easier.

      “Aleksandr?”

      “I’m— I’m okay. I got it.”

      Aleksandr wavered a little as he stood. As Hale approached, he made out the figure of the male draug in the firelight. Crossbow bolts stuck from his body, including two protruding from his heart beside the dagger.

      “Are you hurt?” Hale asked.

      He unzipped his jacket and tossed it back onto the log Aleksandr had been sitting on. Sweat made the long-sleeved shirt underneath stick to his body. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve. Aleksandr did the same.

      “I don’t think so,” Aleksandr said, looking himself over.

      Hale guided Aleksandr closer to the fire so he could get a better look. His stomach clenched.

      In Eir’s name—

      “You’re bleeding,” Hale said.

      Aleksandr looked down at himself, frowning.

      “I am? Oh...”

      Hale pulled one of his gloves off and grabbed the bottom of Aleksandr’s shirt. Aleksandr’s long fingers caught his wrist.

      “No! I don’t want you to see,” Aleksandr said quietly.

      For the love of all the Gods.

      Hale had had seen Aleksandr at his worst. He had seen every one of his ink-covered scars. He was the one who’d found Aleksandr when he—

      It wasn’t worth fighting over.

      “I won’t look,” Hale promised.

      If the injury was as mild as the amount of blood suggested, he wouldn’t have to.

      Hale had two inches and a good fifty pounds on Aleksandr. Even with the sharp ache in his shoulder, it wouldn’t be difficult to manhandle him if he had to.

      Aleksandr winced as Hale prodded at his stomach with his bare hand. His long fingers clutched at Hale’s arms.

      “Breathe through it,” Hale said.

      He took deep, exaggerated breaths that Aleksandr gasped to match. There were three breaks in skin on the left side, running from beneath his ribs to his navel. They didn’t feel deep enough to need more than a few stitches, but they would leave another scar. Aleksandr already had so many, both from fights with draug and from his own hands.

      Hale flattened his palm against the gashes and wrapped his free arm around Aleksandr’s waist to hold him in place. Another scar would bother Hale far less than it would Aleksandr.

      Aleksandr had survived some of the worst things a person could live through. Hale would never mistake the way Aleksandr clung to him as weakness.

      Hale’s hand grew warm. He closed his eyes, focusing on the high singing of the wind through the trees. Aleksandr let out a pained sound and jerked. Hale tightened his grip.

      “It’s all right, Aleksandr. Relax.”

      The heat burned. Hale clenched his teeth together to keep his expression neutral. A light sting began at the base of his ribs and drew downward in a mirror of the wounds on Aleksandr’s body. He couldn’t let it show how much this hurt him. It was bearable. The worst would come in a few days when Eir took her payment for healing Aleksandr from him.

      Aleksandr squirmed in discomfort as the deeper muscles knotted themselves together. Hale kept his hand in place until the gashes wouldn’t heal anymore. He pulled his shaking hand back and wiped his palm on his pants.

      “We should finish with these,” Hale said, nodding toward the corpses bloodying the snow.

      Cutting the heads off and carving out the hearts was just a precaution. The bodies would return to the earth on their own when the sun rose. Hale grabbed his hatchet from where it rested against the log he’d been sitting on and turned to the female draug.

      “Hale,” Aleksandr whispered. “Hale!”

      Hale spun, raising the hatchet to hurl it at what he expected to be a third draug, and froze.

      The woman and two men flanking her were not draug. Their bare feet didn’t leave any prints in the snow as they approached. They wore fur pelts, long wool robes, and jewelry that looked like it was made of bone. Antlers protruded from their heads. Ornate headdresses obscured the top halves of their faces.

      “What are they?” Hale said.

      “Fjallvættir,” Aleksandr whispered.

      Mountain spirits?

      “I thought they were just stories,” Hale said.

      He knew how stupid the words were as soon as they left his mouth. Draug were just stories, too. What he could do was just a story, too.

      They stopped walking far enough to be nonthreatening, but close enough to make out their features in the flickering firelight. Their skin was as white as the snow. Black lines ran from their cheekbones to their jaws.

      Hale’s breath stuck in his throat. The hatchet slipped from his hand. The pain that tore through his heart was almost enough to bring him to his knees.

      It can’t be him.

      It was impossible. He was dead, and what few pieces of him they’d managed to find had been cremated.

      The man to Hale’s left with the smallest antlers smiled, his sharp teeth a bright contrast with his black lips.

      In that moment, he’s 22 again, sitting outside on a night just like this. Aleksandr is across from him and Sören Ecklund is beside him with his arm around Hale’s shoulder. They’re laughing and drinking, celebrating Hale and Sören's engagement, Hale’s birthday in a week, and the launch of Emperor Immortal’s debut album. The release was the month before, but Aleksandr and Hale had been too busy with exams to celebrate. Hale doesn’t usually drink much, and he’s already a little bit buzzed.

      “To the two greatest guitarists in Sweden!” Sören shouts. “May Braggi bless you both.”

      Hale laughs. Sören kisses the side of his head, his cheekbone, his jaw, before Hale finally turns his head to connect their mouths. Aleksandr gags.

      “I would have helped mom and dad move if I knew you’d be making out this entire time!”

      Hale laughs again, presses his forehead to Sören's shoulder to hide his embarrassment. His hair, barely brushing his chin, isn’t long enough to cover his face.

      “You’d better get used to it. I’m going to be making out with this man for the rest of my life,” Sören says.

      Sören lifts Hale’s hand to kiss the engagement ring on his fourth finger, a plain stainless steel band with a small, red cubic zirconium stone set in the middle. Hale wonders why he keeps insisting they wait until he finishes his Master’s degree to get married. They should do it as soon as they get back to town.

      Aleksandr interrupts the moment with loud singing, still perfectly in tune despite being drunk, until a woman’s cry cuts through.

      “Help me! Help me!”

      Sören rises to investigate. Hale blinks, and there’s screaming. Blood on the snow. A woman crouched over Sören, tearing through his abdomen. He pushes at her but there’s so much blood. He gasps, chokes on screams. A bloody hand reaches toward them. Fingers dig into the snow.

      Glowing eyes turn to Hale, blood all over her face. Sharp teeth glow in the fire.

      Hale throws himself at Aleksandr. They hit the ground hard. Sharp claws tear at his shoulder. All he can do is scream.

      “Sören... Sören!”

      Aleksandr’s cry broke through the waking nightmare. Hale darted across the snow to catch him across the waist. He pulled Aleksandr back to put himself between him and the fjallvættir.

      “Stay back! It’s not him. He’s dead, Aleksandr, it isn’t him.”

      It couldn’t be him. He’d been dead twelve years.

      Hale had been at the funeral. He might have been drunk, but he’d been there. He’d been there when they’d scattered Sören's ashes in these very mountains. He’d watched the light go out of Sören's eyes as he bled out on the snow not ten feet from where they stood now.

      The fjallvættr looked toward that spot and tilted his head in a way that made Hale’s throat tighten.

      Aleksandr pushed against Hale’s arm. The muscles of Hale’s left shoulder tugged sharply as he pushed back with as much force as he could.

      “Stay behind me,” Hale ordered.

      Hale’s dagger was still stuck in the draug’s chest. He pulled the other one from inside his boot.

      The woman approached the male draug’s body and crouched next to it as if Hale and Aleksandr weren’t there. She seemed to be studying it. Hale watched her in his periphery, keeping his eyes on the man that was not Sören. Her lips moved, but Hale couldn’t hear anything. The other man nodded.

      Sören — It’s not Sören. — walked to the spot where he’d died and stood there for a moment, looking down at the snow as if he could still see his own blood, before he turned toward Hale and Aleksandr.

      Hale stiffened.

      “Stay back,” he warned.

      Behind him, Aleksandr chocked on a sob.

      The man ignored him and kept walking. Even the damned sway of his hips and shoulders was familiar. He still had that scar on his cheek from a bike accident as a kid. When he smiled, his black lips still pulled up more at one side than the other.

      Hale swallowed down his racing heart. The dagger trembled in his hand.

      The other man walked around them to the body of the female draug. Hale barely noticed. All he could focus on was keeping Aleksandr back as Sören brushed some loose hair from Hale’s forehead. He traced cold, calloused fingers along Hale’s cheekbone and jaw. They settled on his lips for a moment before he hooked his middle finger around the black leather cord to lift the pendant and ring.

      Sören's smile went soft, and he tilted his head just slightly.

      You still wear these, his expression seemed to say.

      Hale licked his lips. The spot Sören's fingers touched was cold. It made him shiver.

      It was him. By all the fucking gods, it was really him. Somehow, it was him.

      “I— met someone,” Hale whispered.

      He didn’t know why he said it. He didn’t owe this figment of Sören an explanation. What did he have to feel guilty over?

      There was nothing but joy in Sören's broad grin despite his sharp teeth. If Hale could see his eyes, he was sure they would be just as bright. He ran his hand through Hale’s hair the way he used to and traced a cold finger over Hale’s forehead. The lines he drew out made the familiar outline of the Helm of Awe. Painting it onto their foreheads like the Old Norse warriors for their live performances had been Sören's idea in the first place. Their outfits, stage setup, and the way they did their hair had changed over the years as the band grew and evolved, but the Helms remained.

      Sören's hand curled around the back of Hale’s neck to pull him down so he could press a cold kiss to the center of Hale’s forehead.

      Icy pain shot through Hale’s skull like a screwdriver was being shoved through it. The dagger slipped between his fingers as he pressed both hands to his face. White spots blinded him. A sharp scream tore itself from the back of his throat.

      “Hale!”

      Through hazy vision, Hale watched Sören step toward Aleksandr. Aleksandr froze, looking wide-eyed between the two of them.

      “Stay away from him!” Hale ground out.

      It might have been more effective if he could actually see straight. Sweat broke out along his spine. His breath fogged in front of his face.

      Sören cupped Aleksandr’s face with one hand.

      “Don’t touch him. I swear, if you hurt him, I will kill you!”

      He didn’t care if this thing was a mountain spirit or Sören or fucking Odin himself. If he hurt Aleksandr, Hale would gut him.

      If he could get a hold of his damned axe or dagger or crossbow…

      Sören pulled Aleksandr tight against his chest. Aleksandr let out another choked sound and buried his face in Sören's shoulder.

      Hale wrapped his hand around the hilt of his dagger and pushed himself upright, bracing his thighs to keep them from giving out. Exhaustion was quickly beginning to overtake him.

      I’m getting too old for this.

      He wasn’t in his 20s anymore. He hadn’t been very kind to his body in the last decade. Truth be told, he hadn’t intended to live so long. In a few years, he would be 40. It was a little surreal.

      Keeping one eye on Sören and Aleksandr, he angled the dagger to catch his reflection in the firelight. It wouldn’t have surprised him to find an imprint of the Helm of Awe, but there was nothing.

      Each of the other mountain spirits held a draug over their shoulders. They watched Sören as they carried the corpses to the edges of the trees. The woman’s mouth moved silently.

      “No, no, don’t go!” Aleksandr shouted.

      Hale turned to see Sören attempting to pull himself from Aleksandr’s arms. Though only the bottom of his face was visible, the downward turn of his mouth showed as much pain as the tears rolling from Aleksandr’s eyes.

      “Please, just one more minute. I’m not ready yet, I’m not— ”

      Sören managed to pry Aleksandr’s hands from his shoulders, only for Aleksandr to catch his wrists. His head tipped toward Hale. His lips pressed into a tight line, then twitched a little.

      Hale swallowed. It took everything he had not to look at Sören, dropping the dagger as he walked. He wrapped his arms around Aleksandr’s waist. Even through the layers of clothes, he could feel Aleksandr’s heart racing and his lungs stuttering around his sobs.

      “It’s all right,” Hale murmured, knowing damn well it wasn’t.

      “No it’s not! Let me go, Hale! I swear to Odin—! Sören! Sören!”

      Aleksandr’s broken scream reverberated through his back and pierced Hale’s eardrums. There seemed to be no other sound in the mountains, as if nature had silenced itself to give Aleksandr space to grieve.

      No, that was too poetic. It was most likely the draug and the screaming scared off any lingering wildlife. The fjallvættir themselves might have done it too.

      When Sören reached his companions, his step faltered. His shoulders shifted beneath the fur pelt as if he intended to look back at them. He didn’t. He only straightened his posture and followed the other two fjallvættir into the darkness, leaving Aleksandr sobbing in Hale’s arms, and a cold pit in Hale’s chest.
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      It was late the next night when they finally returned to Falun. The sun had set hours ago, and Hale was asleep when Aleksandr pulled up to the apartment complex.

      Some people thought it was strange that Hale still lived with his sister and her wife at 35. When he’d left rehab at 30, nobody thought he would be able to stay sober if he lived alone, least of all himself. Rebecka and Ingrid Nilsson had offered to take him in.

      These days, it was more a matter of practicality. He was on tour most of the time. Even though Emperor Immortal only recorded an album every other year or so, the studio was in Norway. It was easier to stay there for two or three months working than going back and forth. Now that he was dating Sterling Johansson and working on music for Erebus, he spent most of his time off in America. It didn’t make sense for him to pay rent or a mortgage on a place he only lived in a few months of the year, if that.

      Instead, he paid Rebecka rent, about what he’d spend on a storage unit for what was mostly his collection of guitars. When he was home, he paid for most of the groceries and did almost all the cooking. They were all more than happy with the arrangement. For all intent and purpose, he was a periodic houseguest who paid their utilities.

      Hale rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. He wasn’t quite ready to leave the warmth of the truck just yet.

      “Text me when you get home. And make sure you eat something,” he said, stifling a yawn.

      “I will,” Aleksandr promised.

      Hale leaned across the console between the seats and brushed his knuckles over Aleksandr’s cheek. He lingered on the bruise beneath his cheekbone until the warmth faded. Aleksandr didn’t need his wife to know just how beat up he got on these trips.

      Aleksandr let out a startled laugh. There were only two other people who could get away with that sort of affection.

      “Thank Rebecka for the scarf for me,” he said.

      Hale nodded. Giving Aleksandr’s hand one last squeeze, he slipped from the truck and grabbed his bag from the back seat.

      He’d texted Rebecka when they’d gotten back to town so she didn’t have to wait up anymore. He slid his key into the lock and opened the door as quietly as he could, then closed it quickly to keep any of the cats from escaping. The lights were on. From the other side of the wall came sound from the TV and the creak of couch springs.

      “Hale?” Rebecka called.

      “I told you you didn’t have to wait up,” he said as if she hadn’t waited up for him every time he came back from hunting or tour for the past five years.

      Hale was not a small man. He was 6’2” and what Sterling described as ‘built like a fucking tank’. Rebecka was still broader than him, and while the hormones and surgery had softened her face a little, it couldn’t change the fact that she was still three inches taller than him. When she took him in her arms despite the way he stiffened, he couldn’t help feeling the age difference between them. The pressure made his ribs ache, but he let his bag slide to the floor and hugged her back.

      “I’m okay,” he whispered.

      “Thank God.”

      He’d never told her what exactly it was they were hunting. He didn’t have to. They both knew why he came back with cuts and bruises and the occasional broken bone. The existence of draug was a silently accepted fact nobody would ever acknowledge aloud.

      The grey cat Hale called Breakfast Thief dug her claws into his jeans as she attempted to climb his leg the way she did when she was a kitten. He pulled back from Rebecka to scoop the cat up with his strong hand and kiss the top of her head. She meowed loudly and licked his cheek before obviously deciding his beard had grown too long and wriggled out of his grasp. She darted to the other room, but kept him within her line of sight.

      Rebecka placed her hands on his shoulders and studied him for injuries.

      “Are you hurt?” she demanded.

      “I’m tired.”

      It wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it wasn’t a lie.

      Rebecka knew him better than that. She narrowed her eyes at him in a way that reminded him uncomfortably of Dad. He ducked out of her hold. A sharp pain ran up his right leg from an old break. He barely noticed it. Pain was something he was too used to. Even when he wasn’t taking other peoples’ injuries, there was always something.

      “I need a shower,” he said.

      As Hale shuffled down the hall, he caught sight of Ingrid asleep on the couch. One cat was on her lap, one at her feet, and one on the back of the couch.

      “Did you get another cat?” he asked.

      “Did you get another guitar?” Rebecka snapped back.

      “I play guitar for a living!”

      Rebecka settled her hands on her hips. She might have been built like Dad, but her mannerisms were exactly like Mom’s.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. So, you play all twelve of them at the same time?”

      Hale hesitated.

      “I have thirteen,” he muttered.

      Guitar collecting was a much better addiction than any of his previous ones. At least his hoard served a purpose. He hated retuning his guitars every time he wanted to play something in a different key. Some of them played the low ends better, which he needed for Erebus’ music. There were a pair of acoustics, and a few cheap ones he’d picked up so he didn’t have to worry about treating them right. He’d bought the black one because the headstock was heavy enough to use as a weapon. And he just liked the colour on the most recent one.

      Every inch of his body ached. He could barely stand, but it was worth it to be under the hot spray of the shower. He scrubbed the days of dirt, sweat, and blood from his skin. Washing his hair made him realize how exhausted his arms were. Why was it so damn long? It went all the way down to the base of his shoulder blades. He should just cut it all off.

      No, he definitely wasn’t going to do that.

      When the water ran clear and he could no longer hear suds crackling in his hair, Hale shut the water off. He leaned against the wall of the shower for support, breathing slowly. They had a shower chair from that time he’d fixed Ingrid’s herniated disc that he never used. Sitting had been more painful than leaning against the shower wall, and he still refused to use it. He was only 35, and he wasn’t a fucking invalid.

      The Goddess Eir gave him the power to fix everyone’s body but his own. It was a fair trade. He figured he had a few years before he would have to start slowing down. Two or three tours a year instead of four or five… He could live with that.

      Hale pressed his ear to the door, straining to hear for any sign of his sister and sister-in-law. All he heard was the cats skittering across the hardwood. Light shone beneath their bedroom door.

      “Night,” he called.

      “Night,” Rebecka called back.

      Hale’s joints creaked as he pulled on a pair of sweats and a Furies hoodie. It was cold enough that he should have put socks on, but his muscles were too tight for it. He sat on the edge of the unmade bed, wincing. He sent a quick message to Sterling to tell him he was home, then one to his massage therapist and his physiotherapist to see if they had any openings this week, and started brushing his hair from the ends up.

      A Trial by Fire song played from his phone, and Sterling’s name flashed across the screen. Hale plugged his earphones in and swiped at the screen with his knuckle.

      “Hey,” he said.

      After the week of speaking only Swedish, even the single word in English felt odd in his mouth.

      “Hey! Hey, sorry, I know it’s the middle of the night there and you’re probably exhausted, but I just really really wanted to hear your voice,” Sterling said.

      Hale’s shoulders relaxed a little, even as he worked the brush through a knot of hair, picturing the way Sterling would be bouncing animatedly right now.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “Fuck, I missed you too. It's sucked so bad not being able to talk to you! How was your trip? Did you catch anything? Deer, right?”

      Hale hummed. He could barely keep his eyes open. He decided his hair was brushed enough and started braiding it. The scars on the back of a shoulder pinched a little.

      “How’re you feeling? Are you hurting?” Sterling asked.

      Gods, wasn’t he? Hale limped across the room, phone in hand, to shut the light off before shuffling back to bed. His shoulder was all right, at least compared to his ribs. His skull was starting to throb. He swore he could feel the pin holding his left leg together scraping against the bone of his tibia. The ever-present tightness through his lower back was only just on the edge of irritating.

      He laid down slowly, careful not to aggravate anything.

      “My hips hurt from the drive,” he said.

      That damned nerve that ran through his hip and down his leg was caught by that damned disc again. He shifted in an attempt to get comfortable, keeping his hips and legs parallel. When that didn’t work, he shoved a pillow between his thighs to keep his spine straight. That was better.

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. You been doing the yoga from Aleksandr’s wife? That lady’s a fucking genius.”

      There was no pity in Sterling’s voice, only sympathy. Sterling understood the pains of being a touring musician.

      “Not tonight. I’m tired.”

      “You’re still coming up end of February, right? You know my sister, the one who’s a massage therapist? She was giving me a crash course last time I was in Detroit. She gave me this stuff that smells like grapefruit. I know you love that shit. I dunno why. Don’t you hate the way grapefruit makes your mouth all fuzzy?”

      “Sterling, you’re allergic,” Hale murmured.

      “You can’t be allergic to fruit, Hale. Anyway, that’s not the point.”

      Did Sterling actually have a point? If he did, Hale had lost track of it.

      “How is tour?” Hale asked.

      Sterling sighed. There was some shuffling on the other end of the line.

      “I don’t wanna’ keep you up.”

      Hale closed his eyes and slid a hand under the pillow beneath his head. His fingers brushed against the edge of the dagger. It was still there. Not that there was any reason for it not to be. Unless they were deep cleaning, Rebecka and Ingrid never went into his room. They were too worried about knocking over one of the thirteen guitars or finding anything they didn’t want to, like an assortment of weapons.

      What time was it in America? He wasn’t sure where Sterling was right now. Was he supposed to be on stage soon, or did he have a night off?

      It took some effort to find the words in English.

      “Could you talk to me until I fall asleep? Or read something?” Hale asked.

      He didn’t care what. All he wanted was the comfort of Sterling’s voice. If the room went too quiet, all he would be able to hear would be the cats. After a week hunting draug, that was the last thing he wanted.

      “I’ll tell you ‘bout the tour tomorrow. Give me a sec— Stupid Benji’s been leaving his shit all over. Found it. You comfy?”

      “Mhm.”

      As comfortable as he could be. It was nights like this when he wasn’t in agony but he wasn’t comfortable that he wished he had a bottle of painkillers within reach. Pot wasn’t as harsh on his stomach, but he’d have to go outside to smoke. He had a bottle of CBD cream somewhere, but he was too tired to reach for it and it wasn't that bad yet.

      “‘Very soon the Rabbit noticed Alice, as she went hunting about, and called out to her in an angry tone, 'Why, Mary Ann, what ARE you doing out here? Run home this moment, and fetch me a pair of gloves and a fan! Quick, now!' And Alice was so much frightened that she ran off at once in the direction it pointed to, without trying to explain the mistake it had made.’”

      ###

      Hale was up well before the sun.

      It was still dark out when he got back from his run. Rebecka and Ingrid were still asleep. The ache had moved out of his joints and into his muscles in the familiar way that came from exercise. He finished off the bottle of water, then filled it again and chugged it. He dumped some coffee grinds into the machine, setting the timer for an hour from then, and turned to the fridge.

      The front of the fridge had a dry-erase calendar with their schedules scribbled in different colours. Hale was green, Rebecka was red, and Ingrid was blue. On the side were the holiday cards they’d received. He was tempted to take down the one with the picture of Emperor Immortal posing with a mall Santa in their full viking stage outfits from their last North American tour. While he’d thought it was funny at the time, it was a little embarrassing to see the picture every day.

      At the back of the top shelf was a case of meal supplements. Even though he hated the way they tasted, he appreciated the fact that whoever had gone shopping last had remembered to pick some up for him. It always took a few hours after a workout for his stomach to settle.

      He set the bottle on the counter and made his way to the living room. His yoga mat was exactly where he’d left it, leaning against the couch. There wasn’t enough space in his bedroom, between the guitars and amps, for him to stretch properly.

      The cats scattered as he laid the mat down. New Cat pawed at the edge and walked beneath him as he stretched out each of his joints and muscles. The rest of them were used to this strange ritual and left him alone.

      By the time he finished stretching, showered, and started breakfast, Rebecka and Ingrid were awake and moving. They wouldn’t have much time to sit down and eat, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to take every chance to cook now that he had use of a real kitchen instead of a tour bus kitchenette or a campfire.

      “This is why we keep you around,” Rebecka said.

      She was dressed in a pale pink blouse and grey slacks. Ingrid was behind her in bright blue scrubs. The colour of Rebecka’s shirt actually made her look like she had some colour to her. Of course, everybody looked pale next to Ingrid. Ingrid might have been the darkest person Hale knew. They both wore a matching set of simple gold wedding rings. While Rebecka also had her engagement ring, Ingrid never wore hers to work. The stone always ripped the latex gloves she had to wear. With their hair and makeup done for work, it made him feel like a slob by comparison.

      Hale nursed his coffee and spread the peanut butter Sterling had sent him from America on a piece crispbread. He didn’t have to look presentable until his meeting with Ragnar to work on new music in the afternoon. They weren’t scheduled to be in the studio until the fall, but they liked to have at least a few songs prepared before they went in and finalized it.

      “I don’t know how you like that stuff so much,” Rebecka said.

      “It’s a good source of protein.”

      He’d actually hated peanut butter at first, but it had grown on him. It wasn’t as good as the chocolate spread Mom used to bring home from her trips back to Denmark, but that much sugar this early in the morning would make him sick.

      Hale finally managed to get the Dutch babies the way he wanted them. Considering Rebecka had already finished hers, it seemed like a success.

      “I don’t know how you’re that size when you never eat,” Rebecka said.

      “I eat!”

      He shoved the crispbread into his mouth to make his point. Just because most of his nutrition came in the form of meal replacements or smoothies and lean protein didn’t mean he didn’t eat. After quitting alcohol, he’d started losing weight at an alarming rate. The fact that he could only keep food down half the time made people think he’d replaced alcoholism for an eating disorder. Mom had set him up with a dietician who helped him find a diet and eating schedule that supported his lifestyle. It was a bit more flexible these days, but it still felt safer to consume most of his meals in liquid form.

      Breakfast Thief took the opportunity to leap onto the kitchen table, snatch a piece of crispbread from Hale’s plate, and dart off. She disappeared from view, though he could hear the bread crunching in her teeth.

      “Hey! Rebecka, no, I’ll do dishes,” Hale said.

      “You cooked.”

      “And you have to go to work.”

      Rebecka shrugged and set her plate back down on the table. She kissed Ingrid’s cheek and ruffled Hale’s hair as she passed him. Despite the fact that he was an adult and she was nearly ten years older than him, he couldn’t stop from making a face at her retreating back.

      Ingrid only laughed and finished her own breakfast. Hale swallowed the last of his coffee and took both plates.

      The dizziness hit him before the pain. One second, he was standing and the next, he was on his knees. One of the plates broke on impact. There was blood on his hands.

      “Hale!”

      Ingrid crouched in front of him, her eyes wide behind her glasses. Her hands hovered over his shoulders.

      “Don’t—“

      What was it? What— The cuts he’d taken from Aleksandr.

      Hale lifted his shirt. He breathed sharply through his teeth.

      “Oh my God,” she said.

      “It’s not that bad. I can take care of it myself.”

      He stood, a little unsteady, and leaned away from her. He didn’t want to get blood on her.

      “Let me help you.”

      Hale wrapped his arms around himself, pressing hard to slow the bleeding and keep blood from getting everywhere. Every step made pain shoot through his skin. He breathed through clenched teeth, counting beats in his head to distract himself. He’d had worse.

      Ingrid followed him to the washroom.

      He couldn’t touch anything without getting blood all over it. He’d have to clean the cabinets and if he missed anything, Rebecka would know. Thank the gods the cut hadn’t opened while she was still here. All of this was better than Aleksandr going through it.

      “I just need the medical kit,” he said, his voice weaker than he wanted it to be.

      “Hale, this is literally my job. Lie down and lift your shirt.”

      He glared defiantly. She only glared back, and he did as he was told. She got the medical kit from the cabinet and peeled his shirt up. The fabric clung to the bloody wound.

      “Oh, wow, that’s deeper than I expected. Do you want something for the—“

      “No.”

      It wasn't that bad. He could handle it.

      Hale curled his toes and dug his heels into the floor to keep still as she wiped the blood away with a damp cloth.

      “It’s not that deep. Won’t take long. How are you doing?” she asked.

      “Great,” he said through clenched teeth.

      The first prick of the needle made his leg jerk. No matter how many times he had to have stitches, it never got easier. At least if he was doing it himself, he would be too focused on his hands to notice the pain.

      “How’s Sterling? His tour’s going well?”

      Hale shrugged. He hadn’t gotten the full update yet but he’d scrolled through a week’s worth of Sterling’s Instagram. It was full of selfies, pictures of Trial by Fire and The Furies, the cities and venues they were playing in. He’d posted a very long story about the place they’d gone to for lunch. Apparently, it was the best sushi he’d ever had in his entire life. There were also daily video posts that he called The Bass Report with Sterling Johansson. He also had a podcast of the same name, though he didn't update it while he was on tour. Hale usually watched or listened to them as soon as they were out, but the lack of cell reception in the mountains had him behind. The only thing of note was a post explaining that their show that night was not cancelled.

      “It's going fine.”

      “When do you go back on tour?” Ingrid asked.

      “End of February.”

      There was a two-week period before then, after Sterling’s tour ended and before Hale’s started, that he planned to spend in Seattle before he was on the road again. It was two months of shows in Europe, and then two months in Latin America. After that, they had three whole months off before they were back in the studio in October. Missing festival season would hurt, but touring a new album after would be worth it. They were due for a break.

      “Have you guys started working in any new music?”

      “Just—”

      Hale clenched his fist and squeezed his eyes shut.

      Breathe, just breathe.

      It wasn’t fair to snap at Ingrid when she was only helping him. He felt bad for her sometimes. She’d fallen in love with an amazing woman and because of it, she was stuck stitching her brother-in-law’s stomach on the washroom floor. She hadn’t signed up for this. None of them had.

      “You’re doing good, Hale. I’m almost done.”

      Ingrid was a good nurse. Her hands were steady as she worked, and her voice was calm despite the way he was obviously trying to keep his temper in check.

      Hale ground his teeth together and dug his fingers into his hip. Sweat rolled down his neck.

      “There we go. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she said, leaning back on her heels.

      His smile came out weak. Ingrid helped him sit up and cleaned the blood from his stomach. He had to admit, the stitches wouldn’t have looked so good if he’d done them himself. He peeled his shirt all the way off and dropped it in Ingrid’s outstretched hand, pretending not to see the way her eyes moved over the bruises or the way her dark eyebrows knitted in concern.

      She let him cover the stitches himself as she left to shove the bloody shirt and towel into the washing machine. He didn’t bother putting another shirt on. Breakfast Thief followed him back to the kitchen, flanked by Orange Dummy and New Cat. Fights Everything was hiding somewhere.

      He grabbed another one of those fucking meal supplements from the fridge. His hands shook as he cracked the seal. Breakfast Thief meowled loudly.

      “You already stole my food,” he muttered.

      If cats could glare, she would. She nipped at his ankle and darted off to challenge Fights Everything.

      Ingrid emerged in a fresh pair of scrubs.

      “You aren’t late for work, are you?” Hale asked.

      “I don’t have to leave for a bit. How’re you feeling? Will you be okay on your own?”

      Why did everyone think he was going to break if they turned their backs on him? He was fine. This wasn’t even that bad an injury. He’d definitely had worse, if the scars on his body were anything to go by.

      That’s why they’re worried, you idiot.

      “I’ll rest before I go visit Ragnar,” he promised.

      “Good. You look like you need it.”

      His lips twitched into a thin smile. He lowered his eyes to his drink and tapped his middle finger against the bottle. Condensation rolled down the side and ran along his skin.

      “I’ve been thinking about… moving to America,” he said quietly.

      The long term of his relationship with Sterling had only been briefly discussed. Neither of them wanted to acknowledge that one of them would likely have to move. It was the second biggest barrier between them.

      “Seriously?”

      “Or at least getting my own place. I’ve burdened you too long.”

      Ingrid’s voice softened.

      “First of all, you’re pretty much never here. Second of all, we’re both happier knowing you’re safe.”

      He barely managed not to laugh.

      He wasn’t safe. As long as there were monsters out there, nobody was.
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      “Now boarding flight 142 to Seattle-Tacoma International Airport.”

      Hale tucked his ereader back into his bag and slung the whole thing over his good shoulder, holding the strap with one hand to manage the weight. There wasn’t much inside it. He was used to packing light for tours. Most of what he had on him was only what he needed to get through a ten-hour flight: his ereader, good earplugs, noise cancelling headphones, a notebook, and a light change of clothes just in case.

      He already had some clothes at Sterling’s place, and a guitar, so most of what he had in the suitcase stowed away somewhere was gifts for him. There was the scarf Rebecka had knit for him, books and albums Hale found in a second hand store, and some Swedish snacks he’d never been able to find in America. Most of the books were Swedish. He’d found tattered copies of Alices Äventyr i Sagolandet, Bram Stoker’s Mörkrets makter, and Hemsöborna. Even though Sterling didn’t read Swedish, he was a collector of classics.

      The line inched forward. Through his earbuds, Hale tried to follow the woman’s voice narrating the English book but even slowed down, she was too fast without the words in front of him. He hit the pause button on the wire and scrolled through his phone for a podcast. They were easier to follow than books.

      After all these years, his English really should have been better, but he’d never been particularly good at languages. He could speak Swedish, Danish, enough French and Norwegian to get by, and he could order a beer in 9 other languages, but English had always given him trouble. All the words sounded the same, and he could never get the hang of the letter r before a consonant or at the end of a word. It was always easier when he had Aleksandr or somebody else to translate for him. After so many months touring Europe, he was out of practice.

      A familiar bass line filled his ears, followed by Sterling’s bright voice.

      “Hello to all you beautiful bitches out there. This is The Bass Report with Sterling Johansson, I am Sterling fucking Johansson. If you are tuning in for the first time, I was just on tour with one of my favourite bands of all time, The Furies. I got home last week, and I took a few days to catch up on some sleep. The last couple months of episodes were recorded and mixed before I left, and today’s episode is the first one I finished since I been home.”

      The two women in front of Hale kept staring at him. It was something he was used to by now. He wasn’t as big as Ragnar or as pretty as Aleksandr, but was decent-looking, he supposed. Sterling always said so, and Tommy Perez called him ’a ten and a half,’ whatever that meant.

      “Excuse me? Are you… the guitarist of Emperor Immortal?” the taller woman asked in English.

      He was also the lead guitarist of a fairly well-known band, as far as Swedish melodic death metal went.

      It wasn’t so much that he minded being recognized. It happened often enough, especially when he was with his bandmates. It just didn’t happen very often when he wasn’t on tour, when his hair was tied back in a low ponytail instead of down and he wasn’t wearing full Viking regalia.

      Hale paused the podcast. Before he could answer, the woman opened her jacket to reveal a faded Emperor Immortal hoodie. The warm smile crossed his face before he could stop it. It was one of their earlier ones with the album art for Primal Scream. He hadn’t seen that one in a long time. He was so used to Karolina and Sibylla, it was strange to see Olof and Henrik there. It was even stranger when it couldn’t actually remember Olof leaving the band.

      “I am,” he said.

      It was hard to argue when she was wearing something with his face on it.

      He hated the way his English sounded. Even to his own ears, it felt stiff. No matter how many times Dad chastised him for his pronunciation, he just couldn’t make his mouth move that way. It was Mom’s Danish coming through.

      The women giggled a little. The shorter one bit the corner of her lip and held up her phone.

      “Can we get a picture?” she asked shyly.

      The line inched forward.

      “Sure.”

      Hale had to crouch a little to get into the frame with both women. By Swedish standards, he wasn’t very tall, but he was still taller than them.

      They thanked him, turned to face the front of the line, and did a poor job of hiding their squealing and covert glances back at him. It was cute. He had to bite the insides of his cheeks to keep the smile down.

      He tapped the button on his earbuds, and Sterling’s voice made him have to fight even harder not to smile.

      “Their drummer and I go way back. We actually met before I even joined Trial by Fire. I been wanting to tour with them forever, so I was super stoked about finally getting to hit the road with them. It was absolutely fucking awesome. If you’re into kind of the more melodic metal, I so recommend them. Just absolutely amazing musicians, and some of the nicest people you ever met.”

      There were few bands both Hale and Sterling liked, but that was one they both agreed on. Hale had also known Midnight Fury for several years now, and he was fond of her enough to start a side project with her.

      The nice thing about Dutch airlines was the legroom. His knees still almost touched the seat in front of him, but it was better than American planes. If he had to fly American, he usually paid for a higher class so he didn’t end up bruised and cramped. Scandinavian airlines were easier on his body. He settled into the seat against the window with his phone in hand to scroll through the notifications. The most recent was a tag from a name he didn’t recognize. It was the picture he’d just taken.

      Just met the @immortalhale at the airport <3

      Hale’s smile fell.

      He looked old.

      There were lines across his forehead and around his eyes. The fluorescent lights deepened the shadows beneath them. With his hair back, the line of scar tissue from his left earlobe where he used to wear a small, thin hoop to the corner of his jaw and the one that curved through his right cheek seemed to take up his whole face.

      He hit the heart button anyway, then navigated to the main feed. He didn’t follow many people, just friends of his and a few bands and podcasts he liked. Most of the posts were Sterling’s.

      @sterlingsilvertbf Just finished an awesome tour with @thefuriesofficial and missing the road already. Can’t wait to be back out there again with @brokenalchemist in a few weeks

      @Sterlingsilvertbf \m/ Here’s a throwback to our tour with @brokenalchemist and @emperorimmortal a couple years ago. Hoping for a repeat of this someday.

      @tommygarciaperez cant wait 2 kick ur ass at mario in person u fking nerd

      @immortalaleksandr next time we will tour in europe my dear <3

      @midnightfuryofficial It was an awesome tour. I’m looking forward to catching you guys in Seattle \m/

      Hale recognized the selfie Sterling had taken of himself, Tommy Garcia Perez, and Aleksandr. Hale was in the background, his back to the camera. The next was a picture of Sterling and Tommy, and the last one was Tommy dwarfed between Ragnar and Aleksandr in their full stage outfits. He hit the heart at the bottom of the post. It took three attempts before he gave up on typing a response he liked. There was nothing he could say that would describe how he felt about that tour.

      Sometimes, when he closed his eyes, he still remembered the way it felt the first time he’d seen Sterling Johansson in person. Of all the tours he’d done in his life, this was his favourite.

      “While I was on tour with The Furies,” Sterling was saying, “I got to sit down with the baddest bitch of bass, Noon fucking Fury. We talk about her quitting accounting to be a full time rockstar, what it means to be a druid, and how much sexier bassists are than guitarists.”

      He broke off to giggle at himself.

      Hale rolled his eyes, still tamping down his smile. There was something about that laugh.

      “But first, our sponsors. Do you want the high of pot but hate smoking?”

      ###

      Sterling lived in what was not one of the better areas of Seattle. The apartment was little more than a shoebox but compared to a tour bus, it was a mansion. The walls were covered in signed posters and prints. A bookshelf was overflowing with vinyls, paperbacks, and picture frames. A keyboard and assortment of bass guitars were crammed into the bedroom.

      Pain kept Hale awake at night. There was always something that hurt. Tonight, it was his lower back and hips. Long flights always took a few days to recover from. He stared at the posters on Sterling’s wall, listening to Sterling breathing behind him. Every time he shifted, sharp stabs of pain ran down the side of his thigh and back of his calf. He winced and squeezed his eyes shut.

      He pressed his hand against Sterling’s. As much as he hated to lose any minute beside Sterling, who was lying on his side, the pain was too much without the adrenaline of tour making it easier to work through. At least it wasn’t his shoulder or the carpal tunnel tonight.

      Sterling shifted as Hale eased himself out of bed, hyperaware of the alignment of his hips to avoid pressing against any of the raw, sensitive nerves, but he didn’t wake up.

      The floor was cold beneath Hale’s bare feet. The couch wasn’t more comfortable than the bed. It also much lonelier. But at least, with his left leg bent so he could fit and his right leg propped up on the arm, he got some relief from the pain.

      It was hard to tell if he slept or not. When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t alone.

      A reflexive tension coiled in his gut. His body tensed, his hands curling into fists.

      “Sorry. I just— woke up and you weren’t there,” Sterling whispered.

      It was just the streetlight filtering in through the thin curtains and reflecting off the chain around Sterling’s neck making his eyes glow like that. When he blinked, it was gone. There was an edge of anxiety to Sterling’s voice that tightened Hale’s stomach even more. Sterling’s fingers stroked through Hale’s hair.

      “I’m sorry,” Hale murmured.

      His accent felt thick in his mouth.

      Sterling pressed his lips to Hale’s temple.

      “You’re hurting?” he asked.

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “I’m sorry. What can I do?”

      Hale found Sterling’s hand. The weight of it was comforting.

      “Talk until I fall asleep?”

      It wasn’t a difficult request. Sterling was chatty.

      “Midnight’s been working on the final mixes for the Erebus album. She won’t let me hear it ’til it’s done, but Tommy said she was right ‘bout the drum notes she gave him.”

      Of course she was. Midnight Fury might have been doing vocals for Erebus, but she was a world-class drummer. It felt a little like they were wasting her by putting her behind the microphone instead of the drums. There was nobody who could drum like her, but Tommy Garcia Perez had his own unique style that did it justice.

      “Could you imagine how cool it would be if we got to tour it? You and me on stage together, kicking ass every night…”

      Hale hummed softly. When he opened his eyes again, it was quiet. Sterling was asleep, sitting beside the couch. He shifted tentatively. His muscles were sore, but it was better. It was more of a deep ache than actual pain. He ran his fingers through Sterling’s hair. It was longer than it used to be, but it was still short enough that he could curl the ends of it around his fingers from up here.

      “Hm? Time’s it?” Sterling murmured.

      Hale grabbed his phone off the back of the couch and squinted against the bright light in the dark room.

      “A bit after four. I want to go for a run.”

      “Sun’s not even up yet. Shouldn’t push it if you’re hurting.”

      If Hale didn’t move, he would only feel worse. He needed to keep the blood flowing through his joints and muscles.

      “I won’t be long. You should not stay on the floor, or you will hurt.”

      Sterling made a small whining noise, but he let Hale ease him to his feet and onto the couch. He kneaded the underside of his jaw with his fist. His nose was scrunched up in discomfort.

      “Is your jaw hurting? Let me see,” Hale said.

      Hale cupped Sterling’s jaw and prodded gently at the spots just inside the bone of his mandible. The short stubble was rough beneath the pads of his fingers. He exhaled slowly, letting the warmth spread between them. Even though the breaks in Sterling’s jaw were still there, they’d healed over too much for Hale to really do anything about it. The best he could do was take the tightness of the muscles forcing Sterling’s jaw closed.

      Sterling sighed, leaning into the touch a little. More than Hale’s powers, the contact seemed to be what relaxed him.

      “There you go. Not so bad, is it?” Hale asked gently.

      Sterling smiled up at him.

      “I dunno how you do it.”

      Hale’s own jaw ached a little. In a couple days, it would hurt more, but it was bearable right now. He was used to worse pain than this.

      “I will be back soon,” he said.

      “Fucking better. Dress warm,” Sterling murmured, taking over the space Hale had been occupying.

      Even though it was February, Seattle wasn’t nearly as cold as what Hale was used to. His winter clothes were mostly made for athletic purposes anyway, and he’d warm up while he ran. He locked the door behind him before making his way downstairs and outside, sticking his earbuds into place as he went.

      It was cold outside, but quiet. Rebecka never liked him going on late-night runs, and he didn’t blame her. Even if she hadn’t known the truth about what was out there, nighttime was dangerous. It was peaceful too, though. When there was nobody around, he didn’t have to worry about coming across as cold and asocial. Sterling called it a ‘resting bitch face.’

      Hale stretched his calves out just enough that he wouldn’t hurt himself. If he was going for a longer run, he would have taken his time with it. All he wanted was to just move a little. He tapped his thumb against the button on the cable of his headphones.

      Midnight refused to let any of them hear the final Erebus album until it was completely done, but Hale had a slightly older version of the songs downloaded. With anyone else, he would be worried about her tinkering and tinkering with it. She was a perfectionist, but she didn’t like music to be over-produced any more than he did. It was probably better that she was the one working on it. Anyone else would layer and layer her vocals despite the fact that her screams were exactly as loud as they had to be.

      
        
        
        “You beg and you plead,

        You scream and you bleed,

        But you’re never good enough.

        No, you’re never fucking good enough!”

      

      

      

      It was always surreal to listen to his own music, especially since there was so much of it he didn’t actually remember recording. There were two or three entire Emperor Immortal albums he could play instinctively but never recognized them when he heard them. While he did remember recording these Erebus songs, the style was just different enough from his usual playing that it felt a little uncanny valley.

      Some of the levels were a bit off but for the most part, he actually liked it. It was better than he expected it to be. That shouldn’t have been a surprise. He and Aleksandr were great guitarists. Sterling was a better bassist. Tommy wasn’t Midnight, but he was still one of the most technical drummers Hale knew. And even though Midnight was a drummer by trade, she could distort her voice better than Hale could.

      The real appeal was having something other than Emperor Immortal to work on. It wasn’t just having a backup plan or another source of income, but fresher, cleaner memories of building something up from scratch. The early years of Emperor Immortal were such a blur, it felt sometimes like he’d walked into somebody else’s band. Plus, it was nice to let somebody else take the creative lead. All he had to do was follow.

      At this hour, the back streets were fairly quiet. There wasn’t much traffic coming from the road behind him. It was just him and the music.

      Him and the music, and a man looming over a young woman at a bus stop in a way that made the hairs on the back of Hale’s neck stand on end. The silence when he paused his music was enough to hear what was being said as he approached. Though Hale couldn’t make out each individual word, the man seemed to be trying to convince her to go somewhere with him. The woman’s eyes met Hale’s, and her brows furrowed just slightly.

      “Hey,” Hale said loudly, his voice booming in the empty street. “Is he bothering you?”

      The man turned and sized Hale up. He had to look up to meet Hale’s eyes. His smile came out as more of a grimace.

      “Relax, buddy. I know her.”

      There was absolutely nothing reassuring in the tone.

      Hale motioned with one gloved hand.

      “Do you know him?” he asked.

      The woman shook her head a little. Behind her, the headlights of the approaching bus shone. She shifted back as Hale moved around the man to put himself between them. He stared the man down, keeping him from moving forward as the bus pulled up.

      “That’s my bus, asshole,” the man spat.

      “Wait for the next one.”

      Hale didn’t know if the woman said something to the driver or if they picked up on the situation themself, but the door slid shut and a pulled back onto the road.

      “What the fuck, man!”

      “You should not bother women you don’t know,” Hale said.

      “Fuck you!”

      Hale shifted reflexively to avoid the sloppy punch aimed at his face, and slammed his knuckles into the man’s nose. The soft cartilage crunched beneath the force of it. It was far more satisfying than it should have been.

      I should heal that.

      Even though Hale didn’t think anybody would blame him if he didn’t, he took a step forward with his bloody hand outstretched.

      Wind rushed past him. There was a heavy thump, followed by a muffled scream, and the too-late realization that it wasn’t the man’s presence alone that had made the hairs on his neck stand on end. He reached toward his boot for a dagger, freezing when he remembered he hadn’t brought one.

      Dammit.

      Why in Thor’s name hadn’t he brought a weapon?

      Iridescent eyes stared up at him. In some ways, vampires weren’t as terrifying as draug. In other ways, they were worse. It wasn’t the sharp claws tearing through flesh or the sharp teeth bared at him that made him freeze up with a panic he hadn’t felt in a long time, but the knowledge that this particular vampire was very unlikely to be alone.

      Dammit!

      As much as this man disgusted him, as much as he knew he was dead the moment he’d been targeted, Hale couldn’t do nothing. Still, his conscience would eat at him if he didn’t try. He moved forward, only to be stopped by a solid chest against his.

      “Ah-ah. I wouldn’t interrupt him while he’s eating, love. He gets a bit cranky.”

      The deceptively pleasant voice, difficult to understand through the Welsh accent, made Hale grind his teeth together. Of course, of all the vampires he could run into, it would be these ones.

      Two vampires, no weapons, no backup.

      Hale’s eyes flickered to the two men on the pavement. Blood soaked into the snow. Fingers twitching, ragged gasps—

      He’s 22 again—

      No you’re not, no you’re not.

      — sitting outside on a night just like this.

      The sickening tear of claws and teeth through flesh made his raw stomach lurch.

      Aleksandr is across from him and Sören is—

      Sören is dead.

      Sören is lying, sprawled in the snow. Blood staining the white powdery beneath him. Gasping, reaching out to Hale, reaching out—

      “Hey. Hst. Where you going, there? Stay with me, Hale.”

      The sharp whistle and the fingers snapping in Hale’s face were enough to bring him back. He shoved the arm away and lashed out with a fist. He was fast, but Brys Darcy was faster.

      “Careful there! Right hook like that, you coulda’ knocked my teeth out!” Brys said with a bright laugh, as if that hadn’t been Hale’s intention.

      “Why are you here?” Hale snapped.

      His heart raced. Was it a coincidence? Had they been following him? Or, worse, were they following Sterling?

      Brys shrugged nonchalantly.

      “Jean-Étienne was hungry and, well, you know how he gets when he’s hungry. Can’t reason with him for love or money.”

      “I mean in Seattle.”

      Hale’s voice was hoarse. Sweat rolled town his spine despite the way his body had cooled down.

      “I could ask you the same question. Didn’t know Emperor Immortal was on tour. Or—“

      Brys sniffed the air and laughed loud enough for Jean-Étienne’s head to snap up.

      It occurred to Hale that he’d never seen Jean-Étienne without his face obscured. Bloody Morningstar’s lead guitarist always had either heavy makeup or a veil. This close, with the streetlight illuminating his face, Hale saw why. White scars covered his face, some long and some shorter, some clean and some jagged. It was clear he’d been oddly beautiful before them.

      Sharp, bloody teeth were bared at Hale. His pale blue irises that matched Brys’ were surrounded by red sclera. His low, rumbling growl reverberated through the pavement.

      Hale stayed facing Brys, but he kept his eyes down on Jean-Étienne crouched over the corpse. His foot slid back, and he balled his hands in preparation of shifting into a boxer’s stance if he had to.

      “I know that scent on you. Who’s that bassist that lives here? From Trial by Fire… Johansson! Kid used to be a jazz bassist, you know. I first saw him play back in... Oh, what year was it? It was when we were recording Wolves in the Throne Room. Still bloody love that album. I remember Tetsuro almost walked out on that one. Of course, he’d almost walked out on most our albums, but that one was particularily rough. Didn’t think the band’d survive it. Coldest January we’d seen in a while. I had to cut up a pair of gloves so I could play. Anyway, I remember—“

      As Brys spoke, Jean-Étienne uncurled his long limbs and stood with his body completely rigid and his heels touching. The stance didn’t quite look like military. He’d been a dancer, if Hale remembered right. The red of his eyes faded to white.

      “— first came to America, jazz was the new big thing. Most people didn’t like it. Called it Devil’s music, see. ’course, that was largely on account of it being played by black folk. Wait, are we allowed to call them that? What’s the proper term these days? I don’t wanna’ be offensive.”

      What in the Gods’ names was he talking about?

      Somehow, the way Brys Darcy could be so disarming was almost more concerning than Jean-Étienne Petit’s ferocity.

      Jean-Étienne wiped his mouth on a handkerchief, and rolled his eyes.

      “You talk to much,” he said, his French accent still strong after however many centuries away from France.

      His pale eyes studied Hale, and his lips quirked up in the start of a smile that didn’t hold much humour in it. He murmured something to Brys that Hale couldn’t quite make out over his own racing heart.

      “Right, right. I was getting to that. Since when we’re you and Johansson an item? Good for you, though. Always did like that kid. And Lord knows you deserve it after what you been through.”

      “You stay the fuck away from him, or I will kill you,” Hale hissed.

      Jean-Étienne moved fast. If not for Brys catching him around his trim waist, he would have torn Hale’s throat out before Hale so much as had a chance to get his hands up.

      Hale’s heart lurched. He swallowed a few times to steady his breathing.

      What was he doing? Was Brys really charming enough to make Hale forget they were both serious threats?

      “Easy, love, he didn’t mean anything by it. I’d get home if I was you. That boy of yours may start to wonder where you are.”

      Hale watched them leave. He should have gone after them. He should have… What could he do, though? Kill two vampires, one of whom had just fed, with his bare hands?

      At the very least, he should have called the police to report the body. He didn’t. Instead, he kept walking as if nothing had happened.

      He didn’t go back to the apartment right away. He needed time to compose himself. He took his time, making his way up and down side roads as if that would stop Brys and Jean-Étienne from tracking Sterling if they wanted to. It was a mix of cold and anxiety that finally drove him back.

      Sterling was still asleep on the couch when Hale finally returned. The sight of his chest rising and falling in a steady, even rhythm helped settle some of the anxiety.

      While the shower helped get some of the sweat off his skin and out of his hair, it didn’t help ease the tension in Hale’s shoulders, specifically the left one. He kneaded at the muscles with his fingers, digging them into the uneven skin beneath the raven tattoo.

      You should have killed them.

      How could he have? If he’d tried, they would have killed him first.

      He knew better than to go anywhere without a weapon. He knew better. If Brys and Jean-Étienne had decided to kill him, neither his fists nor his healing powers would have been enough to protect him. They wouldn’t be enough to protect Sterling if, Odin forbid, they decided to go after him.

      Sitting on the floor in front of Sterling and listening to his soft, steady breathing, Hale knew he couldn’t put himself in that kind of position again.
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NOW PLAYING: EYES OF THE GRAVE - CARCASS THIEVES
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      Blood ran down Aleksandr’s wrist, forming a pattern on the ceramic bowl of the sink. His eyes followed the path of it, but it blurred and smudged together too much for him to read. He still wasn’t very good at reading blood. Bones were easier. He looked down at the line breaking his tattoos. Blood pulsed from the cut.

      It burned. It made him dizzy. It was the best thing he’d felt in a long time.

      Five years of recovery, wasted.

      Aleksandr closed his eyes. They were trying to tell him something, he just couldn’t hear what it was.

      The message was in his bones. It was always in the bones. It just wasn’t usually his bones.

      He ran his free hand under the sink to clean some of the blood off and wiped it on a rag. When his hand was dry enough to get a good grip, he picked up the razor blade again. He could never explain why he did this. It didn’t make sense. Rational human beings didn’t want to do hurt to themselves. Rational human beings did everything they could to avoid it.

      It hurt but somehow, at the same time, it felt good. It felt good to control the pain, the depth of the razor blade. He carved his way through the muscles, grimacing. The pain and blood made his head swim. He ground his teeth against it. If he paused, he wouldn’t be able to keep going. His fingers twitched as the blade touched sensitive nerves. Each digit went limp as those nerves were severed. He cut deeper, moving blood vessels out of the way. They were so small. How could they hold so much blood?

      He could see the runes on his bones beneath the thin, translucent fascia. If he could just peel it off—

      He scraped the thin tissue away with the edge of the razorblade, biting back whimpers.

      “What are you trying to tell me?” he hissed through his clenched teeth.

      The front door opened and clicked shut.

      Shit.

      “Aleksandr, I’m home,” Elize called.

      Aleksandr blinked, and the vision was gone. All that was left was the thin cut near his elbow.

      Shit.

      How long had he been staring? Was she early, or had he really lost that much time? He grabbed the rag and used the clean side to turn on the shower, then pressed it to his arm to staunch the blood flow.

      Back when he’d been doing this regularly, he just used tissues or toilet paper, or whatever he had on hand. He also hadn’t bothered cleaning up most of the time, unless he knew somebody was coming over. Now, he had to think this through better. If Elize found out he was doing this again, it would break her heart. That wasn’t even to speak of what Hale would say.

      Dear Odin, please don’t let him find out…

      He didn’t think he would be able to stand the disappointed look Hale would get. Just because Hale had been engaged to Aleksandr’s older brother, he thought he could parent Aleksandr.

      He was right.

      Aleksandr bandaged his arm carefully. It was going to scar. There was going to be another scar. Why did he have to be so stupid? There was going to be another fucking scar, and it was his own damned fault this time.

      He shoved the rag into the bottom of the garbage bag and shut the lights. He peeled his shirt off, managing to keep from staining it with his own blood as far as he could tell, and then shoved his baggy jeans down.

      Even through the bandage, the cut stung. He pressed his arm to his side. The heat of the spray at least eased some of the tension in his shoulders. He hung his head and closed his eyes. He could feel the Gods trying to talk to him, but since January, it was like there was frosted glass between him and them. It hadn’t been this hard in a long time.

      The water ran red, then pink, then clear.

      Sometimes, he considered going off his medication, but even if that was the reason he couldn’t talk to them anymore, it wasn’t worth it. As bad as he felt now, he remembered how he felt five years ago. He had to remember that. He had to remember the pain that had led him to that night. Anything better than that was survivable.

      He left the lights off and kept his back to the mirror as he dried his hair and wrapped a bathrobe around himself. The fabric didn’t quite reach his feet, but it covered enough of his body that he didn’t dread catching his reflection.

      As soon as Aleksandr opened the door, Våfflor padded up to him and stood on his hind legs. He yipped excitedly. Elize was in the kitchen.

      “I thought you took him for a walk,” he said.

      Elize laughed.

      “He just misses you.”

      Aleksandr crouched, careful to keep himself covered, and scratched behind Våfflor’s floppy ears. Våfflor licked his cheek, his tail wagging back and forth.

      “All right, all right. Let me put some clothes on, okay.”

      Våfflor followed him down the hall. He barked once and whined unhappily at being shut out of the bedroom.

      “I’ll be out in a second,” he assured.

      He didn’t turn the light on. The sun streaming in through the window gave him enough visibility that he didn’t have to fumble around his equipment strewn through the room. There was still a blood blister on his second toe from accidentally kicking one of the amps. He’d moved most of his things to the living room, but they’d had to move some of it back so Elize could record her yoga videos while her studio was being renovated.

      He changed in the closet, well out of view of the mirror. It was easier to just avoid it than fight the urge to spiral into self-loathing.

      Dark jeans and a pale blue dress shirt was probably excessive for dinner at Hale’s, even in April, but the long sleeves covered the scars. Even though he had tattoos all over them, he still couldn’t stand people looking at them. Besides, Hale’s parents were going to be there. Ivar Svenson and Dagmar Koppel had been nothing but good to him, and he still wanted to maintain a decent impression. He didn’t want to give any of them a reason to think he was slipping.

      With the ugliness of his body covered, he finally turned the bedroom light on.

      His face was pale enough that his short, blonde beard a few shades lighter than his hair stood out. He told himself it was just from the lack of sun through the winter. He sighed and rubbed his face. How pissed would Hale be if he cancelled?

      Elize’s knuckles rapped gently at the door.

      “Can I come in?” she called.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m dressed.”

      He gathered some of his hair into one hand and worked it into a thin braid. His left hand felt a little numb, and he couldn't get the beads on despite having 11 years of practice. It was an old tradition to wear a lock of a dead loved one’s hair, but even Aleksander found that a little morbid. Plus, Sören had kept his hair short. The braid was more symbolic than anything, a constant reminder that his brother was dead.

      As if he could ever forget that.

      Elize wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her chin on his shoulder. She kissed his cheek, then pressed her own cheek to the side of his neck.

      "You look a little pale," she said.

      Aleksander laughed a little. He took her hand in his and kissed her knuckles. While Elize wasn’t as dark as Hale’s sister-in-law, she was certainly darker than he was.

      “Only compared to you. I didn’t eat much today,” he said.

      Elize sighed and picked up the beads from the dresser. One by one, she slipped them onto the braid, kissing his cheekbone and temple and ear and jaw between each one. It was also gentle, he could barely breathe by the time the last one was in place. She wrapped her arms around him again and held him against her chest.

      He covered her dark hands with his and stared down at their matching wedding bands.

      “Aleksandr, you can’t forget to eat. I know not eating on Wednesdays is important to you, but other than that...”

      “I know. I just… lost track of time.”

      He didn’t miss the concern in her voice. It was better she think he was deliberately skipping meals then to know he’d started cutting again.

      He was going to quit. Once he found out what the Gods were trying to tell him, once it stopped hurting…

      Elize kissed his shoulder.

      “I’m going to take a shower. Can you feed Våfflor?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Are you going to take the test?” he asked.

      “I’ll wait until after dinner.”

      Of course she would. They both knew what the result would be. There was no point in ruining the night before it even began.

      No matter how bad Aleksandr felt about himself, Våfflor was always happy to see him. The small dog’s boundless energy was sometimes the only reason he got out of the apartment when he wasn’t on tour. He couldn’t take care of himself, but he could take care of their dog. If he could take care of their dog, maybe he could take care of their baby, if the Gods ever found them worthy.

      Aleksandr filled Våfflor’s food and water bowls, then grabbed a treat from the container.

      “Sit. Stand. Shake. Good boy.”

      He set the treat on Våfflor’s nose. Våfflor balanced on his back legs and watched the treat with the intense focus of a hunting dog.

      “Stay… Good. Okay, you can have it.”

      Våfflor dropped the treat on the floor and ate it. He barked happily, chased his tail for a few seconds, then dove into his food bowl.

      With Våfflor fed, Aleksandr turned his attention to the bookshelf of plants that took up the bulk of the living room wall. He’d always felt more at home in nature than anywhere else. Having some of it in his home made the winters more bearable. Every time he brought a new one back, he worried Elize was going to lose her mind. Taking care of them was her job when he was on tour. But she never complained. She knew how important they were to him.

      His sketchbook rested on top of the bookshelf, well out of Våfflor’s reach, still open to his last sketch. He wasn’t as good an artist as Sören. He’d taken art classes in high school, and he’d done his best to learn from Sören the same way Sören had fumbled through Aleksandr’s attempts to teach him piano. It had never come easy to him, certainly not as easy as music did.

      It had become easier after Sören's death. Still not as easy as music, but his hand didn’t seize with uncertainty every time he tried to put pencil to paper.

      Half an almost abstract face stared vacantly from the page. The lines were jagged, back-and-forth scribbles. Sharp teeth protruded from the snarl he’d started to draw. They weren’t the teeth of draug, but wolves.

      It was strange. Hale was supposed to be the wolf, not—

      Aleksandr’s phone buzzed in his back pocket. He shut the sketchbook and set it back on top of the bookshelf. Though he was fairly active on Instagram, his only social media platform aside from Facebook for messaging, only his text messages were set to give him an actual notification. Everything else got checked on its own time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sterling Johansson now

      

      
        Dude I have to listen to the new carcass thieves it is SICK
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      Of course it was. Carcass Thieves hadn’t put out a bad album yet. The demos Lexi had sent him were, as Sterling put it, ‘sick.’ Aleksandr tapped out a quick assurance that he was going to listen to it on his hike tomorrow and tucked his phone back into his pocket.

      Once all the plants were watered, Aleksandr returned to the kitchen. The sink was full of dishes. Elize always teased that there were never so many when he was on tour, but he didn’t take it personally. With his lifestyle, he had to eat a lot. The time normally spent during shows was replaced with running and trips to the gym to maintain his compact muscle mass and cardio.

      With his sleeves rolled up and an apron protecting his shirt, Aleksandr took to washing the dishes. There was something peaceful about the process.

      Every now and then, he caught a glimpse of the bandage, of old scars half-masked by ink. Tall, narrow trees covered the ones that ran from his wrists to his elbows. Smaller trees circled his left wrist, birds scattering from them. It was easy to pretend they were just art.

      The bedroom door clicked open. Elise’s singing grew louder. Despite some of the dishes still being covered in soap, Aleksandr shut the water off and yanked his sleeves down before she could see his arms.

      His tattoo artist had seen more of his body than his own wife. How pathetic was that?

      He dried his hands on a tea towel to distract himself from the all too familiar thought.

      “Are you ready?” Elise asked, fixing an earring into her lobe.

      Aleksandr smiled, despite the feeling in his gut that he wasn’t.

      ###

      It was an unusual thing to hear Hale singing clean. Even though he had a beautiful baritone voice, it embarrassed him for some reason. Aleksandr took the opportunity to listen to it while he could over the sound of Hale moving around the kitchen.

      “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. He’s territorial,” Rebecka said.

      “I think I can handle him,” Aleksandr assured her.

      He leaned against the doorway, enjoying the low, deep humming interrupted by the occasional accented English lyric. When they’d first met a lifetime ago, Hale used to sing all the time. It was one of the things Sören had loved about him. Then, after Sören's death, it was silence. It was only in the last few years that Hale started singing at all, let alone when he wasn’t in rehearsal.

      Aleksandr set the chocolate kladdkaka cake with raspberry coulis on the counter.

      Hale grinned over his shoulder. Smiling was another thing he did more often now. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm.

      “Can I help?” Aleksander asked.

      “You can get the fuck out of my kitchen,” Hale said, half-teasing.

      “Your kitchen?” Rebecka shouted from the other room.

      Aleksandr’s eyes swept over the small kitchen. It looked like Hale had single-handedly put together a five-star dinner course. He might not have needed help now, but there was no way he would be able to clean this all by himself.

      “Okay, I have salmon and dill, inkokt lax in the fridge… The raggmunk is vegan, I put some aside for you to take home. So is the tunnbröd. Potatoes are—“

      Hale crouched to look into the oven. His knees cracked. He braced both his hands on his lower back as he stood. It was hard to tell if it was habit or pain that made him do it.

      “Potatoes and vegetables are almost done. Salad is already on the table, dressing on the side. What did I forget?”

      “To breathe?” Aleksandr teased.

      Hale snorted. There was a knock at the door, and he stiffened like it was a hoard of draug on the other side.

      “You run interference. I need to change,” he said.

      Aleksandr rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t quite blame him. He squeezed Hale’s shoulder over his shirt and moved back to the living room.

      Dagmar Koppel turned away from Elize and pulled Aleksandr into a hug. She barely came up to his chin, but her bones didn’t press against his the way they once did.

      “It’s so nice to see you. You look healthy,” she said.

      “You too,” he said.

      And he meant it. When his parents had emotionally checked out after Sören's death, Dagmar had been there for him. When he’d been released from the hospital after his suicide attempt, she was the one who had driven him home and checked on him every day. Watching her get sick with cancer was the second worst thing he had ever gone through. It was a relief to see her doing better, and not just for Hale’s sake.

      While Hale took after his mother more, both physically and personality-wise, he had his father's height and broad build. Ivar Svenson shook Aleksandr’s hand firmly.

      “Hale is just getting changed,” Aleksandr said softly before excusing himself to the washroom.

      He still didn’t know how to talk to Ivar.

      Once he was alone, he pulled his sleeve up and peeled off the bandage. The cut wasn’t bleeding anymore. It was tempting to open it up with his fingers to make it start bleeding all over again, but he stopped himself. Instead, he splashed some water onto his face and washed his hands.

      By the time he returned to the dining room, Hale was wearing a flour-less pair of jeans and red button-up shirt that was a little too tight around the chest, and setting food on the table. Aleksandr settled into the empty seat beside Elize, bumping his knee against hers.

      “— hand Ragnar my guitar. He starts playing a few bars, and he realizes the strings are upside down,” Hale was saying as he finally took a seat.

      “Wait, so you were playing that whole song with the strings upside down?” Ingrid, Rebecka’s wife asked.

      Hale shrugged.

      “It’s an easy song,” he said.

      Aleksandr snorted and rolled his eyes.

      “You don’t have easy songs,” Elize said.

      “I came to your show the other day. You were all wonderful,” Dagmar said.

      Hale lowered his head and took a sip of his tea to hide the way his cheeks turned red.

      “Were you there too, Ivar?” Elize asked.

      Ivar cleared his throat a little and dug his fork into one of the potato pancakes.

      “This food is very good. You remember Omar in radiology? His sister just opened a restaurant. She’s looking for cooks.”

      Dagmar gave him a sharp glare and kicked his leg. Aleksandr shoved a forkful of salad into his mouth. Ingrid and Rebecka exchanged knowing looks. Elize excused herself to get more coffee.

      Hale drummed his fingers on the table.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to have something to do when we aren’t on tour,” he said slowly.

      “Or you could finally get yourself a real job. No offense, Aleksandr.”

      Aleksandr waved his hand, occupying himself with the salad to avoid giving a real answer. Tour drama was nothing compared to family dinner drama. It was better to keep quiet.

      Hale’s expression hardened. He bit the insides of his cheeks. The way he stabbed his fork into the salmon suggested it was the one insulting his career choice.

      “Ivar,” Dagmar said in a low warning.

      “I have a real job, dad. We have three gold records,” Hale said.

      “Two and a platinum,” Aleksandr corrected.

      Emperor Immortal hadn’t officially hit the platinum record yet, but it was coming. They had the numbers, they were just waiting for the European branch of Strychnine Records to request the certification.

      Hale looked up at him, a little surprised. Apparently, Ragnar hadn’t told him.

      “Well, that’s very good, but you can’t eat a platinum record,” Ivar said.

      When he used that tone, Aleksandr could practically see the word ‘doctor’ floating above his head.

      Elize returned with her coffee. She settled back beside Aleksandr and squeezed his knee.

      “I pay my share of the bills,” Hale said.

      “Ivar, we can have this conversation later,” Dagmar said.

      “Yeah, Dad, we’re hardly ever all here at once,” Rebecka said.

      Ivar scowled, but stopped long enough to finish one of the pancakes. Some of the tension eased from the room enough for them to finish the rest of dinner. Rebecka and Ingrid refused to let anyone else help clear the plates. Hale had cooked, and the rest of them were guests.

      “I’ll bring the cake. Hale can do the dishes in the morning,” Rebecka teased.

      Hale muttered something in Danish that made Dagmar snicker and rolled his eyes.

      “I just— What are you going to do, Hale? Live off your sister forever?” Ivar said.

      Aleksandr winced. He loved everything about dinner with Hale’s family, except this. It was hard to blame Ivar. Even though Hale was obviously much better than he had been when he was throwing away all his money on drugs and alcohol, showing up drunk to shows and rehearsals, and having his stomach pumped at least once a month, it was easy to imagine that was still what Ivar saw when he looked at him.

      Hale’s lips twitched into a tight, sarcastic smile.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll marry Sterling and move to America.”

      The thought was a little bittersweet on several levels.

      Ivar snorted.

      “After three years? Not likely.”

      “Ivar!” Dagmar snapped.

      To Ivar’s credit, he at least looked like he regretted saying it. Of course, he was far too stubborn to apologize. It was one of the few things Hale had inherited from him.

      And to Hale’s credit, he did a decent enough job of tempering his anger. His jaw and fists were clenched so hard, he was nearly shaking from it, but he didn’t snap back or yell. He blinked twice, and Aleksandr realized what he was actually fighting was the urge to cry.

      It was tempting to reach across the table and squeeze Hale’s hand. He squeezed Elize’s instead.

      Hale smiled tightly.

      “Let’s just have some fucking cake.”

      ###

      Våfflor greeted them excitedly when they got home, though he could have been more excited about the smell of food. Aleksandr handed Elize the bag of tupperware containers with enough leftovers for a couple days. No matter what anybody said about Hale, they couldn’t deny he was a good cook. Even Ivar had eaten until he could barely stand.

      Aleksandr crouched on the ground and scratched Våfflor’s back.

      “Do you have to go out? You want to go for a walk?” he asked.

      Våfflor barked loudly and stood on his hind legs. Aleksandr scratched his ear.

      “Go get your leash.”

      He would have to change into something a bit less stifling. He had plenty of long-sleeved athletic shirts that were easier to breathe in. It never got as hot here as it did in some of the places he’d toured, but he didn’t want to sweat through something nice.

      He walked past the modest kitchen and dining room, and paused at the wall separating the bedroom from the living room and froze. Våfflor dropped the leash at his feet and barked for his attention. For once, Aleksandr ignored it.

      No.

      Aleksandr’s body felt numb as his bare feet touched the carpet. He watched himself reach out to one of the plants on the third shelf. The leaves of the heart-shaped peperomia had all fallen off and wilted. The stems were hunched forward, and the end was rotted black.

      He swallowed, tears prickling the corners of his eyes.

      No.

      It was dead. They were all dead. Every single one of his plants was dead.
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NOW PLAYING: UNDERGROUND - EREBUS FT. SÉBASTIEN BARTOK
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      It was a set of shows that was long overdue: Emperor Immortal with opening act The Furies. After three years of trying to make the stars align, as Sterling liked to put it, they finally managed to find time for it. It was a small blessing that they had this week between European festival circuits. Two shows in two nights, a few days off, and then they would be in…

      Hale would have to ask Aleksandr where they were going to be. Aleksandr could be a bit of a neurotic control freak, which meant he was the one keeping track of their schedules. It was a bigger blessing to have him handling it. It meant that even though they had a manager, they were never entirely reliant on anyone outside the band. They even had Rebecka double checking their finances.

      “We aren’t going to have pyrotechnics for this show. The venue is too small,” Aleksandr said in Swedish.

      Hale shrugged. He never liked pyrotechnics at indoor shows anyway. Even though they did a hundred safety checks, even though Ragnar had a pyrotechnics license, even though he’d never been one to move erratically on stage, it always made him a little nervous. It wasn’t so bad outside, but he wouldn’t pretend he wasn’t relieved that this was going to be a smaller-sale show.

      “Do we at least have coffee?” he asked.

      “Coffee, but no catering,” Aleksandr said.

      That was fine, too. This wasn’t a show in the middle of a field hours away from anywhere to eat.

      Sibylla’s high-pitched squeal made Hale’s eardrums ring. He winced, covering his ear with one hand.

      “Do you want to be a little louder?” he muttered.

      “Midnight!” Sibylla shouted.

      She bounced on her toes for a moment before bounding away.

      “Looks like they’re here,” Hale said.

      Aleksandr snorted, but there was a soft smile on his lips.

      It felt like ages since Hale had seen Midnight Fury in person rather than on a screen. Maybe it had been ages. She had played with them on some North American shows before Karolina had been able to join them, but he couldn’t quite pinpoint when that was. It didn’t help that his memory was spotty at best. The drugs and alcohol, not to mention the trauma of losing Sören the way he had, must have fried part of his brain. Time felt like such an arbitrary thing to him. Minutes, days, months all blended together. To him, there were only three seasons that were never consistent from one year to another: tour season, recording season, and home season.

      The Midnight Fury walking toward him wasn’t the one he’d first met many years ago in a recording studio. She’d gained a good amount of weight since then, both in terms of muscle mass in her arms and legs, and the roundness of her face. Her eyes and cheekbones weren’t as sunken. Her hair seemed thicker than he remembered, even with part of it shaved off. The most noticeable change was the bright smile.

      “Hey, assholes,” she said.

      Despite the curse, there was nothing but warmth in her tone. Hale’s lips twitched a little.

      Midnight let Aleksandr pull her into a tight hug, then held her fist out to Hale for a quick fist-bump. The motion made his rings press into his fingers a little.

      “It’s wonderful to see you. How was your flight?” Aleksandr asked, switching to English.

      “Long. There was a bit of turbulence, but other than that. I got a bit of writing in. Drum lines, not lyrics. I don’t know if it’ll be a Furies thing or Erebus, but… Depends whether I tone it down or build it up.”

      Midnight trailed off with a shrug. She spoke clearly enough that despite how different her accent was to the way Hale had learned English, he could follow well enough without Aleksandr having to translate for him.

      Hale nudged Aleksandr with his elbow.

      “Tell her I’m looking forward to hearing it regardless,” he said.

      Even though he knew very well that Midnight would never judge his English or his accent, he was still more self-conscious about it than he wanted to admit. It was easier to have Aleksandr repeat the words for him.

      While The Furies’ animated redheaded bassist chatted with Sibylla and Karolina, their keyboardist approached to stand beside Midnight, leaving their vocalist standing by the bus looking a little unsure of where she was supposed to be. Hale craned his neck to look for his own vocalist, but Ragnar must have still been inside the venue. Midnight made quick introductions.

      The keyboardist, Amara, spoke a little too quickly for Hale to follow.

      “— inspired by — obvious influence — great to —“

      Hale looked down to Aleksandr to translate, but he was too busy responding at a similar speed.

      “— of the best — his work.”

      “Glad you — on that.”

      The singer had approached to stand at the edge of the small circle, as if she wasn’t sure whether she was allowed in or not. Hale couldn’t help feeling a little sympathetic. People always expected frontmen and frontwomen to be social. That wasn’t always the case.

      “And this is your singer?” Aleksandr said, nodding toward her.

      Midnight draped an arm around her shoulders to bring her into the circle, while Amara stepped away to join the rhythm section. By Swedish standards, Midnight wasn’t that tall. She was only Aleksandr’s height, at about 6ft. But standing next to her singer, it was clear how tall she actually was. The woman barely came up to Midnight’s chin.

      “Guys, this is my sister Lottie. Lottie, this is Aleksandr Eklund, and Hale,” Midnight said.

      Lottie.

      Of course. How could he have forgotten that? He had an Aunt Liselotte who went by Lottie.

      “Hale…?”

      Though Lottie trailed off as she looked up at him, Hale recognized the inflection at the end of his name.

      “Just Hale.” To Aleksandr, he said, “Tell her it’s nice Midnight is finally letting us meet her after all this time.”

      Aleksandr’s translation wasn’t quite literal, but it made Lottie laugh.

      “She talks about you guys too. It’s really exciting that you guys are putting out an album together!” she said.

      “Have you heard it yet?” Aleksandr asked.

      Hale was willing to bet Midnight hadn’t even given it to her. As much as Hale could appreciate wanting to keep projects close to the heart until they were good enough to finally be released into the world — though he, admittedly, never really felt they were — it was a little ridiculous at this stage. Thing of Nightmares was a good album. They had nothing to feel about it but pride.

      “Not yet. I only just got it,” Lottie said.

      “Do you think she will actually let us release it?” Hale said.

      He was too aware of how flat his tone sounded despite his attempt at humour. Aleksandr ignored him, continuing to address Lottie.

      “You will like it,” he told her.

      “Yeah? What’s she like as a vocalist?” Lottie asked.

      There were a lot of words Hale could have used to describe Midnight. Stubborn, perfectionist, determined. There was something that came out of her when she was singing that didn’t when she drummed. Not that it didn’t work the other way, too. She was more free when she drummed, but more angry when she screamed.

      There was also a marked difference in confidence between the first time Hale had heard her scream and the most recent.

      He gave Midnight the slight start of a smile.

      “Loud,” he said.

      Midnight rolled her eyes, biting the insides of her cheeks. She ruffled her hair with one hand so the curls obscured her expression while giving him the middle finger with her other hand. It took everything he had not to wrap his arm around her neck in a headlock and ruffle her hair with his knuckles the way Rebecka used to do with him when they were younger.

      “We’re running a bit behind on sound check. Crew’s got everything set up? Beautiful. We’ll catch you guys later,” Midnight said.

      Hale checked the time as they walked away to join the rest of their band. There was still plenty of time before anybody had to be on stage. He stood back to watch The Furies warmup where he wouldn’t be seen until it was time for the long, arduous process of hair, makeup, and clothing.

      Back when they’d decided to carry the Norse theme on stage, it hadn’t been nearly as complicated as it was now. For starters, they hadn’t had the budget or space to get half a replica longship on stage. Their hair hadn’t been nearly as long, either. Since then, they’d upgraded from black shirts and ratty jeans to the most authentic armour they could get that wouldn’t cook them under the lights for up to two hours, incorporated the ship to their stage setup, and spent far too much time learning to braid hair.

      The long drives were much more boring before the advent of the smartphone, even with the alcohol. At least now keeping his ereader for company meant he would never have to reread the same book if he didn’t want to. Back then, they’d had to find a way to keep busy.

      Ragnar’s fingers worked through Hale’s hair, weaving Hale’s loose waves into braids. The only part he left alone was the braid already held together with the silver beads. He could have done it himself, but there was something oddly comforting about Ragnar doing it for him. The list of people Hale let get this close to him was very, very short. He could probably count them all on one hand. Rebecka, Aleksandr, Sterling, Ragnar… Midnight too, he supposed. That was five.

      It wasn’t about hair.

      It was about being cared for.

      Hale, Ragnar, and Aleksandr had been through a lot together. They wouldn’t have made it this far if they didn’t care for each other. Hale certainly wouldn’t have survived without them getting him through it.

      And what had he given them in return?

      It was too damned early to be dressed like an ancient raider. The bracers on his arms made him sweat, the painted Helm of Awe on his forehead itched, and the braids were pinned too tight.

      Hale’s intention was to wish Midnight Fury luck. The sight of Lottie rushing to the back door made him pause. The rest of her band hadn’t appeared to have noticed. This close to curtains, it had to be for a good reason. After a moment of deliberation, he turned and followed her.

      Lottie was pacing outside. Like him, she was dressed for the show. Unlike him, she was wearing torn black jeans with a tank top and corset that didn’t look easy to sing in. Black boots brought them closer in height, but he still had a good few inches on her. She had two studded belts, and long buckled fingerless gloves. Her red and black makeup sharpened her features. She jumped a little when he said her name. Her eyes flickered down to the axe in his hand as he slipped it into his belt before she looked up at him.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      No she wasn’t. He crossed his arms. It took only a few seconds of scrutiny before she folded.

      “Okay, no, I’m not fine. I basically just gave up a spot as a first violinist for this tour. This is a huge deal for us, and I’m terrified I’m going to screw it all up. We’ve never played for a crowd this size. You guys are a huge deal, and we’re opening for you, which is absolutely insane. This is literally a dream, and I have no idea if I’m even ready for it.”

      Hale tipped his head, trying to catch every word as she spoke in a quick rush of anxiety. The gap between the release of their first album and being where The Furies were now was such a drunken haze, it was easy to forget what the struggle had been like. That didn’t mean he’d forgotten completely. He hadn’t forgotten what it felt like to stare at the release numbers, to break down every paycheck by how much he could eat per day, to drink himself into oblivion until making it was no longer on his list of concerns.

      “So what if you do? Screw it up,” he said.

      He remembered what it was like to feel like every show was the only one that mattered. That every mistake would be the one that doomed them to a life of mind-numbing office work and wondering what could have been.

      “If I screw it up, then we won’t break even, we won’t get another tour, we won’t get signed for another album. Most of my extended family thinks it’s stupid that I’m pursuing heavy metal instead of classical music, and they’re probably right. And Nadira—“

      Hale didn’t mean to laugh. This all just sounded too much like everything Midnight would say.

      “You and your sister, you are the exact same. You two, you think too much about what each other thinks.”

      “Is that a bad thing? She’s my sister and my drummer.”

      That was fair. Hale still worried what Aleksandr thought of him. The gods knew Hale had let him down enough, he didn’t want to do it any more.

      “You are worried about fucking up and ruining everything. Either you prove yourself right, or you prove yourself wrong.”

      It didn’t sound nearly as eloquent as he intended it to.

      Speaking of Aleksandr, where the hell was he when Hale needed him? He always made Hale sound much more eloquent.

      “Do you have any advice?” Lottie asked, her tone both shy and hopeful.

      Hale shrugged. What else could he say that would make sense?

      “Don’t think too much. Play the best you can, and the Gods will notice,” he said.

      Moments later, Midnight was shouting from the door.

      “Ragnar’s looking for you. I think you have his axe,” she said.

      How would Ragnar know this wasn’t his axe? They all looked the damn same.

      Hale took the moment of solitude to stick a cigarette between his teeth and light it. At least the trousers had period-inaccurate pockets that he used primarily to hold guitar picks. He took a long drag, savouring the way the smoke coated the insides of his lungs for a few long seconds before exhaling slowly through his nose. Smoking might have been more of a feminine thing, at least in Sweden, but Hale didn’t really care about that. Dad was always giving him shit for smoking, though Hale couldn’t entirely blame him. He, of all people, should have known better. But if it wasn’t his lungs that killed him, it would be his stomach or his liver that did it.

      And all that was assuming a draug didn’t get to him first.

      He listened to the first half of The Furies’ set through the backstage door before putting what was left of the cigarette out. The second half of the song came to a muffled end as he waited for some of the smell of smoke to dissipate. When the playing fell silent, he let himself back in to watch properly. From far behind the curtains, he couldn’t see much. All he could catch were glimpses of the women as the curtain flickered. Every now and then, Lottie passed into view, singing and playing guitar at the same time.

      He had no idea what she was saying, but that didn’t matter. Her voice was crisp and clear, melodic without drifting into operatic, powerful without drifting into distorted, and remarkably in tune, especially given that half her mind must have been occupied by the guitar in her hands. The guitar itself alternated between stern chords and swift melodies. The shifts to slightly flat notes were so minor, nobody but Hale would ever notice.

      Melodies and harmonies traded seamlessly between her and her equally impressive keyboardist. The swift playing reminded Hale of the way Aleksandr used to play. Heavy, classical influence rattled the speakers.

      The rhythm section was no less impressive. Across the stage, the small, redheaded bassist played quick notes that rounded out the chords with such precision, it barely felt like it was being done by another person. And the drums, well… Even though Hale had very little to do with Midnight Fury’s success, he couldn’t help feeling a slight touch of pride in his chest. It was impossible not to want to move in time with the music.

      “They’re good,” Aleksandr said in Swedish.

      Hale nodded. The were good. They were very good.

      “Maybe next year, we can bring them on a proper tour,” he suggested.

      There was still a tentative opening spot for their late fall tour. He couldn’t hear Aleksandr’s response, but it seemed positive.

      Hale saw something of himself in them. Or maybe he just wanted to. They were still young, still hopeful. There was a future for them. They were too talented for there not to be.

      A heavy hand clapped down on Hale’s shoulder. He grabbed the wrist reflexively and brought his elbow up to strike until he saw it was only Ragnar. He exhaled sharply, letting out a few choice curses in the process.

      “I’m breaking your nose next time,” he muttered.

      Ragnar only laughed.

      “Going to make these two shows count. After tomorrow, we’ve got a good long break,” he said.

      Hale tilted his head to the side, stretching out his neck and shoulder. There was a tightness in the muscles he was trying to force himself to ignore. In their own ways, they were all due for a break of one kind or another.
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      “I am going to cast Shatter right here on the tree blight attacking Luther,” Seb said.

      Sterling nodded and started shaking the 20-sided die in his hand.

      “Con 14, right? That is thunder damage, so give me a false cord and I will roll this at disadvantage.”

      Seb laughed and rubbed his jaw with his knuckles.

      “Voyons, you know I cannot do the false cords.”

      “Come on, I know Midnight’s been teaching you. Doesn’t have to be good.”

      “Are you high right now?” Seb teased.

      Sterling laughed. He was still a little bit high from the combination of something and something else he’d taken before, during, and after the show, but that wasn’t why he was asking. He knew Seb had been learning to false cord, and he knew Seb was self-conscious about it, and he knew he needed a little encouragement on it.

      “I am the DM. So I want to hear a false cord from Goliath,” Sterling said.

      Seb’s goliath had started out as a barbarian druid during their last campaign, but he’d decided to change it to a barbarian bard — a bardbarian — after a whole thing with bagpipes in honour of their bard companion who had bravely fallen to rid the land of vampires. Besides, with Luther playing a druid who wanted to be a cleric but kept getting shot down by his god of choice, they’d decided it was better to diversify a bit.

      Seb rolled his eyes behind his glasses, but he let out a soundless sigh and made a couple grunting sounds. He took a deep breath, sucking as much air into his lungs as he could. He brought his arms up, nearly hitting Ash in the face in the process, and let out a long, distorted “Hoo!” that had the rest of Trial by Fire cheering and applauding. It wasn’t quite as deep or voiceless as Hale or Midnight could get them, but it was obvious he’d been practicing.

      It was probably weird that such an ugly sound made Sterling’s chest feel so light. The drugs might have been helping. There was a familiar underlying of coke lifting his mood and making him feel buzzing, but that wasn’t why he was laughing. It was such an amazing sound, so raw and strong and powerful. How could something like that make him feel anything other than elation?

      “That was awesome! Point of inspiration,” Sterling said, tossing a guitar pick across the table at Seb.

      “Is that one of mine?” Luther demanded.

      Sterling shrugged. Who knew? Between the two of them, there were picks everywhere. They opened a new pack every other show.

      He picked up his second D20 and rolled both behind the screen.

      “Lowest roll is a seven. Roll damage,” he said.

      Luther grinned and clapped Seb on the back. The plastic dice clattered against the table. Sterling counted up the totals.

      “Eleven damage, and that is a dead tree blight. Team druid, you are up. What are you gonna’ do?”

      “Fail spectacularly?” Ash said, earning a sharp glare from Luther.

      It had taken Sterling years to convince them to play Dungeons and Dragons with him. The more time he spent on the road, the less time he had for sessions. No matter how much he would have rather been touring, he missed it. He still had a tiefling rogue drawn up that hadn’t seen so much as a session zero. It was probably cheesy and stupid, but pretending had always made things easier to cope with.

      The first few years, the logistics had been impossible. There was no way to run sessions and drive at the same time, which would have meant somebody was always sitting out. Even when they had the budget for a driver, they all far preferred getting laid and shit-faced over pretending to be goliath bards and rogue elves. Sterling never complained about it. As much as he loved the game, nothing was as good at numbing the trauma-induced self-loathing as too much vodka and coke and acid and anything else he could get his hands on.

      Not heroin, though. Never heroin. Brendon used to make him shoot up heroin and it always made him feel sick.

      But then Seb overdosed. Twice.

      Sterling still remembered stumbling into the bar washroom and finding him with surprising clarity given how drunk he’d been. When he closed his eyes, he still remembered—

      Seb had never been a partier, not the way Sterling was. The coke was more for functionality. Fronting three bands in two countries while holding a graphics designer day job had been more that he could handle without help. He’d spent years driving himself into the ground. If the coke hadn’t been what put him in the hospital, the way he was pushing himself would have. At least it was enough to finally get him to slow down. He quit Crucifère and Sang d’Avril, went full-time with Trial by Fire and freelance with the graphics gig.

      Still, for the next few tours, there was no partying. The least Sterling could do was try to make staying clean easier for him. They’d all been bored and restless during the endless drives, desperate for anything to do. Suddenly, Sterling wasn’t such a nerd now, was he?

      The team survived combat with no major injuries. The bus stopped moving.

      “Time to stretch and get some rest,” Eddie announced from behind the wheel.

      The first time Sterling realized they were actually a successful band was the first time they started a tour with a driver. Even if they still weren’t exactly a household name, they’d made it somewhere.

      He’d made it somewhere.

      Sterling glanced at his phone. Three hours was good enough for one night.

      “All right, team, make sure you all level up. Tomorrow, we’ll be starting at level nine.”

      Luther pumped his fist a little, reminding Sterling once again that he’d been the last one to agree to play this stupid game. He wasn’t quite as hooked as Sterling, but he was hooked enough to have gotten his daughters into it. As far as Sterling was concerned, that was a win.

      If only Sterling could get Hale into it. At least Hale humoured him enough to listen to him talk about his campaigns, even if he had no idea what any of it meant.

      Despite what most people thought, tour life wasn’t all sex and parties, especially these days. Most of it was long drives over state lines to get from one show to another. They usually didn’t even have time to do more than grab something to eat anywhere they played, let alone sight-see.

      The rest stop was quiet this hour of night. There wasn’t much noticeable sound over the ringing in Sterling’s right ear. He pressed the heel of his hand to his ear, trying to smother it. The mix of tinnitus from a lifetime as a musician and the damage from taking too many blows to the head was more annoying than anything. At least the ringing wasn’t as constant for him as it was for some people.

      “‘Scarce falls the prey to sleeping wolves, or to slumberers victory in strife,’” he murmured.

      “What is that, Emperor Immortal?” Luther asked, nudging him a little with the back of his wrist.

      Sterling glanced up at him.

      “Huh?”

      “That thing about wolves, it sounds like an Emperor Immortal line.”

      Sterling shrugged a shoulder and scratched his jaw. Sometimes, he swore he could still feel the wire there. He forced himself to relax so his jaw wouldn’t lock up. Playing with a locked jaw was unbearable sometimes. There were a lot of things Sterling could play through, but that pushed it. He was supposed to have a retainer to keep him from grinding his teeth at night, but his last one had broken and he hadn’t been able to find the money to replace it. Even a cheap one would help, but there was always something more important.

      Even though the jaw clenching and the teeth grinding was a habit he’d had since high school, ecstasy always made it worse. He couldn’t remember if he’d taken any tonight, but it was possible. He didn’t always pay that much attention to what he put in his body. People offered him things, and he took them.

      Luther whistled through his teeth and waved his hand in front of Sterling’s face.

      What was the question?

      “Dude. What did you take?” Luther asked.

      Right. Wolves.

      “It’s from the Havamal. Norse poem,” Sterling said.

      Luther raised a black eyebrow, a slight smile on his lips. He ruffled Sterling’s hair and squeezed his shoulder in that way that showed that despite the way he lived on the road, there was still a father in there somewhere.

      “You’re weird. Let me know if you feel off. I won’t tell Seb,” he said affectionately.

      Sterling flashed him a bright grin, ignoring the slight self-conscious twinge in his stomach, and bumped Luther’s arm with his shoulder.

      “I’m good. Tinnitus is just… It’s acting up tonight.”

      Luther nodded with a slight sympathetic smile and squeezed Sterling’s shoulder again.

      Sterling pulled a pair of earbuds from his backpack. He probably shouldn’t be using them when his ear was ringing like this, but that had never stopped him before. Music would help settle some of his nerves. One end went into the jack on his phone, the other into his ears. The Furies’ Raven Mother helped drown out some of the ringing.

      
        
        
        “We are the daughters of bitter fruit.

        The hounds have the scent of what’s taken root.

        And nothing ventured is nothing gained.

        Mother pays in karma, so only yourself to blame.”

      

      

      

      Even though it was obvious to Sterling that their singer had some classical training, she didn’t do the operatic vocals most female metal vocalists did, especially in the more melodic subgenres. Her voice was clear and smooth, carrying over the instruments without being overwhelming. Something about it always drew him in like a mythical siren. If he hadn’t seen them play two and a half million times and heard their demos when Midnight showed them to him, he would have assumed that was all production work. But no, Lottie Ferro could actually fucking sing.

      Sterling didn’t think he was biased when he said The Furies were criminally underrated. Lottie’s classical training came through in her guitar playing too, and so did their keyboardist’s. Midnight was hands down the greatest drummer of their age, full offence to Benji. As much as Sterling loved the kid, it still bummed him out that she hadn’t joined Trial by Fire when Aaron left. An involuntary grin broke out across his face the way it always did at the tom roll leading into the next verse.

      Let her do some blast beats, you cowards!

      They weren’t that kind of band, though. Even though Midnight brought a certain level of thrash to the table with her rapidly precise drumming, they weren’t a thrash band. Goth metal just didn’t have that kind of brutality to it.

      It was hard to tell if Sterling had ever been to this particular rest stop before. After a while, they all blurred together. Something about it was a little surreal. Rest stops in the middle of the night always had a bit of an otherworldly feeling to them. It was something about the way his unlaced boots echoed on the floor, the way only half the shops were open. There were some truckers napping in chairs and a family standing in line at the Subway.

      Despite their alternative appearances, nobody really paid attention to them. At four in the morning in the middle of nowhere, everything was normal.

      He stood in line at the Starbucks, watching his bandmates from behind sunglasses that were definitely not needed. Ash had disappeared into the women’s washroom. Benji was already curled up asleep on one of the chairs by the truckers, which was stupid because they’d just have to wake him up in a few minutes, but they also needed to take any sleep they could get. Luther and Seb weren’t in his line of sight, but he assumed they’d followed Ash’s lead and headed to the men’s room.

      What little line there was moved quickly despite the fact that there was only one person behind the counter working to fill the drink orders she’d just taken. Sterling closed his eyes, taking the opportunity to appreciate the bass line. His fingers of both his hands moved on their own, silently replicating Brogan’s playing. It never quite sounded the same when he played it. He always fell back into the jazz syncopations, and for some reason, he just couldn’t get the hang of playing with a pick the way she did. The way Brogan did it sounded better to him.

      “Sorry about the wait. What can I get you?” the barista asked.

      Sterling pulled one of his earbuds out.

      “Have anything decaf?” he asked.

      The girl gave him an apologetic smile.

      “Small blonde roast, then. Two milk, two sugar. Thanks.”

      Sterling held his phone in front of the scanner. As a rule, he didn’t love Starbucks. Blonde roasts weren’t as bad as their dark, but it was almost always bitter and burnt. Hale couldn’t even stomach it at all, and he was probably single-handedly responsible for Scandinavia’s status as the second largest coffee consumer in the world.

      Sterling could admit he was a bit of a coffee snob. When he wasn’t on tour, it was basically his job. Album advances and merch sales were barely enough to survive on, especially not when he had the rest of his family to look out for.

      His sister Sabryna had texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        The girls are outgrowing their winter clothes :(

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling closed his eyes, chewing his lip ring at the implication. His nieces would be turning ten in a few months. He’d planned on getting them new bikes, but making sure they were warm in the winter was more important. Fuck knew their father wouldn’t do it.

      His phone was full of messages. Between social media platforms, emails, and texts, there were hundreds of them. The guys and Ash always made fun of him for living on his phone, but he’d always been a bit of a social butterfly. Spending half his life on the road, it was the only way to stay connected.

      There were a lot of group chats he could skim through later. The Erebus one was usually important, especially when they were so close to being done with the album.

      Most people were muted. It was just too much when his phone was going off every few seconds. Plus, it made it easier to scroll through his notifications for names. When he found the one he wanted, another one of those involuntary smiles found its way onto his lips.

      Hale

      He missed Hale.

      He missed Hale’s soft, warm smiles, the shy way he laughed sometimes like he wasn’t sure he knew how to do it, and those times his laughter caught him off guard and his whole face lit up. He missed the tentative way Hale would rest his head on Sterling’s chest, always careful not to crush him under his bulk. He missed the way Hale hummed and sang clean in that husky baritone when he thought nobody was listening.

      “Your coffee.”

      Sterling’s head jerked up from his phone. He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and took the paper cup, shifting his shoulders to keep his bag from falling.

      An Emperor Immortal song came on next. The timing made Sterling’s lip quirk up a little.

      The last unread message from Hale was a group picture of Emperor Immortal and The Furies, all in their stage outfits from their show together last night. They’d only done two or three in Scandinavia before The Furies hit England for the Metalizer Festival. Hale was probably sleeping in right now. Or maybe not. It was only, what, 8:30 in the morning in Sweden?

      All five members of Emperor Immortal were dressed in Viking armour, with their hair done up in intricately-woven braids made to stand up to intense combat or head-banging. At either end of the photograph were the shield maiden rhythm twins wielding massive wood shields that Sterling knew from experience were heavier than they looked.

      The Furies were rocking various forms of goth; traditional goth, druid goth, afrogoth, and what Midnight called bedouin goth. Despite their dark looks, they were all smiling.

      Something about the picture made Sterling’s heart hurt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wish I could have seen you guys together T.T

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling hit the send button, and immediately scrolled down to the message thread with Brogan.

      
        
          
            
              
        We just landed im sooooo nervous about playing metalizer :O:O:O:O

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling’s thumb tapped against his screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        First of all youre going to do absolutely fucking amAZING

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You guys are legit the best openers weve eeeever had!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I mean you just opened for emperor fucking immortal

      

      

      

      
        
          
        SECOND OF ALL hear me out. EI, TBF, Furies tour.

      

      

      

      

      

      He shoved his phone into his back pocket. The buzz was fading fast. It shouldn’t have been a problem. It wasn’t. He didn’t have a problem. He just didn’t want to be sober. He didn’t want the rest of the world to catch up to him yet. Or he didn’t want to catch up to the world. Or both. He wasn’t sure and he really didn’t want to care.

      Benji looked up at him with sleep-bleary eyes, making a small whining noise at the back of his throat.

      “Bro, can you hold this?” Sterling asked, holding out his coffee cup.

      “The fuck d’you buy coffee for,” Benji muttered.

      He took the cup anyway and curled back up to fall asleep again.

      Sterling made his way to the men’s room as Luther was walking out. Seb was still inside, rinsing his mouth out with water from the sink.

      Their eyes met in the mirror, Sterling’s no doubt as bloodshot as Seb’s, and there was a moment where Sterling almost thought Seb knew what he was planning on doing.

      Whatever.

      It didn’t matter.

      And Seb wasn’t his dad.

      Sterling’s dad didn’t care. Johan Viktor Johansson walked out on them 21 years ago. Seb was just…

      Seb was just the guy who saved his life and gave him a second shot at it all. And here he was wasting it on drugs and alcohol.

      If not for the fierce itching in his skin and the growing ringing in his ears, he might have put it off until tomorrow’s show. Or tonight’s. It was hard to tell. Between travelling all night and drifting through time zones, he couldn’t always keep track of what day it was.

      Sterling gave another one of his broad, crooked grins, but he wasn’t sure Seb believed it.

      What difference did it make anyway? Plenty of people in their line of work drank and did drugs and whatever. Sometimes, it was the only way to get through the long days and nights that all blended in together. It wasn’t like he didn’t completely live for it. Those nights on stage, that hour and a half made him feel things nothing else in the world did. There was a strength and a confidence with those shows he didn’t get when he was in the studio. It was all so much more real. The energy from the crowd and the rest of his band sank into his veins, and he didn’t want to let go of it.

      Don’t, Seb’s eyes said. Please don’t.

      The look made something tight stick in Sterling’s throat. He made his shoulder brush against Seb’s in a silent, I’ll be fine. And he would be. He didn’t want to hurt himself or die. He didn’t want to OD the way Seb did.

      You can handle it.

      The voice in Sterling’s head was much gruffer than his own. He shook it off, pretending it belonged to an ex or one of his mom’s many shitty boyfriends.

      Sterling dumped his bag on the floor. He bought himself a few seconds of time by scrolling through his phone again. Brogan had sent him another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        That should absolutely be our next tour :O!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling’s lips stretched up into a smile. The Furies didn’t plan their tours as far in advance as some bands, considering they almost all had day jobs. Trial by Fire only planned about a year ahead. The real problem was Emperor Immortal. He scrolled back through his messages to Hale.

      
        
          
            
              
        Babe, hear me out. EI, TBF, Furies tour. Y/y

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply from Hale came a moment later.

      
        
          
            
              
        what is y/y mean

      

      

      

      

      

      Seb turned the sink off and leaned back against it with his arms folded across against his chest.

      Sterling texted Brogan first.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m talking to Hale about it right now

      

      

      

      

      

      Then to Hale,

      
        
          
            
              
        It means yes/yes

      

      

      

      

      

      Brogan’s heart emoji response came a few second’s before Hale’s.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hale

      

      
        So my answer is yes?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Exactly

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ha I will ask for maybe next year dear

      

      

      

      

      

      Something about seeing the word ‘dear’ underneath Hale’s name made Sterling’s heart and chest tighten. Even after three years of whatever relationship they could scrape together while on the road, it still caught him off guard. He wasn’t sure who or what he believed in, but whatever it was, he couldn’t thank them enough for Emperor Immortal deciding to ask Trial by Fire to open for them on their North American tour back then.

      He knew, logically, that he had timing and Midnight to thank for it. If Hale hadn’t asked Midnight, and if The Furies weren’t already scheduled for something, and if Midnight hadn’t suggested Trial by Fire, he and Sterling might have never met. They might have never found whatever it was they’d found in those brief moments alone when nobody else was around.

      Sterling shoved his phone into his back pocket. He expected Seb to leave as he dropped his bag on the counter and moved to the urinal to relieve himself, but he stayed in place, watching Sterling from behind his round glasses like one of the stone gargoyles he’d seen at the Christ Church Cathedral last time they’d been to Montreal.

      “Dude,” Sterling muttered.

      He zipped his jeans and moved back to where he’d set his bag to wash his hands.

      “Ouais?” Seb said.

      “You don’t have to watch me.”

      “Yes I do.”

      Of course he did. Because he knew what Sterling was going to do. He knew why Sterling’s left hand was starting to shake. And he knew damn fucking well what would happen if Sterling screwed up. Because he’d been through it. He’d lain on a washroom floor just like this one, seizing and puking his guts onto the floor.

      Even though it had been years since the second time, Sterling still couldn’t get the image out of his head. It still woke him in a cold sweat sometimes. That alone should have been enough to make him give it all up, but it wasn’t.

      He should have been better, but he wasn’t.

      Seb hadn’t touched anything stronger than chamomile tea in, like, seven years. Meanwhile, Sterling couldn’t go a few days without trying to chemically rewire his brain.

      Hale didn’t know.

      He knew Sterling drank, obviously. Everybody drank. But he didn’t know how much, and he didn’t know about the drugs. And he didn’t need to.

      Sterling could get himself together before they saw each other. He’d been able to hold it together in February and he’d be able to hold it together when Hale visited again. In the meantime, he had time. He never did drugs when he wasn’t on tour anyway. Or at least, not as much. Not as often. Not as many different kinds.

      The ringing in his ears made him wince. Sometimes, it almost got so loud, it sounded like a pack of wolves howling right in his ears.

      If Seb wanted to watch, then fine. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t seen before anyway. It wasn’t even that big a deal.

      Sterling dug through his bag for the cigarette tin. It was probably hypocritical of him not to smoke when he’d put just about anything else in his body, but he didn’t really care. Everyone had to have some limits.

      Even though he didn’t recognize most of what was in the tin, he wasn’t going to let Seb see that. He picked out a blue, oval pill that looked like Adderall. His doctor had given him a prescription for the stuff when he was in high school, but he was pretty sure he’d sold more of the pills than he’d taken. The bills had to get paid somehow when mom was always blowing her music teacher’s paycheck on whatever dickbag was suckering her out of it that month.

      It felt good. Whatever Sterling felt was good. He crushed the pill with the bottom of the cigarette tin and snorted it.

      Seb watched him the entire time.

      I’m sorry, dad. I’m sorry, dad. I’m sorry, dad.

      He did the same with a second smaller, white pill and took a drink from his flask. The combination made his nose and fingers tingle.

      “Sterling,” Seb warned.

      I’m sorry, dad. I’m sorry, dad. I’m sorry, dad.

      Sterling stumbled into Seb and rested his forehead on Seb’s shoulder, mumbling something that was either that apology, or the lyrics to a Cab Calloway song his dad used to play on the bass.

      
        
        
        “She had a dream about the King of Sweden.

        He gave her things that she was needin’.

        He gave her a home built of gold and steel.

        A diamond car with platinum wheels.”

      

      

      

      Seb sighed and nudged Sterling upright.

      “Let’s get you some caffeine and some sleep, chèr.”

      “Benji has my coffee.”

      “Bon. Then you just need sleep.”

      Sterling nodded absently. He should have been feeling brighter now. If the blue pill was Adderall and the white pill was whatever the white pill was, he should have been feeling brighter. He didn’t like this down-ness. He didn’t like it.

      The howling was so fucking loud. Even when he covered his ear, it was so fucking loud.

      “Seb,” he whined.

      Seb sighed, but he kept supporting Sterling’s weight.

      “I know. I know.”

      Somehow, Sterling ended up back in his bunk, facing the pictures on the bus wall. His nieces, him and Midnight, him and Hale. The last one wasn’t a particularly romantic picture but it still made his throat close up all the same.

      Hale.

      Sterling flattened his hand against the picture.

      The ringing didn’t stop, and his phone didn’t go off again all night.

    

  







            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          

        

    

    






NOW PLAYING: SICK - TRIAL BY FIRE
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      Furies Bassist Killed in Animal Attack

      The article was dated 14 June, two days after the attack. It was August now, but it still seemed to come up on Hale’s feed every day. This is why he hated social media. He blocked the article, both so he didn’t have to see it for a few more hours and so Midnight wouldn’t happen to see it over his shoulder.

      Over a month later, and it still seemed surreal. He couldn’t remember if he even talked to her in the two days they toured Sweden together. He could barely even remember her real name. Her stage name was Noon Fury, but her real name… Brogan, was it? If he’d known what was going to happen, he…

      This wasn’t a path he could go down.

      The gods, to their credit, weren’t entirely without mercy for the sort of person who believed in that kind of thing. Abolition had reached out at the end of June looking for somebody to fill in for their opening band, who had backed out at the last minute. Hale and Aleksandr were done their Latin American tour mid-July. Sterling was on break between tours with Trial by Fire, and Tommy managed to reschedule his drum sessions for Broken Alchemist. With Midnight’s European tour with The Furies abruptly cancelled, she’d been able to finalize the album in time to launch before the tour. It gave her something to focus on, instead of spiralling. He’d realized the first time they toured together all those years ago that Midnight wasn’t someone who idled well.

      As much as Hale had been looking forward to a break after two years of near-constant touring, he would rather been here than at his sister’s place in Falun.

      Still, he wished he didn’t recognize the vacant look in Midnight’s eyes. It was the same one he’d seen in Aleksandr after Sören's death. Presumably, Hale’d had the same look, though he’d started drowning himself in alcohol immediately so he would be too numb to notice it. Her dark eyes met his, and she smiled a little. It was small and it didn’t quite reach her hooded eyes, but it was something.

      “Here, I got that,” she said, reaching to take the amplifier from him.

      “You don’t have to—“

      She was already taking it from him. Some men might have been self-conscious about a woman being able to out-lift them, but it never bothered Hale. If anything, it was the knowledge that his bad arm couldn’t handle as much as he wanted it to that bothered him.

      If keeping busy helping the crew kept Midnight grounded, he wouldn’t argue with it.

      “‘Scuse me. Hale, right?”

      Hale tipped his head down toward the voice. A young, freckled man with bright red hair and an Abolition crew t-shirt stood at his elbow. Hale took two steps back to put some space between them.

      “Yes.”

      The man grinned and extended a hand that Hale shook after a moment of hesitation.

      “I’m Mitch Hamilton. I’m going to be your tech for the tour. Which, for the record, is a total honor. I mean, you’re one of my favourite guitarists of all time. I was so stoked to hear you had another band. Plus, you know, you being an openly gay metal guitarist is— You probably saved my life, man.”

      Hale smiled a little. How many years had he been doing this for? By now, he shouldn’t have had any problem reacting to this sort of thing.

      He was so used to Signe, his regular technician, that he almost didn’t trust anyone else. He had to remind himself that things were different on this tour. If he wanted to enjoy it, he was going to have to be adaptable.

      “I am happy you are here,” he said genuinely.

      Mitch’s cheeks flushed a little, and he cleared his throat.

      “So I’ve got your list of guitars and specs. If you need anything else, I know you guys have your rider but just— Yeah. Let me know.”

      Hale nodded, then reminded himself that North Americans actually expected a verbal response. They also had no concept of personal space. He took another step back. It still felt too close.

      “I will. Thank you. Uhm— One thing? Have you… seen my rhythm section?”

      Midnight was arguing with another member of the crew about how to unpack the trailer, out of his line of sight but still audible. Aleksandr was at the edge of his periphery smoking a joint.

      “I would say that’s them behind you,” Mitch said.

      Hale glanced back over his shoulder to find Sterling and Tommy Garcia Perez roughhousing behind him.

      “Thank you.”

      “No worries. I’m gonna’ go get about a dozen guitars tuned.”

      Mitch gave him another bright grin. He squeezed Hale’s bicep, nearly making Hale flinch, and moved around him. Why did North Americans insist on getting so close? Spending half his life crammed into a bus with at least four other people hadn’t made him any more comfortable with it.

      Sterling’s bright laugh seemed to ring out through the air. The sound of it alone eased some of the tension in Hale’s bad shoulder. As if feeling Hale’s eyes on them, Sterling glanced up in his direction. The broad grin on his face somehow widened, and he waved. With one arm still around Tommy’s shoulders to drag him along, he half-skipped toward Hale.

      “Are you fucking stoked?” he asked brightly.

      Hale gave a small nod. Though, as excited as he was, it was also a little nerve-wracking. It had been a long, long time since he’d performed anything he hadn’t written, and the fact that they lived across two continents meant they hadn’t rehearsed all together as much as he would have liked. They certainly hadn’t rehearsed on an actual stage enough. He wasn’t worried about being able to play with Aleksandr, or even Sterling. But Midnight wasn’t used to being a vocalist, and Tommy played the songs differently than Hale was used to. Combined with the fact that he had a new tech he didn’t know… It was getting tempting to ask Aleksandr to borrow his joint.

      Now that the liberated feeling of not being Immortal Hale for a few weeks was fading, he was starting to realize he didn’t really know who else to be. Emperor Immortal had been his entire life for so long.

      At least they were all in the same position. If anything, he had the advantage of still having his rhythm guitarist with him.

      Midnight certainly looked as frazzled as he felt. She kept running her hand through her hair, messing up the array of curls that were tighter than his, but still fairly loose. The bags under her eyes betrayed how long it had been since she’d gotten any decent sleep. It was hard to tell if they way she bounced from foot to foot was from nerves or the several cups of coffee he’d watched her drink.

      “Sound check, food, show… This one doesn’t have meet-’n-greets does it?” she asked.

      Hale shrugged. Keeping track of the itinerary had never been his job.

      “Not for this one,” Aleksandr said.

      Midnight nodded. Her expression was a little vacant. If Hale didn’t know her so well, he might wonder if she was stoned.

      That wasn’t the expression of somebody who was high. It was the expression of somebody trying to make sense of a world that didn’t make sense anymore.

      Aleksandr must have seen it as well as Hale did. He touched her arm. She flinched a little.

      “Don’t worry about the schedule. I will make sure I keep us on time,” he assured.

      “Actually, that’s Tommy’s job now, amiright,” Sterling said, patting Tommy’s shoulder.

      Tommy thumped his fist against his chest with a proud grin that Midnight returned with a small smile.

      “Speaking of, Marc-André asked if we wanted to do something with them after sound check since we’re a bit ahead of schedule. There’s an axe throwing place close that has decent food,” Sterling said.

      There were so many people involved in a tour, Hale hadn’t had time to learn everybody’s names yet. He was already struggling to remember his tech’s name.

      “Who is he talking about?” Hale asked.

      “The singer of Abolition. The big guy with the longer beard and the bear tattoo.”

      “Is it rude to show up our headliners?”

      Aleksandr snorted a little.

      “You’re an ass sometimes. He says it sounds fun.”

      “Sound check first,” Midnight said.

      It took longer than Hale expected it to. He was used to Emperor Immortal’s 10-minute sound checks, but they had done so many of them that the process was seamless by now. It was yet another reminder that Erebus was fresher.

      “Hale, key change,” Midnight said in the breath between lines.

      Hale heard it before she even finished speaking.

      “Motherfucker,” he muttered to himself.

      It was faster to shift the positioning of his hands down a third than to remember what key he was actually supposed to be playing in. Even though they technically weren’t the right notes, they sounded fine to him. It wasn’t as though anybody would know their songs well enough to tell.

      They only got through half the setlist before their time was up. That was, admittedly, a little concerning considering they were supposed to do the entire set in the same amount of time. At least the actual show should go a little smoother.

      Hale nudged his elbow against Midnight’s arm as he pulled his guitar off.

      “Stop moving to the drums,” he said.

      “Stop missing that key change,” she shot back.

      That was fair.

      “You have to face the crowd,” he reminded her.

      Midnight turned toward the stage. A blank look crossed her face before she looked up at him with wide-eyed panic. Clearly, the reality was starting to sink in.

      “You will do fine,” he said.

      Her smile didn’t suggest she believed him.

      “If you say so… Would you be offended if I asked them to turn down your guitars in my monitor? I think I need to hear more of the bass. I’m used to following Bro— I’m used to following the bass.”

      “Go ahead,” Hale said.

      Abolition had finished their sound check first. By the time Hale and the rest of Erebus followed Sterling’s directions to the axe throwing lounge connected to a bar, there was already a round of drinks on the tables.

      The big bearded man with the bear tattoo — Marc-André — motioned to them.

      “Let me know what you guys want. Dinner is on us. It is the least we can do for you jumping in last minute. But you’re buying your own drinks, Johansson,” he said, pointing at Sterling.

      “Fuck off, I don’t drink that much,” Sterling said.

      Hale settled into the empty chair next to Aleksandr. He grabbed one of the paper menus from the table and skimmed it while the instructor walked them through proper axe throwing techniques. Midnight, Tommy, Sterling, and a couple members of Abolition took turns practicing, throwing axes at the wood board with varying success.

      “You want a shot?” Tommy asked, motioning with the axe in his hand.

      “We’ve already done this,” Aleksandr said.

      It was a bit of an understatement. Hale could think of at least six Emperor Immortal music videos where one of them had thrown an axe. Karolina was the best at it, but Hale was a fairly decent shot himself.

      “‘Course you have, Viking motherfuckers. Sterling, you and me! Let’s go!”

      “Bring it on, bitch!”

      Neither Tommy nor Sterling were particularly good at it, missing more throws than landing, but they seemed to be having fun. Their combined laughter filled the entire space. Aleksandr was much better, landing most of his throws and beating Abolition’s bassist by four points.

      Marc-André nudged Hale’s arm with his elbow, then nodded toward the boards. Hale nodded and flattened his palms on the table to lift himself. They took a pair of axes from the stand between the pair of lanes.

      “Sure you don’t want a practice round?” Marc-André asked.

      Hale weighed the axe in his hand. It was more of a hatchet than a full axe. He made a few swings, refamiliarizing himself with the motion, and shook his head.

      “I am ready.”

      “Bon.”

      They clicked the blades together. Marc-André threw first. The hatchet stuck hard within the second ring, just shy of the red dot at the centre. He winked at Hale.

      It really did feel a bit like cheating when Hale sank the blade of the hatchet right into the middle of the dot. Marc-André wasn’t bothered by it, if his booming laugh was any indication. He didn’t seem to mind when Hale sank the next bullseye, or the one after that. He missed the fourth by a couple centimetres, but made up for it by landing the fifth.

      Marc-André won the second round by one point. Hale broke the tie on the third, coming out ahead by three points.

      “If you play half as good as you’re throwing tonight, you’re going to make us look bad!” he said with another booming laugh.

      Hale wanted to make a joke about Abolition being a very impressive second place, but he wasn’t sure it would translate right.

      “Not likely,” he said instead.

      He settled back into his chair, wincing slightly at the pinch in his shoulder. It wasn’t quite painful, more annoying than anything. Beside him, Midnight picked absently at the ketchup-covered fries piled onto the plate beside the burger and chicken fingers. On his other side, Aleksandr was working his way through a vegetarian burger that actually looked like it was made from vegetables, and not overly-processed fake meat. Hale’s own burger, similar to Midnight’s but without tomatoes, was untouched. He was nearly half-way through when Midnight finally spoke.

      “Hey, Hale, can I ask you something?” she said.

      “Hm?”

      “Do you ever— get nervous up there? So close to the crowd.”

      Hale nodded slowly, thinking through the words he wanted to use.

      “I don’t know if nervous is the right word. It’s more— Aleksandr? Translate for me?”

      “This is a perfect chance to practice English.”

      “I’ll have plenty of time to practice. I want to say this right.”

      “Fine, fine. He says, It’s normal to feel anxiety when so many people are looking at you. You wonder what they’re thinking. You think they’re judging you, seeing all your mistakes. But the truth is, we all want the same thing. Us, them. A good show. Once you get up there, you’ll forget to think about anybody else.”

      Midnight nodded as Aleksandr translated. Hale wasn’t sure if Aleksandr fully captured what he meant as he spoke, but he was almost definitely doing a better job than Hale could.

      “You ever screw up on stage?” she asked.

      Hale made a face before he could stop himself. There were plenty of times he’d screwed up, and those were just the times he remembered. Gods only knew how badly he’d played when his alcoholism had been at its worst.

      “One time,” he said in English, “I forgot the words. I was still just starting to learn English. So I just made the sounds I thought I should.”

      She laughed a little. It had been embarrassing at the time. It was funny now, and it did seem to make her feel better. He rested his hand on her shoulder for a moment.

      “You’ll do fine. Now go throw something sharp. Don’t worry so much.”

      “Yeah. That’s easier said than done.”

      Hale gave her a wry smile. He knew that just as well as she did.
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NOW PLAYING: RAZOR BLADE SKIN - KILLER KILLER
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      The buzzing of clippers woke Hale as either Sterling or Midnight maintained their partially-shaved hair. As annoying as long hair could be, Hale was glad he didn’t have to worry about that kind of maintenance. He’d tried it once when he was younger and his hair was shorter, and gave up immediately. Dealing with the few weeks of shaggy, uneven hair was worth it to never have to think about that sort of maintenance ever again. How Midnight and Sterling had the patience to deal with it for years was beyond him.

      Hale stretched his legs out as much as he could in the small space. He breathed deeply, taking stock of every one of his muscles for what might be hurting this morning — or afternoon, whatever time of day it was. There were no windows on the upper level of the bus, making it impossible to tell what time of day it was, and his phone wasn’t within reach.

      It was unsettling to realize he wasn’t in pain. Not really, not the kind of pain he was used to.

      His calves ached and his shoulders were a little tight in a way that wasn’t uncommon after three shows in a row. The throbbing between his temples was either from too much sleep, not enough sleep, too much caffeine, not enough caffeine, or some combination of the above. When he rolled his ankles, the left one clicked a little, but there was no pain. He shifted his hips just slightly. They were still stiff, but not painful.

      The lack of back and forth rocking suggested the bus wasn’t moving. Hale pushed the curtain back and, carefully as he could, rolled out of his bunk. He braced both hands on his lower back and pushed himself upright. His head smacked the ceiling.

      “Motherfuck,” he snapped.

      “Are you okay?” Aleksandr asked in Swedish, sitting cross-legged on his own bunk and hunched over his sketchbook.

      “Fucking short ceiling.”

      Aleksandr didn’t make much effort to stifle his laughter. Neither his eyes nor his pencil lifted from the paper. Hale scowled at him, more out of principle than actual annoyance. He craned his neck a little to see what he was drawing. It was a jagged sketch of a raven, the lines nowhere near as smooth as Sören's drawings used to be. Sharp, almost scribbled feathers fell from its body.

      Its head was a skull. Its legs and lower ribs were bone.

      Something about it made Hale shudder a little.

      “Vision, tattoo idea, or concept art?” he asked.

      Aleksandr’s lip twitched a little. It was hard to tell whether or not it was supposed to be a smile.

      “A bit of all of them,” he murmured.

      Hale’s phone had somehow ended up on the floor. He crouched to pick it up and sat on the edge of his bunk to scroll through notifications. It was just before 18:00. They’d already done their soundcheck when they’d arrived in—

      “What city are we in?” he asked.

      “Chicago,” Aleksandr said.

      — Chicago, which meant they would have to start getting ready to be on stage soon.

      “Aren’t we in Canada?”

      “Yesterday, we were in Canada. Tomorrow, we are in Denver.”

      “I thought we had three shows in Canada.”

      “We do. We just did Montreal and Toronto, and we have Vancouver after Denver.”

      Hale rubbed a hand over his face. That made no sense. Why weren’t they doing Seattle first, then Vancouver? Didn’t they pass Seattle on the way? Every time Emperor Immortal had toured North America, they started west and made their way east. Doing it the other way felt unnecessarily complicated.

      And for that matter, wouldn’t it be easier to just fly? How much more would it cost to just fly them and their damned equipment out than drive for 21 hours straight?

      There must have been some reason for doing it this way that he either didn’t know or didn’t understand. He trusted the tour manager to know what they were doing.

      Every single one of these North American tours made Hale miss Europe. It was so much easier to only have to drive a few hours between shows instead of entire days. Why in all the Gods names was this damned country so big?

      The buzzing of the clippers stopped, replaced with the sound of Midnight’s soft singing. She didn’t often sing clean, which was a shame. She had a good voice, deeper than any women Hale could think of off-hand, and oddly melodic considering who it came from. Hale would have called it pretty if he didn’t think the description would offend her. It was an interesting change from the harsh and distorted vocals he was used to.

      The rest of the bus was almost unsettlingly quiet. Hale slipped his arms into the sleeves of a sweater, leaving the zipper open. It was too hot to close it, but he didn’t want to risk aggravating his shoulder with a t-shirt. Downstairs, Hale found Abolition’s bassist sleeping, but not his own. There was no sign of Tommy, either?

      Where are they?

      The answer to Hale’s question came as soon as he stepped into the early-evening humidity. Loud cheering and laughing came from the open door of Abolition’s bus. He heard Sterling’s voice clearly, singing a horribly off-key rendition of whatever it was playing from the speakers.

      Mother of Thor…

      Hale didn’t have the patience to deal with this right now. It was too close, too real, too much of a reminder of what he had been.

      Sterling wasn’t like that, he told himself. Sterling wasn’t an alcoholic, he was just having fun, the same way everybody did on tour. It was only Hale’s hypersensitivity to drinking that made it all seem so much worse than it was.

      He didn’t want to think of Sterling doing what Hale had done to himself.

      And even if he was, was Hale really in any position to judge when he was leaning against the venue’s wall smoking?

      “You, of all people, should know better,” Midnight said quietly, plucking the cigarette from his fingers, only to stick it between her lips.

      What was the English expression? He was pretty sure it was something like, ‘You’re a pot calling a kettle black’, but he wasn’t sure enough to actually risk saying it out loud.

      “Smoking will ruin your voice,” he said.

      Midnight only shrugged and continued to smoke. She stepped away when he reached for the cigarette and took another drag before finally handing it back.

      “I’m going to get changed,” she said.

      Hale nodded silently, his eyes still on Abolition’s bus. By the time both Sterling and Tommy finally emerged, he’d nearly finished with the cigarette. He dropped the butt on the floor and put it out with the toe of his sneaker. A sharp twinge in his hip made him regret bending to pick it up to throw into the trash bin beside him. It took a bit of awkward shifting for the tingling to subside.

      “Motherfucking Hale!” Sterling shouted.

      He, admittedly, did not look as drunk as Hale worried he might have been. The only shifting in his walk was the usual barely-noticeable limp from a long-since broken leg. He was bright and animated, but he was always bright and animated, and the flush in his cheeks could have easily been from excitement. Even the smell of alcohol clinging to him could have easily been from somebody else.

      He’s drunk.

      Sterling clapped his hand on Hale’s shoulder. He had to reach up to manage it. The top of his head barely came up to Hale’s neck. His thumb pressed into Hale’s collarbone, though it wasn’t nearly with enough pressure to be painful.

      Hale nearly hesitated, bringing his hand up to rest on Sterling’s wrist almost reluctantly. Standing next to Tommy, with so many people around them, it was likely Sterling wouldn’t react well to it. He curled his fingers around Sterling’s wrist under the guise of lowering it from his shoulder. He took advantage of the contact to feel his way through Sterling’s skin for injuries.

      Small bruises on his body, mostly on his arms, similar to the ones on Midnight’s from elbows in the mosh pit. Familiar sharpness in his jaw. The warm thrum of alcohol beneath his skin.

      He’s drunk.

      Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t—

      Hale pulled his hand back and shoved it into the pocket of his sweater. His fingers felt numb, his mouth dry. The pain in his gut was sharp and twisting, nearly enough to make him double over.

      “Are you ready to fucking kick ass?” Sterling said.

      “Always,” Hale said, even if he wasn’t right now.

      Sterling threw his hands up into the air and cheered loudly. He threw the back door of the venue open to let himself inside.

      Tommy lingered behind. He didn’t have to crane his neck quite as much as Sterling did to look up at him. There was barely a foot of space between them, but with Hale’s back already pressed against the wall, there was nowhere for him to go.

      “You good, bro?” Tommy asked.

      Hale frowned a little. Was he good at what? Nodding seemed like the safest response.

      “You sure? You look a little sick.”

      Tommy raised a hand to press to Hale’s forehead. Hale ducked out of the way to avoid it.

      “I’m not sick,” Hale said.

      He pulled the pack of cigarettes from his back pocket despite absolutely knowing better.

      It was better than the alternative.

      ###

      Tommy was, apparently, not the only one who noticed Hale’s state.

      Hale could barely remember getting on stage, let alone actually playing. His entire body had operated on autopilot as he played through the set, missing the key change again. Thankfully, Midnight was too busy chastising herself for forgetting the second verse of In The Ground to say anything to him about it.

      It had taken some time and a lot of work, but he could be around drugs and alcohol. Tonight, though… Tonight, he couldn’t stop staring at the open bottles, couldn’t stop smelling it, couldn’t stop—

      His last drink had been years ago. Surely one beer wouldn’t destroy what was left of his liver. Surely he had enough self-control that he wouldn’t fall back into the downward spiral that had nearly killed him with just one shot. He could practically feel the warm, comfortable dizziness, the fuzzy haze that would cloud his thoughts and distract him from everything he never wanted to think about again.

      I have to get out of here.

      He shoved his guitar case into the hands of whoever was standing next to him without pausing to see who it was and pushed his way outside. His hands shook as he pulled the cigarettes and lighter from his back pocket. Sweat that had nothing to do with the heat of stage lights and performing poured down his back. Despite how hard he tried to assure himself he didn’t need it, his body disagreed. He shoved his earbuds in place and turned on the loudest thing he could find to drown out the voice urging him to just give in.

      Hale’s shoulder hit the wall as he flinched away from the sudden hand on his arm. His eyes flew open. One hand came up in a fist to protect himself.

      It was just Mitch, looking up at him with concern.

      Swallowing, Hale pulled the earbuds out and hung the cord around his neck.

      “Yes?” he said, his voice hoarse.

      “I gotta get back in a sec, but Sterling said you didn’t look so hot. Wanted me to make sure you’re okay,” Mitch said.

      “I am okay. I just— needed space.”

      He couldn’t admit how bad the craving was, especially not if it was likely to get back to Sterling.

      “Gets claustrophobic back there sometimes, eh. If you need anything—“

      A drink. One drink. Just to make it stop, just so I don’t have to think about—

      Hale forced himself to take another drag of the cigarette. His lips felt numb, making it difficult to speak.

      “If anybody is looking for me, I’m going for a walk.”

      He couldn’t be here right now. It was too close, too easy. Nobody would even notice.

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll let Sterling know.”

      Hale walked until he couldn’t hear or feel the music anymore. The crowds thinned, though there were still plenty of people walking, moving in and out of bars and restaurants. If he stopped and ordered himself something to drink, who would know? Sterling, Aleksandr, Midnight... his mother.

      His phone told him it was about one in the morning in Sweden. If he called now, Mom would think something was wrong. The scare wouldn’t be worth it.

      He didn’t want her to know how close he was. Worse, he didn’t want Dad to know how close he was. The smug I told you so in his voice would be the last thing Hale needed to push himself over the edge and give in.

      It was always a relief to just be some guy. He got too used to being recognized at home or on tour. Though at least at home, he was usually recognized as Rebecka’s brother or Ivar and Dagmar’s son first, and Emperor Immortal guitarist second. He’d never thought he would value anonymity so much. He’d never minded the spotlight when they started. Aleksandr was the shy one. What had changed?

      It was a question he didn’t need to think too hard to answer.

      He sat in a Starbucks, nursing a too-bitter coffee he would no-doubt be regretting later tonight when he was trying to sleep, and staring absently through the window. His fingers, no longer having the cigarette to occupy them, fiddled with the ring and pendant hanging from his neck.

      Maybe not sleeping wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Somebody had to drive, after all, and if he couldn’t sleep anyway, it might as well be him.

      It didn’t matter that without his ereader, Hale had to settle for reading on his phone. He couldn’t focus on the words regardless of which language they were in. The throb between his temples was too much. Having the new Slaughter Horse album on repeat wasn’t helping. He squeezed his eyes shut, and kept them that way until the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. It was enough to make him pause his music and look around the near-empty shop.

      It took him a few seconds to place the source of the sudden anxiety.

      The young woman didn’t appear to be much older than Midnight, if that. She was slim, without much muscle mass to speak of, wearing a Furies tank top that exposed prominent collar bones. Light glittered off the silver hoop in her nose. She walked quickly to the counter and spoke to the man behind it too quietly for Hale to hear. After a moment, she took the paper cup and sat at one of the empty walls, facing the door.

      Coffee and nausea churned in Hale’s gut. She didn’t appear to have noticed him despite the way her red-rimmed irises darted around. She looked more jittery than Sterling five minutes before a show.

      Hale struggled to remind himself that just because she looked young and scared didn’t mean she was.

      There was a dagger in his boot. He’d learned his lesson after his run-in with Brys Darcy and Jean-Étienne Petit in Seattle. But what was he supposed to do? Kill the woman right here in the middle of a Starbucks? Wait for her to leave and hope nobody noticed the hulking Swede-Dane man following her? Just let her go?

      Fucking shit…

      He ordered a second coffee from his phone and waited until the cup was placed on the counter to get up and retrieve it. The woman was still at her own table when Hale sat back down. He kept her in his periphery as he glanced at his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sterling 2m ago

      

      
        Hey I okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m not drinking anymore
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        Motherfucking you

      

      

      

      

      

      Hale scratched his beard.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m fine. I went for coffee.

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t have a chance to put his phone down before it buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sterling now

      

      

      

      

      

      Bring me one?

      Hale didn’t respond.

      The woman stood. She tossed her coffee cup into the trash and left.

      Hale waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      Until there was no possible way he could have followed her.

      He pretended it was the excess of caffeine that had him feeling so nauseous. At least if Sterling had stopped drinking, the temptation to slip likely would not feel as strong.

      By the time Hale finally made his way back to the venue, Abolition had was finishing their set. Mitch gave his shoulder a quick pat, ignoring or oblivious to the way Hale flinched away from the touch. Was personal space really so hard?

      “Hey, man, there you are! Feeling any better?” Tommy asked.

      “Mm. Much.”

      Midnight raised an eyebrow at him, but said nothing.

      Sterling was asleep on one of the benches, his arms folded across his chest. Hale grabbed a discarded hoodie from the floor and draped it over him.

      Upstairs was just as quiet as downstairs. Aleksandr walked out of the small washroom holding the small trash bag. There was a streak of blood smeared across the plastic. Pressed up against the side was what looked to be a Furies shirt.
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NOW PLAYING: IN THE GROUND - EREBUS
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      Even with his knees bent, Hale’s toes touched the wall of his bunk. It was too small for one person, let alone two. He’d never been prone to claustrophobia, but this was pushing it. Still, there was nowhere else he would rather be. With the cramped proximity, he didn’t have to lift his head far to meet his lips to Sterling’s.

      “Goddamn, you’re beautiful,” Sterling murmured.

      Hale laughed softly, turning his head a little to hide his reaction. Heat rushed to his cheeks. Bracing himself with one hand, Sterling stroked Hale’s hair away from his face with the other.

      “People usually do not call me beautiful,” Hale murmured.

      Sterling straightened as much as he could in the small space.

      “Well they should! Because you’re fucking beautiful.”

      The heat strengthened. Gods above, he hoped he wasn’t actually blushing. He’d meant that ‘beautiful’ wasn’t the specific term people used for him. Hot and sexy were the most frequent comments on pictures and videos of him. It would be too much to translate, and Hale was much more content to let Sterling kiss his jaw than find a way to explain it. He traced his fingers absently over the shorter part of Sterling’s hair and along the back of his neck.

      Sterling’s lips settled against the spot behind Hale’s ear, the thin hoop at the corner of his mouth brushing the place where Hale used to wear a similar one.

      “I wrote a new something, if you wanna read it,” Sterling said.

      “Is this another one about you murdering me?” Hale teased.

      Sterling leaned back and laughed. It was an obnoxiously bright sound that always made Hale think of a cartoon chipmunk. The lines around his eyes and mouth deepened. His nose crinkled in a way that brought out the faint trace of freckles across his cheekbones. Hale couldn’t stop his own lips pulling up at the corner in response.

      “I can’t help it if you bring out some intense emotion! And those were not about you,” Sterling said.

      His expression sobered immediately. All the humour left his bright blue eyes. He stared down at him with an intensity that made Hale want to squirm away from it. His hand moved down to move Hale’s pendants back to the centre of his collarbones, then brushed a bruise on Hale’s chest.

      Mosh pit, Hale had murmured around a cigarette when Tommy had pointed it out that morning.

      It wasn’t a lie. Most of the bruises had come from the pit, he’d just taken them from Midnight.

      “Hey. You know I’d never actually hurt you like that, Hale.”

      “I know.”

      Hale traced his fingers over the scar above Sterling’s eyebrow from where one of his mother’s ex-boyfriends had broken a glass against his face.

      In the early days of their relationship, Sterling’s violent lyrics had concerned Aleksandr and, admittedly. The concern turned out to be unwarranted.

      Sterling could talk mean, but he was soft inside. He hadn’t even been able to pretend to hurt Hale when they’d filmed the video for Drown In Me. The original script had called for Sterling to drown Hale in a bathtub but he couldn’t do it. They’d only tried it once, and Sterling had cried for half an hour. In the end, Midnight had been the one to do it.

      “And I promise we’ll tell people soon. I just—“

      “Sterling, we have been over this. I don’t care if you don’t want people to know about you or us.”

      It was the truth. Hale had always been a private person. His sexuality and relationship status wasn’t worth sharing with the world. If Sterling never wanted anybody to know, it didn’t bother him, even if it did make their relationship more complicated than it had to be sometimes.

      “I do want—“

      “I would like, yes, if I could talk about it in front of our friends. But I don’t care. I only don’t like seeing you flirt with women.”

      Hale hated the way his words came out in English. He could have said it much better in Swedish. If only he could have Aleksandr translate for him.

      Pain filled Sterling’s eyes. He opened his mouth, then closed it. He caught the hoop in his lip between his teeth. He wasn’t usually the one at a loss for words.

      Tommy’s voice from the bus’ first level broke through the weight between them.

      “Yo, get your asses down here! We brought Mexican. And I mean real Mexican, not that fake-ass Taco Bell bullshit, Sterling!”

      Sterling sighed and arched his back to press his forehead to Hale’s chest. His breath was warm.

      “Goddammit,” he muttered before straightening until his head nearly brushed the top of the bunk. “I know Taco Bell isn’t real Mexican, Tommy!”

      “Then why the fuck you always want to go there after shows, huh?”

      Sterling leaned forward to kiss Hale’s chest, then his lips.

      “I’m gonna’ go kick his ass. Wait two minutes.”

      Sterling kissed him one last time. Moments later, he was stomping down the steps and shouting about the merits of Taco Bell when drunk, and not wasting real Mexican food on a post-show rager.

      Hale closed his eyes with his arm over his stomach for a moment before he made a motion to sit up. Sharp pain tore through his ribs. His eyes flew open. He fell back, gasping for breath.

      Freyja!

      By all the Gods— Bruised ribs. He’d had them before, more than once. Were they Aleksandr’s? It wouldn’t have surprised him. Aleksandr very well could have gotten bruised ribs from the last vampire he’d killed a few nights ago. There seemed to be more of them this year. Either that, or Midnight had gotten more bruised in the pit than he’d realized. Both were just as likely.

      Hale inhaled deeply and rolled onto his side. It took some maneuvering to get out of his bunk while minimizing his pain.

      You’ve had worse, he reminded himself.

      He held one hand against the spot that ached and eased himself upright, exhaling through his nose. He was strong. Years of rampant alcoholism had nearly destroyed his body, but he had survived it all. A bit of soreness was nothing.

      It was too hot to wear a shirt, so he didn’t bother. Unlike Aleksandr, who wouldn’t even let his wife see him naked, Hale had never cared about covering his scars. The only ones hidden under ink were the ravens on the back of his shoulder, Yggdrasil on his chest, and mountains on his forearms. Though it sounded like a lot, it really wasn’t. There were a lot more he’d never bothered getting inked over. Hiding his scars when living two feet away from four other people took a level of effort Hale wasn’t interested in.

      He didn’t mind if they saw his scars, and he didn’t quite mind the way everyone but Aleksandr swept their eyes over his bare chest and stomach. Sterling swallowed down a mouthful of vodka straight from the bottle, and bit his lip before turning away.

      Midnight raised a gold-pierced eyebrow, and Tommy let out a low whistle.

      “Seriously, dude, how the fuck are you still single? Are there no single gay guys in Sweden?” Tommy asked.

      Hale rolled his eyes, biting the insides of his cheeks to stop his smile. Tommy was only teasing. Even though he was the only one that hadn’t been explicitly told about their relationship, he wasn’t stupid. Secrets like that couldn’t stay hidden on tour.

      Other secrets were somehow much easier to keep.

      “It is an international fucking travesty that you aren’t getting kissed at this exact second,” Tommy said.

      Hale snorted and rolled his eyes.

      “Hale, you’re covered in bruises,” Aleksandr murmured.

      “So is Midnight,” Hale pointed out.

      “She always is.”

      Hale tipped his head in a brief sideways nod. That was true. Between bumping into equipment and mosh pits, she seemed to end up with more bruises than all of them combined. Like himself, she didn’t bother hiding them.

      “Aleksandr, I’m fine.”

      He ignored both the pain in his ribs and Aleksandr’s skeptical expression, instead turning his attention to Tommy distributing food.

      “All right, I got veg burrito for Aleksandr, no cheese, sauces on the side. Wait, no. That one’s beef, also no sauce, that’s Hale. This one’s yours. Enchiladas for you, Taco Bell.”

      “Would you quit calling me that!”

      “And the carnes plate for Midnight.”

      Hale moved aside to give Midnight space to take the styrofoam container from Tommy. She’d already started preparing some tea for their voices, spooning small amounts of the mixture into disposable tea bags. Hale had been suspicious of the odd-smelling concoction she’d taken from her sister, but he had to admit it did seem to help ease the muscles in his throat better than mint tea.

      Hale and Midnight stood shoulder to shoulder for a moment, saying nothing. There was comfort in the pressure of her arm. Her fingers laced with his and squeezed briefly before she pulled it back to pour the boiling water into three thermoses.

      “I’m going to clean up and change. Hale?” Aleksandr says.

      “I’m coming.”

      Even though this was a new tour with a new band, traditions lingered. They were more for Aleksandr, but Hale was more than willing to humour them if it gave him some peace.

      Hale squeezed Midnight’s shoulder. He wanted to say something, but no words came to mind. It would be easier if she spoke any Swedish beyond some curses.

      She nudged his hip with her elbow.

      “Christ, you two are like cats,” Tommy said.

      Hale made a face, and Midnight rolled her eyes despite her smile.

      Aleksandr was spitting into the washroom sink when Hale walked past. The door was open enough that Hale could see him splash water onto his face. Aleksandr began pulling his sleeves up, then stopped when he caught sight of Hale’s reflection in the mirror. He gave Hale a look between apologetic and pleading.

      Hale sighed, but turned away. He’d seen the scars, even before they were covered in ink. He’d seen them the day they were made. Even six years later, he could feel the blood running through his fingers as he struggled to stop it. The flow had been hot and sluggish.

      His parents weren’t religious, and he’d never had much motivation to believe in anything until he met Sören. The Ecklund brothers were Heathen and the way they spoke about their Gods was almost enough to make him believe.

      It hadn’t been actually enough until that day.

      If he hadn’t insisted on Ragnar taking him to Aleksandr’s place, he would have been too late. Aleksandr would have bled out in his own bathtub, and Hale would have kept drinking himself to death.

      Thank the gods...

      If Eir hadn’t come to him in that moment, if she hadn’t granted him these healing powers...

      There was no sense dwelling on things that didn’t happen.

      Hale grabbed a clean black t-shirt from his bag and pulled it on. He worked the beads out of the thin braid in his hair before undoing the braid itself. Tommy’s voice carried up to the second level.

      “Dude, Sterling, you know we got a ’no drinking on the bus’ rule for a reason!”

      “He’s upstairs, he can’t see it.”

      “Sterling!”

      “Okay, okay!”

      There had been a time when the sight of alcohol would set off an indescribable, undeniable urge to drink. On bad days, even the mention of drinking would make his mouth water. His first year after rehab, Emperor Immortal had instituted a no drugs, no alcohol, no argument policy on tour. More than one member of the crew was reprimanded for breaking the policy, though they were at least smart enough not to drink in front of Hale.

      That first year was the worst. In all his life, he didn’t think he had ever been in so much pain. Not even recovering from that first draug attack had been so painful.

      Now, there were more good days than bad. He could look at alcohol, even watch people drink. He still wanted it. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, the cravings would hit him like a truck and it would take everything he had not to give in. But he could handle it.

      There was a moment of unclear dialogue downstairs, which were mostly curses from what Hale could make out, before Midnight shouted.

      “We’re going to crash Abolition’s party. See you in a bit.”

      “All right,” Hale called back.

      Hale finished the braid and pushed the beads back into place.

      Aleksandr emerged from the cramped washroom. Water rolled down his face and dripped from his fingers. He wiped his hands on his jeans, then swept his hair back with his arm. There was something peaceful in his expression that shouldn’t have twisted Hale’s gut the way it did.

      You’re paranoid.

      Aleksandr tugged his sleeves down to cover the bracelets around his wrists. His eyes didn’t meet Hale’s.

      “I’ll meet you in the dressing room,” he said.

      Hale hesitated. This was nothing unusual. Aleksandr had refused to undress in front of anyone for years, so why did it make Hale so uneasy now?

      “I just want to change. Please?”

      Hale nodded. They’d known each other some fifteen years now. If Aleksandr could give him the benefit of the doubt, Hale could offer him the same courtesy.

      If you’re wrong... What if you’re wrong?

      He forced himself to ignore the nagging voice at the back of his head. He would address it, just not now. They had less than an hour to be on stage.

      Inside the venue, the crew was finalizing the last few things. It was a smaller crew and stage setup than he was used to. He’d even brought fewer guitars than usual. Mitch was in the process of tuning the 7-string Hale called Nyrath.

      “Are the acoustics ready?” Hale asked.

      Mitch paused his work and flashed Hale a bright grin.

      “Yes, sir. Both in your dressing room.”

      Hale gave him an appreciative smile.

      Music and laughter came from the larger dressing room belonging to Abolition. Hale’s ears picked Sterling’s chipmunk giggle through the chatter.

      “And Midnight goes, ‘No, seriously, who’s doing vocals?’ Legit had no idea we were making her sing ‘til Tommy showed up to record drums!”

      Hale’s lips twitched at the memory.

      Midnight had originally recorded both drums and vocals herself. She was a career drummer, but nobody else could do the vocals justice. They decided it would be better to have someone else record drums before they decided to go on tour. Nobody could match her drum style, but Tommy had at least managed to capture the intent behind it.

      It was the middle of the night in Sweden. Hale still had a new text message from his mom wishing him luck. Ten years of touring and she never once missed sending a message before a show.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom it’s the middle of the night. Go to sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The door clicked open and shut.

      “Are you ready?” Aleksandr asked in soft Swedish.

      Hale tucked his phone into his back pocket and nodded. The two guitar cases were pressed into a corner. He passed the smaller case to Aleksandr, and opened the larger. Austri wasn’t his nicest acoustic, but he still liked the way the rosewood fingerboard felt beneath his fingers and the bright tone reverberating through the spruce top. The strings reacted to his every touch as he plucked at them, humming perfectly-tuned notes.

      They had already warmed up during sound check. That wasn’t the point of this. Running through scales and arpeggios, turning them into mindless riffs, letting their instincts lead them to harmonies served an entirely different purpose. There was none of the technicality or conscious thought that came with warming up. Warming up was for the body. This was for their souls.

      Hale closed his eyes, following the chords and rhythms Aleksandr gave him. When was the last time they’d played in G-sharp minor? Why would he pick this key?

      The familiar nausea was becoming harder to ignore. He couldn’t keep telling himself it was only the food.

      They played for several more minutes. Aleksandr’s cheeks were pink and he was smiling, but the brightness of his eyes looked forced. Hale released the strap from around the neck of the guitar and loosened the strings before setting it back in its case. Aleksandr did the same.

      Hale’s eyes flickered to the door. Midnight would be coming in soon to do her makeup.

      “That was good,” Aleksandr said.

      Fuck it.

      “Aleksandr. Show me your arms.”

      Any comfort in Aleksandr’s posture disappeared the moment the words left Hale’s mouth. His shoulders stiffened. His hands balled into fists. His jaw clenched hard.

      “Hale.”

      “Show me.”

      Aleksandr crossed his arms over his chest and shoved his hands beneath his armpits.

      “There’s nothing to show.”

      Hale took a step forward. He wasn’t much taller than Aleksandr, but he was much broader and much less delicate looking. He was used to being the second most intimidating person in his band, including Erebus. It wasn’t something he often made use of, but he made use of it now.

      Aleksandr swallowed and licked his lips. His eyes darted to the corner of the room.

      “Show me, or I will make you.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Aleksandr muttered.

      Hale raised an eyebrow. Wouldn’t he?

      Without giving Aleksandr a chance to react, Hale grabbed his arms and wrenched them forward. He forced himself to ignore the startled yelp. Aleksandr struggled against him as he held both wrists in one hand and pulled his sleeves down.

      Dammit!

      Rage and grief flooded Hale’s heart. Hale released his hold on Aleksandr, who stumbled back and pulled his sleeve down to hide the bloody bandage.

      It was a struggle to keep his voice and breath even. Yelling wouldn’t help. Yelling wouldn’t help.

      Hale pushed his hand through his hair several times and rubbed his hand over his stubbled beard. His fingers curled around the pendants, tugging gently at the leather cord.

      “How long? When did you start doing this again?” he demanded.

      “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

      There was a light rap at the door.

      “You guys good?” Sterling called.

      No, they weren’t fucking good.

      “Yes, come in,” Aleksandr said.

      You fucking bastard.

      “We’re talking about this later,” Hale promised.

      Or maybe it was a threat.

      Aleksandr shook his long, blonde hair out over his face. He moved out of the dressing room as Sterling entered.

      Sterling looked between them. He glanced back over his shoulder before resting a hand on Hale’s chest, right above the Yggdrasil tattoo over his heart.

      “You okay?” Sterling asked.

      No. No. No.

      Hale nodded.

      “Fine.”

      Sterling caught his lip ring between his teeth. His eyes lingered on Hale’s mouth before flickering up to meet Hale’s. The bright blue was somewhat dulled by alcohol.

      Hale covered Sterling’s hand with his own. If he closed his eyes and focused, he would be able to feel the alcohol poisoning Sterling’s blood. It was so tempting to take it from him.

      Thor, give me strength...

      “No-one will care,” Hale said softly.

      Sterling’s brows drew together into a pained expression. He slid his hand from Hale’s and brushed his knuckles over Hale’s jaw. It wasn’t enough, but it was the best he could get for now.

      “We’re in Seattle tomorrow. We can— We’ll have some time alone tomorrow,” he mumbled.

      Hale nodded. He could wait for tomorrow. Tonight, he would find another way to survive.

    

  







            CHAPTER TEN

          

          

        

    

    






NOW PLAYING: VALHALLA - EMPEROR IMMORTAL
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      The ringing in Sterling’s ears came and went. Some days, it was unbearable. Some days, it wasn’t there at all.

      Today, it was unbearable.

      It was so loud, he almost couldn’t hear anything over it. The high-pitched whine, like a distant howl, like something screaming for him to listen.

      That was good. He should write that down.

      He wiped his forehead on his arm.

      “Are you alright?” Aleksandr asked.

      “I’m fine. Just a headache.”

      “You’re hungover,” Hale said.

      “‘m not hungover. It’s just my head. My ears.”

      It was his own fault for forgetting to wear an earplug on the side not occupied by the monitor. He made a mental note to ask Nelson to turn down the volume for him tomorrow night, and lost his train of thought immediately.

      Funny enough, he’d barely been hungover all tour. When it had hit him, it wasn’t nearly as hard as usual. As much as he appreciated it, he couldn’t help be a little concerned. If he didn’t have a debilitating hangover as a potential consequence, what would stop him from getting completely fucked up every night?

      “Mitch has— Vad är det— Tee-len-ol,” Hale said.

      Hale was keeping his weight off his left leg, Sterling noticed. Even when he walked to lean against a wall, there was a slight hitch that wasn’t quite a limp. The strap of his guitar had been looser than usual, and he seemed to be grudgingly letting everybody else pack up their things.

      “Looks like you need it too,” Sterling muttered.

      The Vikings didn’t appear to hear him. It was a good thing, too. The last thing they needed was a fight about Sterling taking too many pills and Hale not enough.

      Sometimes, Sterling wished he could be like that. He wished he could ignore the aches and pains centred in his chest cavity and just power it through the way Hale did. But he’d also seen what powering through it could do. He’d seen Hale sick and dizzy from it, barely able to get up off the floor when the pain got to be too much.

      Even Immortal Hale had his limits.

      Sterling didn’t want Tylenol.

      “I’ll go find him,” he said anyway.

      He stepped out into the hall, sticking his earbuds into place. He pulled his phone and flask from his back pocket. His thumb brushed the letters JVJ engraved into the side of the flask. It was almost empty. That was funny. He swore he’d filled it before going on stage. He swallowed down the last mouthful and scrolled through his phone for something to drown out the howling ringing. Saxophones and trumpets rang out against his eardrums, until they were replaced with the even plucks of double basses, and sweepers over a snare drum. Cab Calloway’s voice was clear despite the graininess of the audio file.

      “Folks, here's a story about Minnie the Moocher.

      
        
        
        She was a lowdown hoochie coocher.

        She was the roughest, toughest frail.

        But Minnie had a heart as big as a whale.”

      

      

      

      It was nothing but sheer dumb luck that Erebus’ first tour was with a big name like Abolition. At least, a big name in metal. Most people outside the genre probably hadn’t heard of them, other than maybe seeing somebody wearing a t-shirt or something. They weren’t exactly a household name, but they’d been around long enough that every metalhead Sterling knew had listened to them at least once. They’d actually been Sterling’s entry to metal.

      He still remembered the first time he’d heard them. He’d been thirteen or fourteen years old, sitting on Berto's bed with the beers they’d snuck from Berto's dad’s beer fridge in the garage.

      “You gotta listen to this,” Berto had said.

      He was always stealing his brother’s CDs to show Sterling.

      The music had been brutal and punishing, but underneath it was a taste of jazz rhythms that Sterling had fallen for so fast and hard, Berto might as well have pushed him off the roof.

      It wasn’t until a couple years later that they’d first messed around with that album to drown them out so Berto's parents didn’t hear them.

      And it wasn’t until not long after that that Marco’d begged Sterling to leave Detroit with him. Sterling’s face had still been bruised from the broken jaw.

      The point was — What was his point? — Trial by Fire wasn’t absolutely nobody, but they were a bit more niche. They did well enough, but they weren’t exactly doing stadium tours. The biggest venue they’d played had maybe a 3000-person capacity. They’d played the History in Toronto once, which fit about 2,500 people, but that was opening for Judge & Jury. Most of the tours Sterling did, he was still sharing dressing rooms and techs, and they’d only just had the budget to get their own bus. It had always made sense to keep their overhead as small as possible.

      Abolition, on the other hand, got whatever Abolition wanted. They could have been dicks about it, but they weren’t. Even after all these years, after all the gold records, Marc-André was just as down-to-earth as he’d been when they’d first met all those years ago. Maybe it was just because he and Sterling were still friends, maybe it was for Seb’s sake, but he’d made sure Erebus was just as taken care of as they were.

      
        
        
        “Hidee hidee hidee hi

        Hode hode hode ho

        Hee dee hee dee hee dee hee

        A hidee hidee hidee ho”

      

      

      

      An unspoken understanding had developed that if anybody wanted peace and quiet, hit the Erebus side. For drunken ragers, find Abolition.

      Even though Abolition was currently on stage, the common room was still loud. The food platters set out on the table were nearly empty, though the veggie trays were still mostly full. Sterling grabbed a handful of baby carrots. His jaw clicked a little as he crunched through them. He kneaded at the underside of it with his knuckles. There were still clean lines in the stubble where the hair refused to grow over the scars.

      Sterling grabbed a half-empty bottle of vodka and filled his flask. There was still a little bit left in the bottle. It wouldn’t be right to waste it.

      He imagined the half-disappointed, half-pained look Hale would get on his face.

      Hangover or no, Sterling had had enough to drink. He set the bottle back on the table and pulled his phone from his pocket instead. There were a couple missed calls from Sabryna. It was too loud to listen to the voicemail message, but she’d been kind enough to send a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can I borrow some money? The twins have a field trip to the museum for school

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand.

      
        
          
            
              
        I just sent you 500 for them

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I no but i needed to give some of it to emmett

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        For what???

      

      

      

      

      

      His bet was either bail or another bullshit ‘business’ that would flop in 20 minutes. Why did she even still talk to him? The guy was a douchebag and a deadbeat at best.

      
        
          
            
              
        His cousins startup

      

      

      

      

      

      Great balls of Cernnunos… He took a swig from the still-open bottle of vodka. If the girls were older, he’d give them the money themselves. Unfortunately, they were a little young for that.

      
        
          
            
              
        How much do they need

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The trip is 50 for both of them but they’ll need to buy lunch and souveneirs

      

      

      

      

      

      How much was museum snacks and souvenirs? Whatever it was, times two… He opened the bank app on his phone. The numbers made him wince, and his gut churn from the combination of not enough food, too much alcohol, and an unhealthy amount of anxiety. At least he could mooch food off Abolition. He grabbed a sandwich, realizing too late that the underside of the top piece of bread was covered in mustard. The taste almost made him gag.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just sent you some. If you spend it on something else that’s it. I cant give you more til the end of the tour

      

      

      

      

      

      He still had bills to pay. At this rate, he was going to have to go back to dealing.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re the best

      

      

      

      

      

      He shouldn’t have been enabling her like this. Why did he always give in?

      Somewhere at the back of his mind was a memory of Brendon kissing him, apologizing for blowing their rent money on his car or some other shit, of asking Sterling to please talk to the landlady for them.

      Dealing wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever done for money.

      He finished off the vodka. His phone slipped from his hand, but he wasn’t sure if it landed on the floor or the table or back in his pocket.

      “Sterling Johansson!” a bright voice Sterling couldn’t immediately place called over the music.

      Sterling shoved another bite of the sandwich into his mouth. The processed ham and mustard left a bitter taste on the back of his tongue.

      “Andy Voclain!” he shouted through the food, waving his arm as if the drum tech was standing across a street instead of just a few metres away.

      He put one foot in front of the other, vodka in one hand and sandwich in the other, and flopped down on the couch beside him. The sudden dip made Andy fall into him. He smelled like cologne and weed.

      “Killer show,” Andy said.

      Sterling laughed. Did it sound as hollow to Andy as it did to him? Maybe that was just because he still had his music playing.

      “Hey, man… You seen Sonya? Need something from her,” Sterling said.

      She’d promised at the start of the tour that if he needed anything, bass-related or otherwise, she would get it for him. So far, she hadn’t let him down. He needed a hell of a lot more than Tylenol right now. His head was so loud, he couldn’t think.

      Andy pointed at Sonya at the other end of the room and whistled through his teeth to get her attention.

      Sonya looked up and started toward them. She was about Sterling’s size, small and slight. There was a joke about all drummers refusing to wear shirts, and all bassists being small. Him, Sonya, Immortal Sibylla, Brogan—

      
        
        
        “She messed around with a bloke named Smoky.

        She loved him though he was cokey.

        He took her down to Chinatown,

        And he showed her how to kick the gong around.”

      

      

      

      Brogan was dead.

      The reminder made Sterling’s jaw lock up. He dug his knuckles into the muscles until the tension loosened.

      When Sonya was close enough, Sterling leaned up to loop an arm around her bare waist to pull her beside him, half on his lap. She let him, laughing a little. Her fingers brushed the chin-length curls from his face.

      “What can I do for you, Mr Johansson?” she asked, her tone light.

      Her ear was covered in hoops and studs of varying size. The glint of silver distracted him for a moment. He was so used to Midnight’s gold piercings, silver looked strange to him. He traced his finger over them.

      “Y’know my mom wanted to name me Argent ‘f I was a girl,” he said.

      Sonya laughed.

      “You’ve told me that,” she said.

      Had he? He didn’t remember that. But to be fair, there were a lot of things he didn’t remember. If the rampant drug and alcohol use hadn’t tanked his memory, the same blows to the head that might have damaged his ears probably had.

      “How come she never named any of your sisters that instead?” she asked.

      Sterling shrugged. Caroline had picked a theme, and she’d stuck with it. Having five people with the same initials in the same family was obnoxious at best. It had been a nightmare for the twins. One S Johansson had 9th grade math with Mrs Calhoun third period, and the other had 9th grade English with Mr Cartier. Which one was which? Who knew? Why Vik had never overruled her on it, he didn’t know. But then again, Vik hadn’t exactly been active in his kid’s lives even before he’d left.

      Except for jazz.

      If Sterling hadn’t found an early love of the back and forth harmonies, the swing notes, the syncopation, he didn’t think Vik would have even bothered to learn his name at all.

      “Hey, I got a headache,” he said.

      “A metal musician with a headache? That’s unheard of,” Sonya teased.

      Sterling laughed a little. The trumpets warred with the howling as they struggled to drown the other out. The banging of something heavy against the front of his skull made him wince.

      “Got ‘nything for it?”

      “What do you want?”

      He dug his knuckles into his jaw and gave her a pleading look. She smiled and brushed his hair back again. Her fingers traced over the corner of his jaw, making him shudder a little.

      Please don’t please don’t please don’t.

      He could pretend. Especially when he was drunk and high, he could pretend. Whoever he believed in today knew he’d done worse for a hit. But Gods, he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to, not when Hale was right so close. Not when Hale would give him that look, not when he’d see the hurt he tried so hard to hide.

      Hale wasn’t here.

      Sterling turned his head and kissed her fingers. She laughed a little.

      “How’s oxy sound?” she said.

      Oxy sounded perfect. Oxy and whatever else she had. Sterling didn’t care. He’d get sober again once the tour was over, just like he always did. Might as well enjoy it while he could.

      He crushed the pills under Andy’s metal water bottle and used the razor blade Sonja supplied to turn it into a fine powder. Most of the time, he didn’t love snorting. It reminded him of the way Seb’s nose used to bleed. But it was a hell of a lot faster than letting his stomach break it down.

      Blood rushed through his skull, through his fingertips, through every part of his body, drowning out every bit of pain. It almost made him forget he’d ever had any pain to begin with.

      There was a bit of irony that Caroline had hidden his painkillers when his jaw was wired shut so he wouldn’t get addicted. Her heart had been in the right place but it left him chasing any relief he could get.

      He wasn’t like Hale or Seb. He couldn’t just grit his teeth and bear it.

      
        
        
        “Hidee hidee hidee hi

        Whoah

        Hee dee hee dee hee dee hee

        A hidee hidee hidee ho”

      

      

      

      Sterling blinked, and found himself in the pit. Hard, sweaty bodies slammed into him. An arm looped around his shoulder, pulling him against a solid chest. Glint of gold flashed beneath the strobe lights.

      Marc-Andre’s deep voice booming through the speakers over the furious guitars and blistering bass and raging drums.

      Vague, drug-hazed memory of Marc-Andre’s hand on his back, soothing him as he detoxed on Seb’s parents’ washroom floor. He’d seen things that night. Or that day, or whatever it was. Hell, or some place like it. The screams had echoed off the walls, though Marc-André had promised it was just him.

      Vague, withdrawal-hazed memory of Seb and Marc-Andre sitting across from him at a Mexican place. Shoving as many calories into his stomach as he could to make up for the days and weeks and months of having no appetite. Getting the call that Brendan was dead.

      It had taken years for him to be able to eat Mexican food without feeling sick again.

      He’d be dead without them. Without Abolition. Without Marc-André and Seb. He was pretty sure he’d cried harder than Seb when they split up. Cried harder than when Vik left.

      The howling was too loud.

      He was the only one in the backstage washroom. The remnant of fine powder on the counter suggested he wasn’t the only one who’d used it to snort shit. When he lifted his head, he saw Aleksandr’s light blue eyes watching him through the mirror. There were two of them, superimposed onto each other. One wore jeans and a long-sleeved Killing January shirt, hair done up in a loose bun. The other wore a long tunic over trousers, hair half up and half braided. Both had the Helm of Awe painted in blood on their foreheads.

      Sterling’s own eyes were so glassy, they could have been glowing. He licked his chapped lips.

      “Don’t tell him,” he croaked.

      It was hard to focus on the reflections. His vision kept blurring, kept seeing Aleksandr dressed like he’d walked out of an Emperor Immortal video, dressed in dark wools, his hair braided back.

      Blood splatters on his face.

      Sterling keened and pressed his forehead to the cold counter.

      Aleksandr gently pried the razor blade from Sterling’s fingers. All Sterling smelled was blood. He didn’t see any when he looked down at his hands.

      “It will upset him if he sees you doing this,” he said softly.

      There was no judgment in his voice. There should have been. He should have hated Sterling for this.

      
        
        
        “She had a dream about the King of Sweden.

        He gave her things that she was needin'.

        He gave her a home built of gold and steel,

        A diamond car with platinum wheels.”

      

      

      

      The reek of vomit quickly replaced the blood. He sat on the cold ground, leaning against the wall. Sweat pooled in his lower back. He licked salt from his lips.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom 12:27 AM

      

      
        I need u to make me an appointment at the clinic for tomorrow I’m not feeling ok:(

      

      

      

      

      

      What day was it? How many days since he’d last heard from her? Since he’d told her to make an appointment? Since he’d told whichever one of his sisters was in town to make the appointment for her?

      He couldn’t taste his teeth.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tommy Garcia Perez (Broken Alchemist/Erebus) 1m

      

      
        anybody see sterling???

      

      

      

      

      

      Sterling pushed himself to his feet, swaying a little. Drunk and high and drunk. He needed to come down from it. He didn’t want to come down from it.

      Where was Aleksandr?

      Sterling emptied the contents of his flask into his stomach, and almost immediately emptied the contents of his stomach two feet from the trash can.

      I don’t feel good, mom.

      Did she care? Did she ever?

      She’d taken his fucking painkillers. Looked the other way when Vik left bruises on his too-thin body. Made him apologize to the exes who beat on him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tommy Garcia Perez (Broken Alchemist/Erebus) now

      

      
        Nvm I found him

      

      

      

      

      

      “Motherfucker, you are fucked up,” Tommy muttered.

      Sterling laughed and kissed his cheek.

      “Fuck yeah I am!”

      “Come on, bro. Sleep it off.”

      
        
        
        “Hidee hidee hidee hidee hidee hidee hi

        Hodee hodee hodee hodee hodee oh

        Scurlivou scurlivou scurlivou rlivourlivu

        Setetetete raburlutu scetete raburlutu toy”

      

      

      

      He didn’t want to sleep.

      There were monsters in his dreams. He saw them when he finally, finally crashed. A massive wolf, looming over him as he kneeled. Bright blue eyes. Helm of Awe glowing through its fur. Metal hoops in its nose and lip. Scars over its left eye and through its jaw. It circled him, letting him see the other monsters.

      Not monsters.

      Aleksandr in those same dark robes, with those same braids. Blood dripping down his fingers, staining the sleeves black. Blood running down from the Helm of Awe carved into his forehead.

      Hale behind him, shorter robes, shorter sleeves that exposed the mountains inked onto his forearms, silver hoops in the holes that had closed over years ago. A hatchet in his hand. Blood running down from the Helm of Awe carved into his forehead.

      Seb, dressed like a coureur des bois, like a French-Canadian fur trader, like his ancestors who had left France so many centuries ago. A thick, heavy chain in his hands. Blood running down from the inverse pentacle carved into his forehead.

      Aleksandr’s lips moved, forming Swedish words Sterling understood clearly.

      “Hold him down.”

      Strong arms wrapped around him. Midnight, with baggy desert clothing and metallic plating over her skin, pinning him in place as Seb wrapped the chains around him. Blood running down from the Eye of Horus carved into her forehead.

      He screamed and thrashed against them, struggling to get free. The wolf continued to circle him, snarling.

      Hale! Hale, please, help me!

      Hale only watched, blood still covering his face. There was blood on the axe, too.

      
        
        
        “He gave her his townhouse and his racing horses.

        Each meal she ate was a dozen courses.

        She had a million dollars worth of nickels and dimes.

        She sat around and counted them all a million times.”

      

      

      

      Sterling stared at the roof of the bunk, struggling desperately to move. His jaw was clenched tight. Stabs of pain shot through his skull, making white lights flash through the darkness. He focused on his toe, only his toe, silently willing it to move just a bit, just enough to break through the invisible chains keeping him immobile in his bunk. When that didn’t work, he tried to make himself rock with the rhythm of the moving bus.

      He couldn’t move.

      Tears stung the corners of his eyes.

      Please let me go God please just let me go!

      He forced his throat to tighten, forced the vocal cords to press together enough that he could push air through them in a high whine. It was all the movement he could manage, and it wasn’t enough. His entire body was locked up. He inhaled sharply through his nose and forced more air through his throat, keening as loud as he could.

      Quiet conversation came from the first floor of the bus. Hale and Aleksandr’s soft Swedish.

      “Hey. Hey, it’s all right, bro. I got you,” Tommy said.

      The answer to his silent pleas. Sterling choked out a sob. The chains were so tight, he could barely breathe through them.

      “Sterling. Sterling, look at me.”

      Sterling tried, but his vision was blurry. He whimpered through the chains keeping his jaw shut.

      “You want me to get someone?” Tommy asked.

      He forced out a high sound that he hoped came across as a no. Whatever condition everyone had already seen him in was bad enough. He didn’t need to see this, too.

      “It all right if I try moving you? Blink once for no, twice for yes.”

      Sterling blinked twice, pushing more tears down across his temple. His chest was pinched hard around his racing heart. The surrounding muscles were locked so tight, it was only a matter of time before they crushed it.

      Please hurry please hurry please—

      Tommy’s hand closed gently around his wrist. He wedged his index into Sterling’s clenched fist, prying his fingers open one by one. His eyes never left Sterling’s face.

      It was enough to break Sterling free. His body went limp. Every muscle but the ones in his jaw unclenched at the same moment. He covered his face with his hands to hide his sobs, shifting onto his side and tucking his knees up against his chest, wriggling his toes to prove to himself he could.

      “It’s all right, man. You’re all right,” Tommy cooed.

      He stroked his fingers through Sterling’s hair.

      
        
        
        “Hidee hidee hidee hi

        Hooh whoaa oh oh whoa

        Hidee hidee hidee hi”

      

      

      

      Sterling hiccupped around another sob. His jaw hurt. His heart hurt. Everything hurt.

      
        
        
        “Poor Min, Poor Min, Poor Min.”

      

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          

        

    

    






NOW PLAYING: ABANDONED - TRIAL BY FIRE
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      Aleksandr didn’t know what was on the razor blade, but he thought he could make a decent guess based on the way it made Sterling act. He wondered if there was anything left on it.

      Drugs and alcohol had never particularly been his vice. Of course, he’d enjoyed the numbness that came from it all, and he still relied on pot to settle his nerves more than he probably should, but he’d never become addicted the way Hale had. The way Sterling likely was. It was a distraction, that was all, one he could easily put aside.

      Other things were much less easy to put aside.

      The razor blade was heavy in his hand.

      Just throw it out.

      It was the first thing he should have done when he’d taken it from Sterling.

      He could still do it. He could still—

      He couldn’t.

      Hale had struggled for years before he could be around alcohol again. Even when it was killing him, he hadn’t been able to stop. Aleksandr had never been as strong as him.

      It was some small, smug satisfaction that when Aleksandr had almost died from his vice, it had been on purpose.

      According to the last stanzas of the Hamaval, Odin had hung upside from Yggdrasil for nine days and nine nights without food or water. In the end, he was rewarded with the runes that gave him all the knowledge in the world.

      Aleksandr hadn’t eaten all day. He never did on Wednesdays. He could not go nine days and nine nights without food or water, no matter how much he wanted to. The best he could do was not eat on Odin’s Day in solidarity. He reached toward the runes. They were right there, so close, but no matter how much he stretched his arm, his bloody fingers couldn’t reach them.

      “Come on, come on…”

      The runes were too blurry to read.

      Just a little farther, if he could just reach a little—

      A bony hand shot through the water. The runes scattered out of his reach. White bones curled around his wrist, pulling him down. Skin sloughed off half the woman’s face, the muscle beneath it too thin to fully cover the sharp cheekbone. The other half of her face was worse.

      Elize.

      She was younger than the real Elize, her remaining skin smooth and free of the lines around her eyes and mouth.

      She hissed at him in Old Norse.

      “Fjölð veit ek fræða fram sé ek lengra um ragna rök römm sigtíva.”

      Much do I know and more can I see of the dark fate of the Gods and heroes.

      Or something to that effect.

      This wasn’t right. Hel wasn’t the one who had prophesised Ragnarök. That was the volva. That was him.

      Skin spread over the exposed skull. Her face morphed into one Aleksandr somehow knew even better than hers.

      “Fjölð veit ek fræða fram sé ek lengra um ragna rök römm sigtíva,” Sören said.

      Aleksandr’s body went rigid.

      It wasn’t the Sören they had seen in the mountains. It was the real Sören, the one who—

      “Don’t let them out.”

      Sören's mouth moved, but it was a voice that wasn’t quite Elize’s that came out.

      “Don’t let who out?” Aleksandr shouted over the rush of the river below.

      Something heavy banged against a gate. The spray of the churning water was frigid against his skin. There was something in the water, something long and bony he didn’t want to see.

      “Sören, don’t let go. I can pull you up!”

      He adjusted his hand to grasp onto Sören's arm.

      Sören smiled. His lips were black. Behind them, his teeth were sharp. A headdress covered the top half of his face.

      “Sören! Sören!”

      “Fjölð veit ek fræða fram sé ek lengra um ragna rök römm sigtíva.”

      Aleksandr’s hand was empty. He screamed, reaching for his brother, but the only thing he touched was the cold, bloody ceramic of the sink.

      No, no, no, no, no!

      Come back, please come back.

      He couldn’t breathe. His chest— His chest was too tight.

      The small bus washroom was tiny. There wasn’t enough space in it for his lungs to expand.

      There was blood everywhere, all over the sink and counter.

      He couldn’t breathe.

      He grabbed a handful of coarse paper towel, likely taken from a venue or a fast food restaurant. Blood smeared across the stained ceramic. It was better. Nobody would notice. Maybe. He pushed the paper across the counter, dragging the razor blade with it until it all fell into the trash bin. Muscle memory made him press a paper towel to the fresh wound. There was blood under his nails, left over from the vampire he’d found last night.

      Or two nights ago.

      He couldn’t remember.

      His vision blurred. The bus rocked, making it difficult to stand. His bruised thighs ached from the effort.

      Hale was on the phone. From the sound of it, he was either drunk or speaking with his mother in Danish.

      A cold, selfish part of Aleksandr hoped he was drunk. It would have made him feel better if he wasn’t the only one who had slipped.

      Sweat rolled down the side of his face and down his back. He pushed his hair up with his fingers and fumbled with one of the elastics around his wrist to knot his hair into a messy bun. Strands stuck to his skin.

      His bag was downstairs. Why had he left it downstairs?

      With his shoulder pressed to the wall, he descended each step one at a time, pulling his sleeve down over the paper towel.

      Tommy was driving. Sterling was bouncing in agitation, alternating between pacing and talking to Tommy. Aleksandr’s bag was on the floor near Midnight’s leg where it hung over the bench as she slept. His hands shook as he grabbed it. How long did he have before blood began to spot through his shirt?

      Where is it, where is it, where—?

      “What’re you looking for?” Sterling shouted.

      “Dude, you don’t gotta yell,” Tommy said.

      “Can’t hear over the fucking screaming!”

      “Nobody’s screaming. He’s still tweaking a bit.”

      Where was his tin? Where was—

      Something landed on his foot. Something metal. A relieved sob made his chest heave. He dropped to the floor, scrambling for it.

      “You okay, man?” Sterling shouted.

      Aleksandr stuck a joint between his teeth. He didn’t care about Midnight’s rules about not smoking on the bus. He needed it right now. His fingers couldn’t get enough traction to get the lighter working. An embarrassingly high whine escaped his throat.

      “You need me to pull over?” Tommy asked.

      Aleksandr shook his head. He needed his brother. His real brother.

      Though Hale had done his best to make up for it all, he could never replace Sören.

      “Here, lemme,” Sterling said.

      Sterling took the lighter from Aleksandr’s hands. With surprising dexterity considering his state, he lit the joint.

      Aleksandr inhaled deeply and held the smoke in his lungs long enough for Sterling to guide him to an open window before exhaling slowly. He repeated the action a second, then a third time. His heart slowed enough that he could at least take a full breath, even if he still couldn’t quite see straight.

      Still bouncing, Sterling wrapped an arm around Aleksandr’s shoulders and pulled him down to sit next to him. The bus wasn’t moving anymore. Tommy stood as far from Aleksandr as he could in the cramped space. Behind him, Midnight was still fast asleep. When she wasn’t tossing and turning, the woman slept like the dead.

      The turn of phrase made Aleksandr shudder.

      “I’m gonna’ grab a coffee. You guys want ‘nything?” Tommy asked softly.

      “I will fucking puke if I eat ‘nything but—“

      “Dude, you’re gonna’ puke anyway.”

      “— my man here needs some fucking chocolate. The one with the almonds in it, right? Wait, no, you’re vegan. If they got the Lindt 70%, that’s vegan. If not, Twizzlers are vegan.”

      “You don’t have to—“ Aleksandr began.

      “Dude, you need some sugar.”

      “Wait, eggs aren’t vegan. Right? You had eggs for breakfast yesterday,” Tommy said.

      Aleksandr rubbed his face. They must have already talked about this before. His head throbbed as hard as his fingertips. Caffeine and chocolate were starting to sound really good right now.

      “Vegetarian when I am on tour. A dark chocolate is fine. And, if you don’t mind, a coffee. Black.”

      “Oh! And some peanut butter cups, those are Hale’s favourite. Fucking loves peanut butter. Which, I mean, totally fair ‘cause who doesn’t love peanut butter? Is it true you don’t have peanut butter in Sweden? Why is that? Is it ‘cause you don’t have peanuts in—“

      “Sterling. Sterling. You wanna’ come with? Give the poor man a break,” Tommy said.

      “No,” Aleksandr said sharply, grasping at Sterling’s sleeve.

      He didn’t want to be alone right now. Even if the weakness was humiliating, he didn’t want to be alone right now.

      Hale is upstairs.

      Assuming Hale was still awake, Aleksandr didn’t want to face him right now. Not when he hadn’t even properly bandaged his arm. At least Sterling was too high to notice it.

      “All right. I’ll be back,” Tommy said.

      “Get something for Midnight too! She’s hangry when she wakes up,” Sterling said.

      It was a little endearing, how even when he was completely high, he was still thinking of others.

      Tommy nodded, and gave Aleksandr a concerned look that Aleksandr tried to return with a smile. After a moment, Tommy turned and exited the bus, whistling something Aleksandr didn’t recognize.

      Still, still bouncing, Sterling grabbed the ratty paperback from behind the cushion.

      “Want me to read to you? Always helps me calm down,” Sterling said.

      It was hard to believe that anything could calm Sterling down. Even when he wasn’t high, he was like a retriever dog.

      Aleksandr nodded, closing his eyes and leaning back. His hands were still shaking a little.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “All right…

      “’I know about the horn of Heimdall, hidden under the World Tree.

      A mighty stream pours from the Allfather’s pledge.

      Would you like to know more?’”

      Aleksandr shuddered. Why did it have to be the Völuspá? He took over, reciting the next group of stanzas from memory.

      “‘Veit hon Heimdallar hljóð um fólgit

      undir heiðvönum helgum baðmi.

      á sér hon ausask aurgum forsi

      af veði Valföðrs. Vituð ér enn eða hvat?

      “’Ein sat hon úti, þá er inn aldni kom

      yggjungr ása ok í augu leit. Hvers fregnið mik?

      Hví freistið mín? Allt veit ek,

      Óðinn, hvar þú auga falt, í inum mæra Mímisbrunni.

      Drekkr mjöð Mímir morgun hverjan af veði Valföðrs.

      Vituð ér enn - eða hvat?’”

      “‘Necklaces and rings I had from Heerfather.

      My speech was wise, and my magic wiser;

      I saw widely all over all worlds.’”

      The English wasn’t as nice as the original. Some of the poetry was lost in Sterling’s version.

      “‘Sá hon valkyrjur vítt of komnar, görvar at ríða til Goðþjóðar.

      Skuld helt skildi, en Skögul önnur, Gunnr, Hildr, Göndul ok Geirskögul.

      Nú eru talðar nönnur Herjans, görvar at ríða grund valkyrjur.’”

      Aleksandr expected Sterling to continue with the next stanzas. When he didn’t, Aleksandr opened his eyes to find Sterling looking at him with intense focus. His eyes were shiny.

      “Seb used to cut too. Never wore short sleeves ’til he got his arm tats.”

      Every joint and muscle in Aleksandr’s body stiffened. Could everybody see it? He shifted to hold his arm against his stomach, biting back the urge to wince both at the pain that shot through the cut and the pressure against the bruises on his chest. Hale had no doubt taken the worst of it, as he always did. It made the pain far more bearable than it otherwise would have been. Aleksandr should have appreciated it but somehow, all he could do was resent it.

      This pain was his sacrifice. It was the sacrifice he made for the knowledge he had never asked for.

      It was the only way he knew he was alive.

      “Ain’t judging. I used to make myself puke. Just don’t— You know. Easy to fuck this sort of shit up, you know.”

      Aleksandr tried not to smile. He hadn’t even been able to ‘fuck this sort of shit up’ on purpose. If not for Hale…

      Forcing himself to throw up might be enough of a self-sacrifice that he might not need to cut anymore. It would be enough of a punishment that he might not need to cut anymore.

      It would also be much easier to hide.

      It was funny, in a humourless sort of way. The thought of Sterling doing that to himself made Aleksandr’s chest tighten, but the thought of doing it to himself was almost a relief.

      Sterling leaned against him, tucking his head against Aleksandr’s neck and cuddling up against him like a puppy.

      “Love you,” he said.

      Aleksandr swallowed down the lump in his throat and kissed the top of Sterling’s head. He’d always told himself there was a reason the Gods had sent Hale to save him. Even if he didn’t know what reason was, he had to believe it.

      He had to.
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NOW PLAYING: LYKAON - GILGAMESH
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      “Do you motherfuckers want to hear one more song?” Midnight shouted into the microphone.

      The crowd was much smaller than Hale was used to. Seven, maybe eight hundred people. A few weeks ago, Emperor Immortal had played to a crowd of nearly ten thousand at Elmshorn Open Air. Last time they’d been in Vancouver, they had sold out the PNE Forum. Hale couldn’t remember the exact capacity, but he thought it was about five thousand. The Commodore Ballroom, where they were now, didn’t even quite hit a thousand.

      Apparently, Abolition wasn’t as ’accessible’ as Emperor Immortal.

      Hale neither questioned nor minded it. He had always preferred smaller shows. It felt less like a spectacle.

      This certainly didn’t feel like a spectacle. Wearing jeans and a t-short instead of Viking armour, it almost felt like a rehearsal. As much as he appreciated the lighter outfit and the lack of complicated braids in his hair, it left him feeling more exposed than he liked.

      “All right, motherfuckers. For this last song, I want you to sing if you know the words. If you don’t, scream, sing something else, I don’t give a shit. I just want you to make some fucking noise!”

      Hale fought a smile.

      Midnight had once shown him an old Egyptian singer who used to stand two metres from the microphone when she sang. Midnight’s voice was like that. He didn’t know anyone else with that level of projection. She always had the undercurrent of a scream beneath her voice.

      She sang like a drummer. Even when the lyrics were Sterling’s, with longer phrases than the ones she wrote, she emphasized the rhythm and punched out the off beats. She even did it when she sang clean, with a slight wail to her voice that matched Hale’s guitar. The Arabic influence wasn’t as obvious as when she drummed, but it still lingered in that wail and the absolute nonsense key signatures they played in.

      It had taken a few shows for them to get used to playing with each other. Midnight had never toured as a vocalist before, and being from three separate countries meant they hadn’t been able to rehearse as much as they should have. But Hale and Aleksandr had played together for years, and Midnight was a natural leader whether she was singing or drumming. It hadn’t taken them long to find a rhythm.

      Hale tapped one of the pedals to cut the distortion. Across the stage, Sterling plucked at the strings of his bass with his fingers to match Hale’s harmony with Midnight’s voice, while Aleksandr complemented them with chords and Tommy rolled through the toms.

      
        
        
        “And I say,

        Promise me you’ll stay.

        Stay for one more day.

        Stay with me for one more day.”

      

      

      

      Hale tipped his head to the microphone to scream with her.

      
        
        
        “Until you bury me!”

      

      

      

      The distortion was back. Regin screamed with them beneath his fingers as if she was also raging for the person in the song. She, like Midnight, was furious. Vibrations ran through her mahogany back and maple top. When the chorus ended and Hale cut the distortion again, she grieved in a high wail as his calloused fingers danced over her rosewood fingerboard.

      Sterling must have been mad at him the day he’d written this. It was all rapid, furious downpicking.

      Ba-dum, ba-dum, ba-dum, hm, hm, hmmm...

      How could someone do this? Regin demanded.

      Second fret... seventh... E-string...

      “Let me hear you motherfuckers make some noise for Hale on guitar!” Midnight shouted.

      Hale closed his eyes and tipped his head back. He couldn’t hear Midnight or the crowd, or even the rest of the band supporting him. It was only him and Regin and his racing heart.

      He didn’t always know if he believed in the gods, but in moments like these, he felt them. It was an indescribable sense of presence and purpose, a deep understanding that in this moment, he was not alone. The mjolnir pendant and engagement ring burned through his shirt.

      We are here, someone promised.

      Protect him. Protect them.

      Hale pulled his hands from Regin, gasping for breath. Sweat stuck his shirt to his back and his hair to his face. He pushed a hand through the dark gold waves, tipping his head to catch Sterling wiping his face on his shoulder. Something stuck in Hale’s throat. When their eyes met, Sterling smiled.

      Both guitars were silent now. Sterling played long notes in time with Midnight’s husky singing. Tommy’s foot pushed against a single bass pedal and he tapped the cymbals just enough to ornament.

      Midnight stood in front of the microphone. She’d abandoned the black, studded sleeveless cloak that was part of her stage outfit early in the show, leaving her in a black sports bra and cargo pants. Her long, black hair obscured her face from Hale’s view. She outstretched her arms as she sang clean. The phoenix tattoo covering her left arm seemed to shine beneath the lights.

      Even knowing it wasn’t her song, with mosh pit bruises spotting most of her body, the effect never failed to send a surge of brotherly protectiveness through Hale’s heaving chest. Anyone who ever tried hurting her or any of his family like that wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.

      
        
        
        “And I stayed

        For too many days.

        I wonder if you’ll pray

        When I slit your throat and watch you bleed

        ‘Cause you’ll never bury me!”

      

      

      

      The music faded out, leaving only the sound of Hale’s heartbeat in his ear. He closed his eyes and let the adrenaline and ecstasy wash over him. In all the years of his sobriety, this was the closest he could get to that mind-numbing high he used to chase. This moment of peace soothed his soul more than drinking ever did.

      “Thank you, Vancouver! We are Erebus, and you are fucking amazing!” Midnight said.

      Hale stepped backstage to hand Mitch his guitar.

      “You did great!” Mitch said.

      Hale resisted the instinct to jerk away as Mitch squeezed his arm. North Americans were so touchy. He did like Mitch, though, so he smiled and nodded in thanks before making his way back onto the stage to throw some picks out to the crowd and let Sterling take some group pictures.

      “That was amazing! Did you see how they lost it at In The Ground!” Midnight said.

      She grinned broadly and let Sterling pull her into a hug. She kissed the shaved side of his head, and he snapped a couple pictures with his phone.

      “You guys fucking killed it! Those vocal harmonies are sick! Seriously, next album, you, Hale, and Aleksandr are doing more clean vocals,” Sterling said.

      Hale made a face. Death growls came far more easy to him than clean vocals.

      There wasn’t much equipment to move off stage. A few amps had to be switched for Abolition’s, and the drum setup had to be changed. Everything else, including the additional mic stands, could stay. Hale carried what he could without aggravating his shoulder. Even though he’d been wearing that gods-damned sling all morning, the torn muscles were tired. He grit his teeth against the pain.

      “Don’t push it,” Sterling murmured, easing Regin’s case from his hold.

      Hale wasn’t pushing it. He could carry some damned guitar cases. The pain wasn’t as unbearable as that. Still, he made sure when he picked up the last of Aleksandr’s guitars, it was with his right hand.

      Hale touched Tommy’s arm.

      “Have you seen Aleksandr?” he asked.

      “Said he was stepping out for some air,” Tommy said.

      “Thank you.”

      Hale took two steps and stopped. Aleksandr was always telling him he had to be more open with North Americans.

      “You did good tonight,” he said.

      Tommy straightened and grinned. Sometimes, Hale forgot he was the youngest of the group. More than that, he had stepped in to fill in for one of metal’s most versatile drummers. It couldn’t have been easy. He might not have had Midnight’s gift with odd rhythms, but his blast beats and stamina on the double bass pedals were something else.

      “Thanks, papi. You too.”

      Outside, Hale handed Midnight the guitar case and let her find a place for it. Despite having the messiest bunk, she was the best at organizing the equipment.

      Austri’s case went on the bus with him. He was protective of his acoustic.

      “Does anybody need me?” Midnight asked.

      “I think we are good,” Hale said.

      “Awesome. I’ll be in the pit.”

      Hale rolled his eyes. She was bigger and tougher than most of the guys out there, but if she got seriously hurt, he wasn’t going to sing lead vocals.

      He found Aleksandr drinking from a thermos behind a venue.

      “Late for coffee,” Hale said in Swedish.

      “It’s herbal tea. Before you yell at me—“ Aleksandr started, also in Swedish.

      “I’m not going to yell at you.”

      “—my arm keeps bleeding.”

      Obviously. That was what happened when people cut themselves. They bled.

      “That man’s been watching me. I think he can tell. Don’t look.”

      Hale closed his mouth as Aleksander's words sank in. Sweat broke out across Hale’s palms. His heart sped up. It was a struggle to keep his breathe even.

      There was a difference between the mountain draug and the city vampires. The draug were wild, animalistic. Vampires were almost human. If not for the fact that they fed on and killed humans… Even after eleven years of hunting these things, it wasn’t an easy thing to reconcile.

      “What do you want to do about it?” Hale asked.

      “Do you have a knife?”

      “They’re in Austri’s case. Do you think you can get it alone?”

      Hale couldn’t call the vampire him. It was too humanizing. He had to remind himself it wasn’t human.

      Aleksandr nodded slowly.

      “Wait here. Don’t do anything stupid,” Hale said.

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      It was a promise that didn’t mean much when Aleksandr had already done something stupid today.

      It was a quick thing for him to return to the bus. Midnight would already be in the pit. Tommy and Sterling were either signing autographs or getting messed up or both. It looked like Abolition was about to start their set, which meant most of the crew was occupied. Nobody interrupted him as he grabbed one of the daggers hidden in the false bottom of the case. He slipped it into the waistband of his jeans.

      Please, Thor, don’t let that idiot have gone off on his own.

      Aleksandr wasn’t the confrontational type, but he had been suicidal for a long time. It was better now that he was on medication, but it was hard not to miss the vacant look his eyes sometime got. Would he really—

      No, he wouldn’t. Aleksandr was still where Hale had left him.

      Hale stayed out of the vampire’s line of sight and sent Aleksandr a quick text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m ready.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleksandr glanced at his phone and started walking away from the venue. Moments later, the man Aleksandr had pointed out followed. Hale counted to ten before following himself.

      Was he really going to do this?

      He was. He had to. If he didn’t, this man — this monster — would follow someone less capable of defending themselves.

      Hale touched the pendants at his chest.

      Skaði, guide me.

      The further they got from the venue, the fewer people there were. Soon, there was only the odd person standing on the sidewalk or sitting in front of entrances. One person passed on a bike. Even the cars were sparce. Nobody seemed to notice the vampire following Aleksandr, or Hale following them both.

      No witnesses.

      Hale hated hunting city vampires. He hated it. If there were any way he could get out of it, he would. He forced himself to think of Brogan Fury. She hadn’t quite been Aleksandr and Sterling’s age, had she? To die like that…

      His index caught the center of the engagement ring.

      They’d been planning a fall wedding. This October would have been their tenth wedding anniversary.

      Or would it be eleventh?

      Aleksandr disappeared into an alley between two buildings. The vampire followed. Unease quickened Hale’s steps. His eyes swept over the street once before he rounded the same corner, curling his hand around the hilt of the dagger.

      The vampire was closing in on Aleksandr, backing him against a wall. Aleksandr’s hair obstructed his face from Hale’s view, but he could see the tension in his muscles as he waited for an opening to strike.

      “Move away from him,” Hale said in accented English.

      He opened his vocal cords and spoke in the death growl he’d used on stage. He rounded his vowels to make the sound even deeper. It took a lot of air to manage, but it was more intimidating than his clean voice.

      The vampire jerked his head toward Hale, baring his teeth. His face was young.

      Dammit.

      Brogan Fury had been young. Sören had been young.

      Pale eyes scanned Hale’s body before settling on the dagger in his hand.

      “Fuck,” the vampire spat.

      Hale shifted his grip on the dagger. From this distance, he could easily hit the vampire if he threw it, but then he would be left without a weapon. If he missed, Aleksandr was as good as dead. There was too much risk.

      “I said, move away from him,” he repeated.

      The vampire sniffed the air. He took two steps toward Hale, holding both his clawed hands up.

      “Look, I don’t fuck with witches. We can all just walk away from this Nobody has to die here. Right?” the vampire said.

      Except he’d clearly intended to kill Aleksandr. No matter how much he might try to talk himself out of it, there was no way to deny it.

      Gods fucking dammit, Hale hated city vampires.

      And he wasn't a witch.

      “Sorry,” Aleksandr murmured.

      He moved behind the vampire and grabbed his shoulder.

      The vampire began to turn. It was too late. Anger, pain, and confusion flashed across his face. His fingers twitched. Blood ran from between his lips. Light from a passing car made his eyes glow for a moment.

      He only gasped once before he slumped forward.

      Aleksandr released the vampire’s shoulder.

      The vampire landed face-down on the pavement. A dagger stuck out from his back, right where his heart was.

      Blood covered the front of Aleksandr’s shirt and face. He rubbed his cheek against his shoulder, smudging the red droplets over his skin and through his short beard. Their eyes met and Hale nearly shuddered at the coldness in them.

      Vampires might have taken the first man Hale ever loved, but they’d taken Aleksandr’s older brother. No amount of bargaining would ever make him forget it.

      “Are you alright?” Hale asked.

      He kept his grip on his dagger firm as he crouched beside the vampire. There was no sign of life. He hooked his arms under the vampire’s while Aleksandr took the legs. Even with the two of them, the heavy weight pulled at the knotted scars on the back of his shoulder. Hale kept his hips straight to keep from hurting his back. They had hurt themselves with heavy lifting more than enough times over the years.

      They half-carried, half-dragged the body beside the dumpster. Even though the body would quickly decompose on its own in a matter of hours, it was better to keep it out of view. Hale grabbed a handful of the vampire’s hair to keep his head steady and held the blade against his neck.

      “I’m fine. Here, give me your knife, I’ll do it. I know your shoulder’s been bothering you,” Aleksandr said.

      They were back to Swedish now.

      Hale hesitated. Even after all these years, even after seeing Aleksandr kill this vampire without so much as flinching, it was still his instinct to try and shield him from the worst part of this. As soft-hearted as Aleksandr was, he was still far stronger than he looked.

      Physically, at least.

      Hale handed Aleksandr the dagger hilt-first and stood. Dull pain made him wonder if he’d been punched in the back at some point. He moved to block the view from the busier side of the alley. Nobody had passed so far, but if the gods were looking for humour, this was exactly when somebody would walk by.

      “You know we have to talk about it,” he said quietly.

      The wet sound of Aleksandr sawing through flesh stalled only for a moment.

      “You want to talk about this now?”

      “We can talk about it in front of everybody if you’d rather.”

      Even if nobody else spoke Swedish, Hale didn’t think it was a conversation Aleksandr would want to have publicly.

      Aleksandr sighed.

      “I’m fine, Hale.”

      Hale whirled around. All thoughts of standing guard were forgotten.

      “You’re fine? You’re fine? You’re cutting yourself again! Is that what you call fine?”

      Aleksandr looked up at him. The shadows falling over his face made him look so much older than he was. He looked away again without saying anything.

      In Odin’s name, Hale was going to kick his ass.

      “Talk to me, Aleksandr. Please.”

      Aleksandr’s face screwed up in concentration. He shifted for better leverage and pushed his weight down into the knife, grunting a little.

      “We had a deal. You promised me, Aleksandr. If you’re doing this, I’ll—“

      Aleksandr glared up at Hale.

      “You’ll what? You’ll start drinking again? We both know you have too much to live for to start that again.”

      Hale hesitated. Aleksandr was right. Dammit, he was right. The doctors had been very clear after the third or fourth time he’d had his stomach pumped. If he started drinking again, he would die.

      For a long time, music and Aleksandr were the only things he had to hold on to.

      What would Sterling do if Hale died like that? What about Midnight? Would she give up on her own sobriety? And his parents… Would Mom admit Dad had been right to give up on him?

      “I’ll tell your wife,” Hale said.

      The defiant look was replaced with panic.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Hale raised an eyebrow. Wouldn’t he?

      The vampire’s head came off with one final stroke of the blade. Aleksandr tossed it into the dumpster. He handed the dagger back to Hale before pulling his from the vampire’s back. Together, they managed to get the rest of the body into the dumpster too. Hale pulled a few trash bags over to cover it.

      Aleksandr wiped his bloody hands on his shirt. He couldn’t go around looking like that.

      Hale shrugged off his jacket and handed it to Aleksandr. It was two sizes too big, but it covered the blood on his shirt.

      “Aleksandr. Let me see your arm.”

      “Hale, please.”

      This wasn’t up for debate. Hale grabbed Aleksandr’s arm and pulled his sleeves up, holding firm even as Aleksandr struggled against him. He grit his teeth against the burn in his shoulder. It was nothing compared to the pain of seeing fresh scars over the black ink covering Aleksandr’s skin. There was more than just the one bandage. He shifted his hold to cover the lines with his palm. He wrapped his free arm around Aleksandr’s narrow shoulders and pulled him against his chest.

      “Please don’t take them,” Aleksandr whispered.

      Warmth spread beneath Hale’s skin. A faint burn in his left arm followed. He winced. How did Aleksandr do this to himself?

      As if you didn’t do worse.

      Aleksandr stopped struggling and instead clung to Hale.

      Hale held Aleksandr even after the burn subsided, until Aleksandr’s shoulders stopped shaking and his sobs quieted to soft hiccups. He pretended not to notice the tears Aleksandr wiped from his face.

      They exited the alley from the opposite end to the one they’d entered. It was even more empty than the other side. There was more than one advantage to a small venue.

      “I have an appointment to adjust my medication when I get home,” Aleksandr said.

      In that case, he only had the remaining week of the tour to get through. While Hale planned to spend a few weeks in Seattle with Sterling, Aleksandr’s flight to Sweden was booked for two days after their last show.

      “When did you start again?” Hale asked.

      Aleksandr looked away.

      How hadn’t Hale noticed? He should have noticed. He should have kept a better eye on Aleksandr after—

      “Is this because of what happened in January?” he asked.

      A small sound escaped the back of Aleksandr’s throat. Gods, had he really been doing it that long?

      Hale’s throat burned. His mind begged for something to quiet it.

      No. No, shut up. I’m not drinking again. I’m not.

      “It’s been a hard year,” Aleksandr said.

      The heavy silence weighed between them for several painfully long seconds. What was Hale supposed to say? That he was sorry? That he understood Aleksandr’s pain? There were no words in either English or Swedish or any other language Hale knew that could explain the tearing he’d felt in his heart in that moment. There were no words to explain the tearing he felt in his heart now.

      Aleksandr was his brother. Seeing him in pain, knowing he had been suffering…

      Hale brushed the backs of his fingers against Aleksandr’s before taking his hand and squeezing it. Aleksandr squeezed back.

      He’s alive. As long as he’s still alive, there’s still time to help him.

      “Who knows?” Hale asked.

      “Only you and Midnight.”

      Hale raised an eyebrow.

      “Midnight?” he repeated.

      “She asked. I couldn’t think, I just… answered,” Aleksandr said.

      Midnight had a way of asking questions sometimes that made it impossible to lie to her or hide the truth. It was an unsettling knack Hale liked to avoid as much as possible.

      “Elize has an appointment with a fertility specialist.”

      Hale nearly stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Aleksandr, that’s great. Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.

      Aleksandr pulled his hand back and crossed his arms, looking away from Hale.

      “How could I admit I can’t get my own wife pregnant? What if— What if it’s because of the medication? I can’t go off it, I can’t go back to feeling the way I used to.”

      “There are other options,” Hale said.

      “I know, but I keep thinking— What if it isn’t us? What if the Gods don’t think I’ll be a good father?”

      “Fuck them.”

      Aleksandr stopped and stared up at Hale.

      “Don’t say that,” he hissed.

      Hale turned to face him.

      “Listen to me. I have known you for fifteen years. Half our lives. You are without a doubt the strongest, most compassionate man I have ever known. There is nobody who would be a better father than you. Anyone who disagrees can go fuck themselves, even if it’s Freyja herself.”

      Aleksandr bit his lip.

      “You don’t think it’s selfish of me to want to bring a child into this world, knowing what kind of monsters are out there?” he asked.

      The question made Hale uneasy, but he wouldn’t let Aleksandr see it. Was it selfish of him?

      “No, I don’t.”

      “What if I can’t be strong enough? What if—“

      “Aleksandr, you don’t have to be strong alone. You have all of us who love you. You have me.”

      Aleksandr smiled and wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.

      “You would be a great uncle,” he said.

      Hale squeezed the back of Aleksandr’s neck.

      “Come on, Aleksandr. You need a shower.”

      And I need a drink.
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      Sterling was drunk.

      It seemed like he was drunk every night.

      While Aleksandr slept off the night’s events, the rest of Erebus finished helping the crew pack up. An amplifier nearly slipped from Hale’s hands. The fingers on his left hand tingled a little.

      Fuck.

      He’d been pushing it too hard. At this rate, he would have to wear the damned sling for weeks.

      “I got it,” Mitch said.

      He took the amplifier from Hale’s hands.

      Hale wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was nearly two in the morning by the time everything was packed and everyone was showered.

      “I think we’re all ready to go,” Midnight said.

      “I just want to smoke first,” Hale said.

      He had promised Sterling only that morning that he would cut back, but this was not the time for it. Those fresh scars on Aleksandr’s arm triggered the urge to drink more than he’d expected. He needed something to ground himself, and a moment to mentally prepare. The sound of Sterling’s drunk proclamations from inside the bus wasn’t as amusing as it normally was.

      The bitter taste of nicotine eased some of the pressure behind his ribs. He filled his lungs with smoke and held it there for a moment before exhaling slowly, then repeating the motion.

      He only ever smoked on tour. Once it was done, so was he until the next cycle.

      It wasn’t healthy. He wouldn’t pretend it was. He knew that he, of all people, shouldn’t be smoking. Sometimes, the music wasn’t enough to keep him clean. He needed something to take the edge off.

      Aleksandr’s words came back to him.

      “What if I can’t be strong enough?”

      What if Hale couldn’t? What if he started drinking again? If Aleksandr could relapse after all this time, who could say he wouldn’t too?

      You can say it. You’re stronger than this.

      And he wasn’t alone in this, either. If it was too much, he could call Ragnar or his sister. He could talk to Midnight. Odin knew she must have been fighting the urge just as hard as he was, if not harder.

      Alcohol had never been her problem. Somehow, Midnight could have a couple beers and end it there. For her, it was heroin.

      Hale had been coming on one year sober when they’d met. He’d finally gone back to finish his Masters’ by then. Didrik left Emperor Immortal half-way through recording Ironside, leaving them with half the drum tracks unfinished. None of their usual drummers were available to fill in, being either on tour or recording for their own bands. Aleksandr recommended an American goth metal drummer he liked who did sessions for other bands. She had some remarkable Emperor Immortal covers on her YouTube channel. Hale liked her, Ragnar liked her, and she was available.

      The label hadn’t wanted to pay to fly her all the way out to Sweden, but Aleksandr insisted. Apparently, Bragi had told him midnight was crucial to this album. Hale half-suspected the only reason anyone humoured him was so he would stop making them record in the middle of the night.

      She was supposed to have one week to record all four songs. The demos were done, all she had to do was re-record and finalized them.

      She had done them in two days.

      Hale had never seen anything like it. It might have helped that she was already an Emperor Immortal fan. Sections that Didrik hadn’t been able to get the hang of, she played without missing a single beat. The more complicated rhythms didn’t slow her down in the slightest.

      He knew the signs of an addict when he saw them. She was never high in the studio, and even though she didn’t so much as falter through a single fill, he saw the withdrawal in those hours. He saw someone who was too brave and proud and afraid to ask for help when she clearly needed it. While Hale almost never softened to most people, he’d softened to her almost immediately.

      They spent most of that week together. She didn’t speak any Swedish, and Hale hadn’t been confident enough in his English to speak much. They were both content to hike in silence. Most of their conversations were through Aleksandr’s translating. There was a light in her eyes when she spoke about music that came right from her soul. He hadn’t needed Aleksandr to translate that to understand it.

      She wanted to play, but she also wanted to produce. She wanted to create.

      He’d driven her to the airport on her last day in Norway. He, Aleksandr, and Ragnar still had another week of work to finalize production. She hadn’t managed to keep her disappointment at missing that from showing.

      She had asked him if he could ask for some files to practice mixing and mastering with.

      Hale certainly could have asked, but he doubted their producers would allow it.

      “If you get clean, I will do everything I can to make you have production work,” he had promised.

      It was the longest sentence he’d said to her.

      They’d kept in touch ever since. When Emperor Immortal was planning their Ironside tour, Aleksandr had asked her if The Furies would be one of their North American opening bands. The Furies were already scheduled to be on tour, and Midnight had suggested a symphonic thrash band called Trial by Fire. Their bassist, Sterling Johansson, was a friend of hers.

      Hale had long since given up believing he could fall in love again. He didn’t want to. Even after all those years, the wounds in his heart were too raw. But Sterling... He was animated and enthusiastic about everything in a way that Hale couldn’t help warming up to immediately. It was the way he played, the passion in every stroke of his bass, that made Hale almost believe it when Aleksandr said Freyja would find someone for him.

      Midnight went to rehab in that time. She wanted to be sober when The Witching Hour released. Hale had made a promise to her, and when Sterling asked if he and Aleksandr would be interested in playing guitar for a side project of theirs, it seemed like the perfect way to fulfil that promise he’d made in Norway.

      If it also gave him an excuse to spend more time with Sterling, who was he to deny what the gods clearly wanted?

      Hale dropped the butt of the cigarette on the ground and stepped on it to put it out, then picked it up to throw in the trash. He stuck a piece of gum in his mouth to mask the smell and taste of nicotine so Tommy wouldn’t complain about it.

      “Hale!” Sterling shouted the moment Hale stepped onto the bus.

      His face was flushed, and his pupils were so dilated, the blue of his irises were barely visible. More than likely, alcohol wasn’t the only thing he’d poisoned himself with tonight. He sang loudly as he stumbled forward. He was one of the best bassists Hale had ever seen, but he was a shit singer.

      
        
        
        “She had a dream about the King of Sweden

        He gave her things that she was needin’.

        He gave her a home built of gold and steel.

        A diamond car with a puh-la-ti-num wheel.”

      

      

      

      Hale breathed through his mouth so he didn’t have to smell the beer clinging to Sterling’s skin.

      Thor, give me strength.

      “You’re drunk,” he said.

      Sterling grinned.

      “Yeah I am! And you— you are fucking gorgeous. You know that?”

      Even though Sterling was clearly beyond drunk, the words still sent a warm flush through Hale’s cheeks.

      In one second, Hale opened his mouth to suggest making coffee. In the next, Sterling was pulling him down by the back of his neck to kiss him hard.

      All Hale tasted was beer.

      He couldn’t care that Sterling was kissing him, much less in front of Erebus, when it was all he could taste.

      The temptation slammed into him like a train. Could he get drunk from this? Could he—

      One drink, just one drink, just a taste, just enough to—

      He pushed Sterling back harder than he intended to.

      “You’re drunk!” he snapped.

      Sterling’s expression darkened. He balled one hand into a fist and jabbed his other into Hale’s chest. Hale stiffened, bracing himself against a strike he knew wouldn’t come. No matter how drunk Sterling was, Sterling wouldn’t hit him.

      “’s what you fucking want, isn’t it?” he demanded.

      What, a drink? No, no, that wasn’t it. What was it he’d said? That he wished they could be a couple in front of people? Good gods, this wasn’t what he’d meant by it.

      “Not like this,” he hissed.

      Not when Sterling was drunk, not when every cell in Hale’s body was begging for a drink.

      Just one. If Aleksandr can slip, why can’t I? Just one.

      “Oh, fuck you. You think you’re fucking better than me just ‘cause you went to school and you’re out and you don’t drink.”

      Where in Odin’s name was this coming from? What had Hale done to make Sterling think he felt that way?

      “You know why I don’t drink, Sterling,” Hale snapped.

      Nights of lying on a washroom floor, unable to move, covered in his own vomit came back to him. Aleksandr screaming, the wail of sirens. The doctor telling him he was going to die if he kept drinking.

      He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want to die, not anymore. And Sterling was throwing that back in his face?

      “‘cause you’ll fucking die. Y’know what, Hale? Everybody fucking dies! And most— most of us aren’t going to get a fucking head’s up!”

      Blood. So much blood. Sören screaming. His fingers twitching in the snow. His intestines strewn around him.

      One drink. Just one drink.

      Aleksandr in the bathtub. His blood staining the water and the porcelain red. His blue lips twitching, trying to tell Hale to leave him.

      Just enough to make it go away.

      Midnight grabbed Sterling’s arm and dragged him off the bus. Her shouting was barely audible over the blood rushing through Hale’s ears.

      Sören was in front of—

      No, no, it couldn’t be Sören. Sören was dead.

      The face was too soft, shoulders too narrow, hair too long.

      Aleksandr was in front of him. His hand ran through Hale’s hair and over his face. He was speaking, saying something Hale couldn’t hear.

      Furies Bassist Killed in Animal Attack

      His hands were bloody. There was so much of it. So much— So much blood. Her blood, Sören's blood, his own blood, the vampire’s blood. So much, all over him—

      Sharp pain cracked across the side of his face. Aleksandr dug his fingers into Hale’s shoulder and shook him hard.

      “Come back, Hale!”

      Hale’s vision blurred.

      “Dude, are you okay?” Tommy asked.

      Did he look okay?

      He nodded.

      “I think you just had, like, a major panic attack,” Tommy said.

      Hale swallowed. English was too hard right now. He rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. His chest hurt, and his fingers ached as he forced them to release his pendants.

      “Hale, I need you to look at me. I need you to promise me you’ll stay clean,” Aleksandr said in Swedish.

      Like you did?

      Hale swallowed a few times.

      “I need another cigarette.”

      “Hale—“

      He ignored Aleksandr as he stepped back outside. The humidity was suffocating.

      Sterling and Midnight were sitting on the pavement. Sterling was crying.

      “— want you to die like that either. Or Hale or— or anyone. I don’t want to lose him. He’s so fucking perfect and I’m— I ca—can’t stop hurting him.”

      Was it ironic that those words sent a stab of pain through Hale’s chest? He blamed the panic attack.

      Midnight looked up at him. There were heavy shadows beneath her eyes. She looked as tired as he felt. He wished he could tell her that the pain would become more bearable. Even if it wasn’t a lie, forming the words would take more energy than he had right now.

      I’m sorry.

      “I’ll get him sobered up,” he said.

      His accent made the words feel thick in his mouth. He wasn’t even entirely sure he’d formed the right syllables.

      “Come on, punk. It’s time to go,” Midnight said.

      She helped Sterling to his feet.

      Half-expecting Sterling to jerk away, Hale slipped his arm around his lower back. Instead, Sterling leaned into him and pressed his cheek to Hale’s shoulder.

      “Shouldn’t be close to me when I’m drunk,” Sterling said.

      “You’re always drunk,” Hale said quietly.

      “And you’re always gorgeous.”

      Hale flushed. He thought he’d said that in Swedish.

      “Freyja herself couldn’t have made someone more beautiful. You’re like… Like Bach’s Cello Suite in G. The sarabande. You know that one?”

      Drunk and charming.

      “I do,” Hale said.

      He’d grown up with his mother playing classical music around the house, he was dating a former classical pianist, and he did have a Master’s degree in musicology. He knew the cello suites.

      Sterling hummed an out-of-tune rendition of the sarabande as Hale helped him upstairs. They barely made it to the tiny bus washroom before Sterling was doubled over the toilet. He heaved and retched, coughing and spitting and cursing. The rocking of the bus must not have helped the nausea.

      Hale ran his fingers through Sterling’s hair and held his bangs back from his face.

      “Oh, fuck… Oh, fucking God…”

      “It’s all right. You’re going to be okay,” Hale said.

      Sterling’s eyes were still glassy when he tipped his head to look at Hale. His hand curled around Hale’s. The contact was enough that if Hale closed his eyes and focused, he could feel the churning in Sterling’s stomach. Could he take it? Could he take this from him?

      Would it be enough to feel that fuzziness for himself?

      Sterling swallowed hard and spat into the toilet again.

      “‘m sorry ‘m such a fuckup.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “Sometimes, I can’t— can’t stop myself. I don’t… like getting like— like this. But feels good.”

      Oh, gods… Didn’t Hale know that feeling.

      “We’re same age, you know. Me ’n Brogan. I was texting her ‘fore she died. She just stopped and I figured ‘cause time zone, or she was watching someone play. ‘Cept then I saw the articles and— And now every time someone stops texting, I think— An’ when you’re all the way in f-fucking Sweden—“

      Sterling covered his mouth before vomiting into the toilet again.

      Guilt twisted Hale’s stomach. They’d never talked about Brogan’s death. It hadn’t occurred to him that she and Sterling were even friends. No wonder he’d been drinking so much. The worst part was that Sterling’s fear about Hale dying the same way as her was a reasonable one.

      He tucked Sterling’s hair behind his ear and slid a hand up the back of Sterling’s shirt. The knobs of Sterling’s spine jut out through his skin. Rubbing small circles, he let the warmth spread through his palm, reaching for the poison that was making Sterling retch again.

      Hale closed his eyes. The warmth that washed over him was too familiar. Even the twisting in his gut—

      “I miss you s-so much,” Sterling mumbled.

      This was a mistake.

      “I miss you also,” Hale said.

      Sterling smiled at him. His hand came up to stroke clumsily at Hale’s cheek.

      “Y’know Mitch has a major hard-on for you.”

      Hale snorted and rolled his eyes. Sterling thought that about everyone.

      “‘m serious. He told Tommy he wanted t’ ask you out after tour. He’d be good for you. Better ’n a closeted high school dropout,” Sterling mumbled.

      “I like you better,” Hale said.

      “Even ‘f ‘m a drunk fuckup?”

      “Stop calling yourself that. You are not fuckup.”

      His lips felt a little fuzzy. He missed this feeling… Gods, he missed this feeling.

      Sterling leaned into him. His eyes slipped shut. He rubbed his cheek against Hale’s chest.

      “‘m gonna marry you one day, you know. Promise me you’ll let Mitch down easy.”

      Hale tried unsuccessfully to fight his smile.

      “You have to ask me first, yes?”

      Sterling hummed.

      “One day. They’ll tell me when,” he said.

      “They?” Hale repeated.

      “You don’t hear it, do you? The howling.”

      Hale didn’t hear anything except maybe the wind and Tommy’s snoring.

      “There is no howling, Sterling.”

      “Dead men are filled with life. The home of the Gods is red. The sun is black,” Sterling murmured.

      Hale swallowed and laughed humourlessly. Of all the verses he could have paraphrased… Clearly, Sterling had too much imagination to be reading ancient Norse poetry.

      “Okay. No more studying the Völuspá with Aleksandr.”

      Hale helped Sterling to his feet. Dizziness washed over him. He pressed his shoulder to the wall for support. Sterling flushed the toilet a couple times and brushed his teeth.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” Sterling said.

      “Hm?”

      “He knew what he was doing. He knew ‘bout the mistletoe.”

      Mistletoe? That was another Norse story, wasn’t it? Loki tricked Hödr into shooting Baldr with an arrow dipped in mistletoe, the one thing that hadn’t sworn not to hurt him.

      “If you say so,” Hale said.

      Hale eased Sterling into his bunk. The wall was covered in small photographs, of Sterling’s other band and his family, and a hand-drawn picture one of his nieces made him.

      “He wasn’t sorry ‘bout it either. Neither of them was,” Sterling said.

      The air between them felt cold. Hale shuddered. For a second, he thought he did actually hear the howling Sterling was talking about.

      “You are still drunk,” Hale said.

      “And you’re still fucking beautiful.”

      Hale kissed Sterling’s forehead.

      “I will get you water.”

      There was at least one full case in the fridge downstairs, but going downstairs would mean talking to Aleksandr and Hale didn’t think either of them wanted that. He certainly didn’t. Instead, he grabbed one of the bottles from his bag. In the time it took him to turn around, Sterling was already asleep on his side.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him. You get some sleep, bro,” Tommy said from the bunk above Sterling’s.

      Hale worked Sterling’s sneakers off and pulled the rumpled blanket over him. He traced his fingers over Sterling’s short hair, along his jaw, and over the thick chain he wore around his neck. Reluctantly, he retreated to his own bunk. It felt cold and empty and lifeless. Sleeping alone was so much harder when the person he wanted to be next to was only feet away from him.

      The haze faded from his skin, leaving him with a cold, empty hunger in his heart.

      He kicked his shoes off and exchanged his jeans for a pair of sweatpants. There were several missed messages on his phone. Most were from the Emperor Immortal and Erebus group chats. Sterling and Tommy liked sending funny pictures back and forth.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rebecka 3:47 AM

      

      
        Mom got her test results back. She’s still in remission.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hale stared at his phone. The bright light made his eyes burn. Mom hadn’t even told him she was having tests done. Did she think he couldn’t handle it?

      Can I?

      He fell back onto the bed, his legs bent at awkward angles, and stared up at the ceiling. His fingers curled around the pendants resting on his chest. How was it fair that Aleksandr could relapse when he couldn’t? How was it fair that Sterling could numb himself to everything when he couldn’t? How was it fair that—

      How was it fair that Sören was dead, and Hale had moved on?

      How was it fair that Sören was dead in the first place?

      Or Brogan?

      How was it fair that Aleksandr and Elize couldn’t conceive when people who deserved it far less could?

      How was it fair that he’d spent years watching his mom die on and off?

      How was any of it fair? How could the gods allow any of it? How could they—

      Hale rolled over onto his stomach. He pushed one hand between his chest and the mattress and grabbed the pillow with his other. No matter how hard he squeezed his eyes shut, he couldn’t sleep.
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      “Dude, how are you not hungover?” Tommy asked.

      Sterling’s bright, animated laugh was a sharp contrast to his sobs from the night before.

      “Dude, I been drinking since I was, like, twelve. I got a plus eight constitution check when it comes to alcohol.”

      “I got no idea what that means,” Tommy said.

      He wasn’t the only one.

      Hale nursed his second coffee — black, which was only tolerable because he’d manage to keep down some toast earlier — and ignored Aleksandr’s sharp glare.

      “You shouldn’t have done that. What were you thinking?” Aleksandr asked in Swedish.

      By now, they were all used to Hale and Aleksandr speaking in Swedish. The jokes about them talking about the rest of the band had stopped after the first week.

      Hale had been thinking he couldn’t stand seeing Sterling in pain. Was that so unreasonable? If he also hoped to numb his own pain… Was that also so unreasonable?

      “Wait until after we eat to criticize me,” Hale said.

      It was only just past 8 in the morning. They’d arrived in Seattle nearly half an hour ago. They could have left Vancouver today like Abolition, since their next show wasn’t until tomorrow night, but Midnight and Sterling wanted as much time in Seattle as possible.

      “Oh, so you’re actually going to eat today?” Aleksandr said.

      Hale made a face at Aleksandr. As if Aleksandr was in any position to be sarcastic with him about it. At least Hale wasn’t the one who insisted on refusing to eat once a week.

      “Sterling, this is your home turf. Where we eating?” Tommy asked.

      Sterling rambled through a list of places walking distance from the venue, along with the pros and cons and each. Even though Hale’s temples were throbbing too hard for him to focus on what he was saying, it was always nice to see him so animated. They settled on a place a ten minute walk away that had vegetarian options for Aleksandr.

      The restaurant was nearly empty at this hour, and managed to fit all five of them at a table for six. Hale took a chair against the wall. Midnight took the seat beside him. Aleksandr sat on her other side, with Tommy and Sterling across from him arguing about whether or not white people were obsessed with Alice in Wonderland.

      Sterling, who had three separate Alice in Wonderland tattoos, was losing the argument.

      “They have Swedish pancakes,” Aleksandr said.

      Hale hummed in response. He was willing to bet they would be far sweeter than actual Swedish pancakes.

      “All I’m saying is, it’s a good book! Come on, you guys have read it. Back me up,” Sterling said.

      “I liked it,” Aleksandr said in English.

      Hale shrugged. He’d read it too, at Sterling’s insistence, but he didn’t really understand it. He’d been meaning to try reading it in Swedish instead.

      “It’s good, but kind of overrated,” Midnight said.

      “So the white dude agrees with you, and the Arab one agrees with me,” Tommy said, drawing a tally line in the air.

      “You’re an asshole,” Sterling said.

      “Love you too, bro. Oh! Dude, new Bloody Morningstar video is out. You guys seen it yet?”

      Beside Hale, Midnight stiffened. That was odd. Midnight was almost as famous for her drumming as she was for her love of the vampire-themed power metal band. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t think he’d seen her wear a single Bloody Morningstar shirt all tour.

      “Yeah, it’s awesome. The Wolf of Bedburg is one of my favourite songs,” she said without much enthusiasm.

      “Do you think she knows?” Aleksandr asked.

      “Why don’t you ask her?” Hale said dryly.

      The pancakes did look promising, he had to admit that. Swedish pancakes were thinner than North American pancakes, though not as thin as crepes.

      “Did you know Brys Darcy used to be a jazz musician?” Sterling asked.

      Hale raised an eyebrow. Did he know that? It didn’t surprise him as much as it probably should have.

      Midnight nodded. The light reflected off her piercings.

      “I did,” she said.

      “You can tell the way he sings. His rhythms are totally jazz rhythms.”

      “How do you even know that?” Tommy asked.

      Sterling shrugged a shoulder.

      “Dad was a jazz bassist. I studied the hell out of that shit. I was in jazz bands for ages. Also, I dunno how authentic the Swedish pancakes are, but they’re killer,” Sterling said.

      “I will make proper ones for you,” Hale said.

      Their eyes met for a moment. Sterling’s lips twitched into the smart of a smile before he looked back down at the menu. There was a slight flush to his cheeks.

      They hadn’t talked about last night. Everyone seemed to have decided to pretend they hadn’t seen Sterling drunkenly kiss him. No doubt it would come up later when they were alone. Since Sterling lived in Seattle, he and Hale were going to spend the night at his apartment while Midnight stayed with Sébastien Bartok, and Aleksandr and Tommy stayed with a friend of Tommy’s. The money they would save not getting a room was a secondary to the privacy.

      “Is it too early for mimosas?” Sterling asked.

      “Yes, it is,” Midnight said.

      Hale bit the insides of his cheeks and closed his eyes.

      “What are you going to eat?” Aleksandr asked.

      “I just want coffee.”

      Though maybe putting something solid in his stomach would help cut the cravings.

      “You have to eat something, Hale.”

      “Fine.”

      The waitress, someone Sterling knew from a café they both worked at when he wasn’t touring, took their orders. Midnight, Tommy, and Sterling ordered quickly.

      Aleksandr translated Hale’s order first.

      “He will have black coffee, and the steel cut oats with soy milk. For me, earl grey tea, avocado toast with scrambled eggs.”

      Hale couldn’t help glancing at Midnight from the corners of his eyes. Was she on the verge of relapsing, too? If she was, there was no sign of it now. She looked as composed as ever. She looked more composed than Hale felt right now. The throbbing between his temples was unbearable. Saliva coated his mouth in an uncomfortably familiar way.

      “Yo, Hale, you alright? You don’t look so good, papi,” Tommy said.

      Hale was moving before he could answer, nearly knocking his chair over and narrowly avoiding running into a waiter. He barely made it to the washroom on time. Even if it might have been why his stomach was cramping, he was glad now he hadn’t eaten in 12 hours.

      “Hale?” Midnight called.

      Trust her not to care about walking into a men’s washroom.

      The only response he could manage was a cough. She pushed the stall door open and squeezed down beside him. She held his hair back with one hand while she slid the other up his shirt to rub his back the same way Mom used to when he got sick as a kid. He jerked away from her reflexively.

      “It’s all right. Take it easy, big guy,” she said.

      Hale gasped for breath. Of all the shit he’d handled, this was what made him feel the worst. He exhaled slowly. His fingers dug into the side of the toilet. This was humiliating.

      Midnight didn’t seem bothered by it. Her humming seemed too soft to come from the same person who screamed her lungs out on stage every night.

      He sat back on his heels and wiped his mouth with a handful of toilet paper.

      “Take it easy,” she said again.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are so full of shit, Hale.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to tell me the truth. Are you drinking again?”

      A sharp, violent shudder ran through his body. He doubled over again. Acid left his mouth at the same time as the sharp, “Nej!” He coughed and spat into the toilet.

      They stayed crouched on the floor for several minutes until the cramping in Hale’s gut eased. There was no sound between them other than Hale’s laboured breath. Midnight helped him to his feet and stepped out of the stall first. He rinsed his mouth in the sink while she stood against the wall, her arms folded across her chest.

      The sleeves of her t-shirt hid most of her phoenix tattoo from view, but not the full sleeve of a forest that morphed into a wolf with jaws open to swallow her wrist. It reminded him of his own wolf tattoo with the Helm of Awe protruding from his open mouth that took over the bulk of his upper back. Aleksandr had spent the entire time he’d sat for it talking about the symbolism of wolves in Norse stories. Hale hadn’t processed most of it, but he remembered something about wolves representing a merging of order and chaos, a rejection of man-made society to return to a natural order.

      It was so much of what they tried to do with their music.

      “I’m fine,” he told her again.

      She raised a pierced eyebrow, but didn’t argue.

      The food had already arrived at the table by the time they returned. Sébastien Bartok had filled the empty chair. Midnight gave him a quick kiss as she sat down.

      Hale had no specific feelings toward Bartok one way or another. Sterling all but worshiped him, and he made Midnight smile. Both those facts warmed Hale to him enough to give Bartok a polite smile, which Bartok returned with a slight wave and grin.

      “All the black coffee isn’t helping your stomach, so we asked them to bring mint tea instead. It’s supposed to be good for nausea,” Sterling said.

      There was a piece of toast on a plate beside the oatmeal. Hale picked at it and checked his phone while English conversation he didn’t have the capacity to translate filtered around him. His sister had another new cat. Ragnar was already writing new music. Astrid from Killing January had a new demo she wanted him to hear. Sterling had tagged him in photos from last night, and a video he must have recorded before Hale had woken.

      They finished eating and paid. Midnight left with Bartok. Tommy and Aleksandr took off in the direction of an art museum Sterling had recommended. And Sterling brushed his knuckles across Hale’s.

      “Come on. Let’s get you some rest.”

      ###

      Hale slept only two hours. He could sleep more later. Spending time alone with Sterling was a rare thing.

      They spent the bulk of the afternoon jamming together, Sterling on the bass and Hale on guitar. Despite the piano awards lining one of the walls, the keyboard wedged into a corner of the bedroom went untouched.

      It was so different from playing together on stage. It was an unrehearsed conversation between their souls, the notes saying all the things they wouldn’t let themselves say any other way and the things they didn't know how to say in each other's languages.

      When did he get so poetic? That was what came from spending so much time with Aleksandr.

      They shared music back and forth. It was so much nicer to watch Sterling’s face light up as he waved his hands to describe what they were listening to.

      Hale’s stomach settled enough by dinnertime that he could work his way through a burger and salad while they watched a jazz rock band Sterling used to play with. He tried not to think too much about how quickly Sterling finished his first beer before he ordered a second.

      “I thought you wanted to quit,” Hale said.

      “I didn’t mean right now. You have to try this mac ’n cheese.”

      Hale rolled his eyes, but took the fork from Sterling.

      “Look, I promise I’ll get sober once the tour is over. Hey, what’s a torte? ‘Decadent flourless cake, served with house-made whipped cream and chocolate and raspberry drizzle.’ We should get this.”

      “At least let’s finish dinner first,” Hale said.

      They did end up getting desert, though Sterling ate most of it.

      Between the exhaustion and the comforting weight of Sterling’s body beside him, Hale slept through the night for the first time in months. By the time the sharp tugging of the scars behind his shoulder blade were too much to ignore, the sun was starting to make the room uncomfortably hot.

      Bracing one hand against his left shoulder to support the weak muscles, Hale eased himself onto his other side.

      Sterling was face-down with his arms under his head. His back moved slowly and evenly beneath Hale’s t-shirt.

      Hale pressed up against Sterling’s side and traced his fingers over the tattoos visible on Sterling’s skin. The freshest was the black Helm of Awe on his upper arm between a twenty-sides die and the Alice in Wonderland cat.

      “Mother of fuck, you’re beautiful,” Sterling murmured.

      His blue eyes were half-open and still a little hazy.

      A barely-familiar warmth Hale never thought he would feel again flooded his chest. He bit his lip to choke off a laugh.

      Sterling ran his hand through Hale’s hair, pushing some of it out of the elastic holding the loose waves back.

      “How’re you feeling? Stomach all right?” Sterling asked.

      “It’s fine. I’m going to shower.”

      “Yeah? You want some company? I could wash your hair.”

      “Your shower is barely big enough for one person.”

      “That’s because you’re a fucking giant. What do they even feed you people up there? You’re like trees trying to be closer to the sun. Do they even have sun in Sweden?”

      “No. I didn’t even know what sun was until I was adult on tour for the first time. Scares me every time I come over.”

      Sterling rolled onto his back and laughed brightly.

      Hale grabbed some clean clothes from his bag on the way to the washroom. Even though his shoulders touched the walls of the shower and he had to duck to get his head under the spray, it was better than the venue showers. At least he had some damned privacy in here.

      Every inch of him ached. He was getting too old for this. He was only 35, but between living on the road, performing almost every night, and hunting draug and vampires, it was starting to take its toll. How many years of this did he have left?

      He shut the water off and dried himself off with a worn towel. A sharp pain ran through his thigh as he dressed.

      “What in the…”

      The deep scratches hadn’t been there last night. He would have noticed them when Sterling traced every one of his scars. Was Aleksandr cutting his legs too now? No, they weren’t clean enough to have been made with a razorblade. Maybe Midnight had cut herself on something and hadn’t told anybody about it. He’d seen some blood on one of her sweatpants, but that wasn’t something he was going to bring up.

      Hale did the zipper and button on his jeans. His shirt was still on the counter, slightly damp from the spray of the shower. He raised his hand to his chest and hesitated.

      Get it over with.

      He clutched his pendants and took a deep breath. Even though he did the same routine every day, it never became less stressful.

      In hindsight, it was stupid to get the Yggrdrasil tattoo on the left side of his chest. The ink made it hard to tell if there was any discolouration in his skin, but he hadn’t had much choice. While most of his body was covered in scars, his family would have realized what this one was. Between his alcoholism and Mom’s chemotherapy, they didn’t need to deal with that too. He was clean and Mom was in remission, but it was so long ago, it almost seemed worse to tell them now.

      Aside from the single scar and the tattoo, there were no irregularities.

      Sterling squeezed into the washroom just as Hale was reaching for his shirt again. He wrapped an arm around Hale’s waist and kissed his bare shoulder. His other hand moved lightly across Hale’s stomach until it traced back and forth over the still-healing line below his ribs. Most of the cuts he’d taken from Aleksandr had healed fine, leaving only the deepest as evidence of that night.

      “This one’s new,” Sterling murmured. “You only had it since February.”

      Hale looked down, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’ve had it years,” he said.

      “I know your body, Hale.”

      “You only see it in person a few times a year.”

      He turned his head to distract Sterling with a kiss. It didn’t work for long.

      “And I still know every inch of it,” Sterling said.

      After last night, that was very true. Hale kissed him again.

      “I’m going to make breakfast,” Hale said.

      “You don’t have to. You barely even eat breakfast. I can just make myself eggs or something.”

      “I like cooking for other people. I never get to do it much.”

      Cooking was something he’d picked up when he moved in with Rebecka and Ingrid after rehab. It had seemed like a good way to make up for putting up with his constant guitar playing, nightmares, and insomnia. More than that, it was a distraction from the cravings. There was something calming about the process.

      He worked his way through the tiny kitchen as Sterling showered, not bothering to hide his smile at the off-key singing. By the gods, he was an awful singer.

      Sterling only owned one pot and one frying pan, which limited the amount of multitasking Hale could do.

      There wasn’t time to make cardamom buns, or even a regular loaf, but they had some time together before Hale had to go back to Sweden after the tour. For now, he kept it simple. He made Swedish pancakes, even though they didn’t really eat pancakes for breakfast back home, and scrambled eggs. Given how sparce the kitchen was, he was surprised to actually find the ingredients to make them. He would leave making the coffee to Sterling.

      “Okay, this is literally the sexiest thing I have ever seen. I legit want your babies,” Sterling said.

      “Ah! Skit!”

      Hale nearly choked on his own spit, coughing. He stuck his burnt finger in his mouth. His face burned almost as badly.

      Sterling laughed in that bright giggle of his. He slid his hand across Hale’s lower back and kissed his jaw before turning to make coffee in an electric moka pot.

      “I think you’re joking, but I know what American sexual education is like. You do know how babies are made, yes?” Hale asked.

      “Hale, I have four sisters! Yes, I know how babies are made. If it was physically possible for me to have your babies, I would. That smells fucking amazing. But seriously, you didn’t have to cook. Not that I’m complaining. I couldn’t find, uh, lingonberry jam — I don’t even know what that is — so I got raspberry instead. Is that all right? I shoulda’ asked Tommy to see if they had when he went to IKEA. He got some of that flatbread cracker stuff. Did you know they don’t have IKEA in Mexico? Is it super different in Sweden?”

      Hale grabbed the jam from the fridge, taking a moment to smile at the various photographs of Sterling’s nieces and nephews. Sterling was in some of them, smiling or laughing. In one, he was holding twin girls in his arms. The crayon drawing of Sterling dated many years ago was especially charming. A familiar Emperor Immortal holiday card was hanging under a sheet of fast food coupons. Apparently, it had taken a while for the card to make its way from Sweden.

      He wondered if Midnight had ever received hers.

      Sterling’s rapid chatter was lost on Hale, but he liked the obvious excitement on Sterling’s face. Hale took a piece of knäckebröd råg and some eggs for himself, and let Sterling pour some coffee for him.

      “I’m not sure. I never been to one here,” Hale said.

      “Hey, can you teach me to bake bread? That’s the one thing I never learned to bake. I make the sickest brownies. Normal ones, not just fun ones. The trick is to put coffee in it, it brings out the chocolate. Did you know Sweden consumes the most coffee in the world?”

      “Not Sweden. All Scandinavia.”

      “Mm. Brazil’s the biggest exporter. It was Vietnam for a bit. Oh my god, these are so good. Can you pass— Thanks.”

      Hale’s eyes kept going back to the fridge. Sterling looked so happy holding the twin girls.

      “Hale? You alright?” Sterling asked.

      Hale drummed his fingers against the side of the chipped mug. Did he really want to know? What if the answer wasn’t what he wanted? He didn’t even know what he wanted the answer to be. He didn't even know what he wanted to ask.

      “You still miss him,” Sterling said softly.

      “Hm?”

      Sterling motioned with his fork. Hale glanced down, realized he was fiddling with his pendants, and dropped his hand. There was no accusation or jealousy in Sterling’s voice. From his tone, he could have been telling Hale which song was playing.

      Hale licked his lips.

      “I wish you talked about him more,” Sterling said.

      “Why?”

      Most people didn’t want to hear about their boyfriend’s exes. Of course, Sterling wasn’t most people. The fact that he didn’t mind Hale wearing the ring from his dead fiancé was proof enough.

      Sterling shrugged.

      “You loved him. I like when you talk about things that make you happy, and he made you happy.”

      Hale let out a shaky breath. This was what he had fallen in love with. This compassion and caring and— and warmth. He nodded.

      “One day, I will,” Hale promised.

      Sterling bit the hoop ring in his lip.

      “I want you to tell me about those scars, too,” Sterling said.

      “Only if you tell me about yours,” Hale countered.

      Sterling opened his mouth to say something, and shoved a piece of pancake into his mouth instead. Despite the obvious discomfort, he really did seem to enjoy them. He swallowed it down with a mouthful of coffee. He tapped his fingers against the table.

      “Okay. Okay, but not now. After the tour, I’ll tell you everything,” Sterling said.

      Hale hesitated.

      Dammit.

      He hadn’t actually expected Sterling to agree, but a deal was a deal. He nodded.

      It was bound to come out sooner or later.

      Better Sterling find out from his words than from his corpse.
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      The blowback from taking Sterling’s drinking hit Hale in Portland. It was ten minutes until Erebus was supposed to be on stage, and he couldn’t stop throwing up.

      “We could cancel,” Midnight said in a tone that told them exactly how much she wanted to do that.

      “No,” Hale said.

      “We can ask one of the Abolition guys to cover.”

      “No.”

      He spat into the toilet and pushed himself back onto his heels.

      “Are you going to puke on stage?” Midnight asked.

      “I’ve played through worse,” he said.

      This was nothing compared to that time his stomach had begun to bleed from all the alcohol. Even though the pain had been blinding and he’d had to run off stage between every other song, he’d still made it through the set before somebody noticed he’d been puking blood and made him go to the hospital. It obviously hadn’t been his best performance, but he’d still played half-decently given the circumstances.

      Midnight’s hand on his chest stopped him from leaving the washroom. The black and gold makeup around her eyes didn’t quite hide the bags beneath them.

      “Hale. I have to ask. Have you been drinking.”

      Though her tone was as soft as it could be, there was still some force behind it.

      “Nej.”

      Her broad shoulders dropped, and she nodded.

      “Good. Because… I need you to have your shit together out there. I have zero guitar in my monitor, so I’m trusting you.”

      Hale gave her a soft smile. She would never ask for help if she could avoid it. He understood that. For a long time, he’d been that way himself. One day, it wouldn’t be so hard for her. In the meantime, her sobriety gave him a reason to fight harder for his own.

      Aleksandr was right. He had too much to live for these days.

      He squeezed her shoulder and leaned over the small sink to rinse his mouth.

      “You’re going to be fine,” he said.

      She grimaced a little.

      “I wish I could tell if you’re lying or not,” she said.

      He kissed her cheek. She snorted and shoved him half-heartedly.

      “If you puke on stage, you’re fired,” she warned.

      Ragnar used to say the same thing.

      “And you have somebody to replace me?” he asked with a smile.

      “I’ll do it. Don’t laugh, I can play guitar!”

      He raised an eyebrow, and she made a face at him. They both knew damn well she couldn't.

      They made it backstage with minutes to spare. Midnight pulled the hood of her cloak up to cover most of her hair and obscure her face.

      “How are you feeling?” Aleksandr asked in Swedish.

      Hale grunted in response.

      “How was Elize’s appointment?”

      “They’re giving her hormones. It could be months before we know if they’re working.”

      “They’ll work.”

      Hale took his guitar from Mitch and plucked at each of the strings to make sure they were in tune.

      “You alright? You don’t look so hot,” Mitch asked.

      The next person who asked that was going to get punched just to prove he was fine. Hale just nodded.

      He only had to leave the stage to be sick twice. Midnight drew out her chatter to buy him enough time to empty his stomach into a trash bin while Mitch held his hair back. At least there was no blood this time.

      By the time the set ended, the headache was the worst he’d had in a while. It felt like a screwdriver was being driven through his temples. He couldn’t tell if the sweat was from the lights or the fever. His teeth wouldn’t stop chattering and his hands wouldn’t stop shaking. This wasn’t just a hangover. What in Odin’s name was wrong with him?

      You’re withdrawing, his mind supplied.

      Fuck.

      He should have recognized it sooner.

      It wasn’t that bad. At least, it wasn’t as bad as it had been when he’d actually quit drinking. His first attempt had been to do it all at once. That almost killed him faster than the alcohol would have. Even cutting back gradually in rehab had been so painful, he would have gladly taken an early death to avoid it at the time.

      I can’t go through that again.

      Every other reason for maintaining his sobriety disappeared at the memories. He shuddered both at the phantom withdrawal and the chill that ran through him.

      “I need to lie down,” he mumbled to nobody in particular.

      He wasn’t sure if he was even speaking English.

      He handed Mitch his guitar and let Aleksandr help him to the bus.

      “I’m fine. Go sign autographs or whatever,” he said.

      “Hale, you’re not fine.”

      “I just need to sleep it off.”

      He didn’t want anyone seeing him like this. Never mind that Aleksandr had seen him in far worse shape. If he could get some sleep, maybe the cravings wouldn’t be so bad.

      Aleksandr grabbed his shoulder in a bruising grip. His face was set into the sternest expression he could make with how pretty he was.

      “Hale, if you’re drinking again—“

      Hale pushed Aleksandr’s hand away.

      “I’m not. Just because you—“

      Hale stopped himself, but not before pain flashed across Aleksandr’s face. Aleksandr released Hale’s shoulder and stepped back.

      “Aleksandr—“

      “Get some sleep,” he said softly.

      Hale rubbed a hand over his sweaty face. Dammit...

      “I didn’t mean it, Aleksandr.”

      Aleksandr smiled sympathetically. He brushed his fingers against Hale’s burning wrist.

      “I’ll come check on you in a bit.”

      It might have seemed cold of Aleksandr to leave him alone, but even at his worst, Hale could handle himself better than most people. It was better for both of them to have some distance sometimes, before they snapped and tried to throttle each other. He peeled his shirt off as he made his way up the steps to the small washroom.

      His reflection’s hair was done up in the familiar braids he wore when playing with Emperor Immortal. The Helm of Awe was painted on his forehead. Blood ran from each of his scars.

      He touched the white line hidden by the Yggdrasil tattoo. Blood pulsed over his fingers.

      He’d told so many lies about what he did that week he spent in Gothenburg, he had no idea who believed what. He knew Rebecka had never believed he hadn’t relapsed. Considering the state he’d returned home in, thirteen pounds lighter, unshaven, and barely able to be in any position for more than a few minutes at a time, he wasn’t sure he blamed her. They’d fought over it for weeks. She still brought it up sometimes, trying to figure out exactly what he’d really done.

      He should just tell her the truth. The tumour had been benign, and it had bought Mom some time until the chemotherapy worked.

      You’re hallucinating.

      While the physical pain of detoxing had been the worst part of it, the hallucinations hadn’t exactly been enjoyable either.

      He dropped his shirt on the floor and splashed water on his face. It did little to cool him down.

      This wasn’t real. He wasn’t really withdrawing. He didn’t really need a drink.

      His eyes looked haunted.

      Hale couldn’t stay upright. He didn’t want to be standing if it got worse. The last thing he needed was to hit his head on something. He’d had a couple seizures in rehab, and he was always afraid of it happening again.

      The walk from the washroom to his bunk seemed to take forever. He grabbed a few bottles of water to keep within arms reach and, after a moment of deliberation, grabbed Sterling’s Broken Alchemist sweater from his bunk. He couldn’t think clearly enough to know whether Sterling would mind. Honestly, he didn’t care. Every part of him ached and screamed for alcohol. If this was what he needed for comfort, there was no way Sterling would mind it.

      I bet he has something better for it.

      There was no question about it. The signs of budding alcoholism were too obvious for Hale to miss. If he checked Sterling’s bag—

      No. No, he was stronger than this. He wasn’t throwing away six years of sobriety, not like this. He’d fought these cravings too hard to give in. All he had to do was wait it out.

      The sheets were rough against his bare back. He didn’t bother changing out of his jeans. His belt dug into his stomach. There was no position that didn’t press against one ache or another. Even the smell of Sterling’s aftershave clinging to his sweater did little to ease it. He squirmed in discomfort, feeling very much like he was 29 again.

      Make it stop.

      His skin was hot and cold at the same time. He pulled the thin sheet over himself as he shivered, only to push it down a second later as he overheated. Everything was so loud.

      The wind outside howled like an animal.

      Hale fell in and out of brief moments of fitful sleep. Some combination of Sterling’s paraphrased quotes from the Völuspá and Tommy playing Emperor Immortal’s music while he drove must have been getting to him.

      He dreamt of Eir.

      She looked like his mother in some ways, when Hale was a teenager and she was healthy despite being well into her late-thirties. Rebecka was already ten when he was born. He’d been a—

      Mom always called him a welcome surprise.

      Eir’s mouth was fuller, her nose more broad, and her jaw more square, but her eyes were Mom’s. She smiled, and for the first time, Hale realized why her face was so familiar. He knew that smile from the photograph Sterling kept by his bed.

      That was his smile.

      Hale swallowed.

      “Why me?” he whispered.

      Eir took his face in her bloody hands. Her smile turned almost sympathetic.

      “Because you were there, and you were strong enough. We cannot lose what few people can speak with us,” she said in Swedish.

      Eir moved her hands down to run her thumbs along the long cuts that ran along his forearms, bleeding profusely.

      He shouldn’t have been bleeding like that. The scars were so much smaller than the amount of blood suggested.

      “He says the gods haven’t been answering him,” Hale said.

      The heavy thumping of something slamming into a door seemed to come from everywhere. Hale jerked and gasped around the sharp pain in his chest. An even sharper pain pulled at his shoulder. He held his arm to his chest to stabilize it.

      “It’s alright,” Sterling murmured softly.

      A damp cloth swept over Hale’s neck. He sighed and eased himself onto his other side, pressing his back to the wall of the bunk. Sterling shifted to make space for him as he moved. His vision was still a little blurry, but he could make out the shine of Sterling’s piercings and the thick chain he wore around his neck.

      “How’re you feeling?” Sterling asked.

      Hale grunted. He folded himself forward to press his forehead to Sterling’s knee. Gentle fingers combed through his hair.

      “Would I be a dick for saying you wouldn’t be so sick all the time if you ate more?” Sterling asked.

      Hale glared half-heartedly up at him. It was partially Sterling’s fault he felt this way in the first place. Besides, he ate plenty. It was just smaller amounts in more frequent intervals.

      Sterling cleared his throat and shifted. The long part of his hair fell over his eyes.

      “So you’re never gonna’ guess what happened during Abolition’s set,” Sterling said.

      “They brought in a guest vocalist who kissed Marc-André?” Hale said dryly.

      He didn’t particularly care that Midnight and Bartok had kissed on stage in Seattle. He just hadn’t been expecting it. Midnight was only slightly less private than Hale was. Though, to be fair, he didn’t think either Midnight or Bartok had planned it. After all, to reiterate, Midnight was only slightly less private than Hale was.

      Sterling snorted and covered his mouth as it turned to a full laugh.

      “Okay but did you know him and Seb actually used to date? They were together when I met them, but they obviously split up. I’m not really sure why. I guess because Seb wanted to spend more time in Seattle and Marc-André wanted to stay in Montreal. I’m not sure, though, I never really asked.”

      Hale closed his eyes. Part of him honestly could not care less compared to how much pain he was in. The other part of them welcomed the distraction.

      “So what happened?” he asked.

      “Midnight’s parents showed up!”

      Hale raised an eyebrow. Her parents? He was under the impression she hadn’t spoken to them since she’d moved out as a teenager. She’d explained why once while high, but it was half English and half Arabic, and the English half were words he didn’t understand. From what he’d been able to make out, it had something to do with the surgical scars on her stomach.

      Honestly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know more.

      “And her brother, too. One of them. She’s got four. I always thought that was kind of funny, she’s got four younger brothers and I got four younger sisters. She’s also got a younger sister, but I think she was, like, two when Midnight left. I don’t—“

      “Sterling,” Hale said, half-muffled by Sterling’s knee.

      While he normally never minded the rambling, his temples were still throbbing and he really wanted Sterling to get to the point.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Sterling stroked his hair. He ran the cloth over the side of Hale’s face and neck, along his shoulder, and over what he could reach of Hale’s back.

      Hale sighed softly, curling his fingers in the edge of Sterling’s shirt. The sweater had ended up by his feet. He closed his eyes and matched his breathing to Sterling’s. Sterling’s lungs were smaller than his, though, and before long, he had to breathe slower to avoid the feeling of hyperventilating.

      The ache behind his eyes subsided somewhat. Curiosity got the better of him.

      “What happened with her parents?” he asked.

      “Oh my God. Her mom, like, grabbed her, and Midnight punched her! It was amazing.”

      Hale began to push himself up, but the pain in his shoulder forced him back down.

      “Punched her?”

      “Right in the face. I just wished I coulda’ punched her too. Both of them. I mean, who has a kid just for the purpose of raising their other kids? Not to mention all the other shit they did.”

      Hale didn’t point out that Sterling’s mother had effectively done the same thing.

      “Is she okay?” he asked.

      “I think she lost a couple teeth. Serves her right, though.”

      “I mean Midnight.”

      “Oh. I mean, you know her. Any problem she can solve by punching someone,” Sterling said.

      He frowned despite his nonchalant shrug, tugging at the chain around his neck. He was obviously as worried about her as Hale was. His hand stroked absently through Hale’s hair.

      “I think you should talk to her,” Sterling said finally.

      “Me?”

      “She looks up to you. I mean, everybody does, you’re a fucking giant.”

      Hale’s lips twitched into a smile. He kissed Sterling’s knee and nodded. With Sterling’s help, he sat upright. The pain in his body was little more than a bone-deep throb he could ignore with a little effort now.

      “Doesn’t have to be now,” Sterling said.

      Hale shook his head. He had to eat something anyway. He put on a good amount of deodorant and a clean shirt and jeans before making his way downstairs. Tommy was driving, humming along to a Crucifère song. Midnight was sitting on one of the benches with her legs crossed, earbuds in place, looking vacantly out the window and nodding a little in time to whatever she was listening to. She was wearing a pair of loose, faded jeans with holes in the knees and inner thighs, and a Killing January hoodie.

      He sat down beside her in a similar position, close enough that their knees touched. She took one earbud out but didn’t turn to face him. Middle Eastern metal continued to play from it. It sounded like Gilgamesh to him, but that could have been because they were the only Middle Eastern metal band he knew.

      “I hear you had a rough night,” he said.

      She turned her head and looked him over.

      “Heard yours was worse,” she said.

      He let out a short laugh.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Midnight pressed the button on the cord of her earbud and took the other out to hang them around her neck. She sighed and arched her back a little. The bones of her shoulders popped, and she made a face.

      “You know what I like about you, Hale?”

      “My sense of humour?” he said dryly.

      She laughed sarcastically. He bit back a grin.

      “When did they start letting Swedish people start being funny?”

      “They just passed the bill last week. We technically aren’t allowed to make jokes until tomorrow, so don’t tell.”

      She snorted and elbowed him lightly. He nudged her back.

      “Jackass,” she said affectionately, looking away from him.

      He bumped her knee with his, silently prodding for an answer. She sighed and ruffled her dark hair with one hand, then pushed it back from her face with her arm the way Aleksandr did, briefly exposing the shaved side of her head.

      “You don’t ask things like ‘are you okay,’” she said.

      Hale frowned a little. She wasn’t wrong. He had his own way of checking in with people that Tommy called cat-like, but he didn’t think he had ever actually said the words are you okay to her.

      “Maybe I should,” he said absently.

      Her eyes flickered to his. The gold piercings reflected light onto her face in a way that gave her skin an even more golden appearance.

      “You know if you ask, that means I can too.”

      It almost sounded like a warning. He shifted uncomfortably. If she could get Aleksandr to admit he was cutting again, what could she get him to admit to?

      “Midnight, how long have we been friends?” he asked.

      She frowned, hesitating as she presumably counted the years.

      “A while,” she said.

      He nodded. ‘A while’ was a good way of putting it. Aside from Ragnar and Aleksandr, she was one of his oldest and closest friends. It was a testament to both his solitary temperament and the bridges he’d burned in his years of rampant alcoholism.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She snorted, grinning down at the floor, and shook her head.

      “I don’t think I’ve been okay for a long time… What about you? Are you okay?” he asked.

      Oddly enough, he didn’t have that undeniable urge to answer mindlessly like he usually did with her. Still, he had the feeling that if he lied, she would know. When he spoke, his words were deliberate.

      “I think I have been not okay for longer,” he said slowly.

      “We might be tied for that.”

      She rubbed the spot on her stomach where one of her scars was hidden beneath the hoodie.

      Hale bit the inside of his cheek. Did he have any right to ask? If he did, would she ask about his scars? She seemed to have a one-for-one philosophy here. If she asked about his scars, if he told her the truth the way Aleksandr had...

      Surely she knew the truth about what was out there. She had to know what had killed Brogan Fury. Why else would she suddenly want nothing to do with Bloody Morningstar?

      He couldn’t risk it.

      “Are you going to relapse?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to. It just... It hurts. You?”

      “I do want to, but I’m... afraid to. I don’t... I don’t want to die like that. Not anymore.”

      It might not be the worst way to go. It was better than getting ripped apart by a draug or a vampire. It was better than cancer.

      Everybody dies. And most of us aren’t going to get a fucking head’s up.

      The memory of Sterling’s words made him shudder.

      Midnight squeezed his hand.

      “I’ll stay clean if you do. I’ll even stop drinking,” she said.

      Hale smiled and squeezed her hand back. He reached out tentatively through the warmth where their palms connected, searching for any injuries he could take from her. It was the only thing he could do to make things easier for her.

      Maybe he could borrow some of her strength too. Eir was wrong about him. He wasn’t strong enough.

      But he could be.
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      By the time they reached San José, the worst of the combined withdrawal and hangover had passed. Hale woke up with the usual cramping from sleeping in a too-small space and not drinking enough water after a show, but it was nothing some yoga and a couple bottles of sugar-free Gatorade throughout the day couldn’t fix.

      “Can you believe it’s our last show?” Sterling said, bounding on his toes with excited energy.

      Hale hummed. His fingers worked over the neck of his in guitar precise, rapid scales. It did feel like only a day ago when he and Aleksandr had boarded the plane from Stockholm. Tours were always both too long and too short at the same time.

      Sterling stepped closer until they were shoulder to shoulder.

      “In a couple days, it’ll be just you and me,” he said quietly.

      Hale’s hand faltered, and Sterling laughed before bounding off to throw himself into Midnight’s arms. She lifted him off the ground like he weighed no more than one of the bass drums she’d carried on stage earlier.

      “I’m going to miss you Viking bastards,” Tommy said, sighing dramatically as he filled the space Sterling had occupied seconds ago, though not quite close enough to touch him.

      The urge to move away no longer nagged at Hale where Tommy was concerned. There had been a few Stockholm Syndrome jokes about it. While it was true, he had no choice but to get used to close proximity with anyone he toured with, it was more true that Hale had warmed up to Tommy’s company. He still would have liked it better if Tommy didn’t get so damn close to him all the time, but he also didn’t mind some of his intrusion into Hale’s personal space.

      “Next time we tour North America, maybe Broken Alchemist can open for us,” Hale said.

      “Oh, you want me to carry your ass for another tour? All right, I’ll do it for you, you beautiful Viking bastard.”

      Hale gave him a small smile.

      Tommy laughed and raised one hand to pat Hale’s shoulder before stopping himself. Instead, he shoved his hand into his pocket and nodded toward Sterling and Midnight.

      “That dude is so in love with you. I don’t know how he thinks nobody knows it. I’ve known him a long time, and I never seen him so happy, y’know,” Tommy said.

      Hale nodded. He fiddled with the tuning pegs to hide his smile, even though his guitar was already perfectly in tune. Mitch had done a good job replacing the string he’d broken in Portland, he had to admit.

      “I don’t think I ever saw you this happy, either,” Tommy added.

      Hale gave him an incredulous look. Before this tour, they’d barely even spent any time together. Most of their conversations had been through text or Skype. Tommy seemed to pick up on his train of thought.

      “Trust me, dude, you’re happier. I heard you laugh twice today,” he said.

      “Fuck off,” Hale said, almost laughing a third time.

      Tommy grinned and kissed the air before fucking off to pull Sterling into a one-armed hug.

      “Ten minutes!” Midnight shouted.

      Hale rolled his head to stretch out the muscles of his neck. By now, he didn’t need the set list to know which songs they were playing in, or his cheat sheet to know how they went. It didn’t hurt that he only had a handful of songs to learn.

      There was something to be said for a shorter set. He was going to miss the simplicity of it.

      Sometimes, he missed the early days of Emperor Immortal, when they’d just been a few guys making aggressive music about Norse mythology. There hadn’t been as much pressure as there was these days. It was nice to just be some guitarist in some band again.

      Did he even want to go back to Emperor Immortal after this?

      Hale frowned. It wasn’t the first time he’d considered taking a break from the band, but it was the first time he’d considered it since getting sober. He loved Emperor Immortal, and Erebus gave him the chance to do the things he couldn’t with them. Why was he even thinking about it again?

      “Let’s fucking do this!” Sterling shouted.

      That was why. If he left Emperor Immortal and worked on Erebus full time...

      Even if he left Emperor Immortal, Sterling was still Trial by Fire’s full-time bassist. He would still be on tour with them most of the year. The same went for Tommy and Midnight with their respective bands. Besides, he would miss Emperor Immortal too much.

      “Five minutes!” a member of the crew shouted.

      Aleksandr nudged his elbow against Hale’s.

      “Mår du bra?” he asked.

      Hale licked his lips.

      “I’m fine. How… would you feel if Emperor Immortal took a hiatus next year?” he asked.

      They could all afford to take some more time off. Hale could be here when Sterling was home, and in Sweden the rest of the time. And if the Gods willing and Elize got pregnant, Aleksandr would need the time with the baby.

      Aleksandr raised his eyebrows.

      “You’re serious?”

      “Just for a year. I’m... I’m tired, Aleksandr.”

      He was tired, and his body hurt. The years of abusing it were starting to catch up to him.

      Aleksandr’s expression turned sympathetic.

      “You’re burning yourself out, Hale. And you have to stop using your magic so much.”

      Eir’s words came back to him.

      You were strong enough.

      Was he still strong enough?

      We cannot lose what few people can speak with us.

      Hale cracked his knuckles to loosen the joints. Mom always told him he was going to get arthritis if he kept doing it. So far, both his hands still seemed to be working just fine. The gods could take anything else they wanted from him as long as they didn’t take his hands.

      Should he tell Aleksandr he’d spoken to Eir? No, there was no point. He hadn’t actually talked to her, it was just a pseudo-drunk dream.

      “Two minutes!”

      Hale hooked one of the monitors into his ear while Aleksandr did the same.

      “We can talk about it after, but... I think a hiatus might be a good idea. I have a bad feeling about what’s coming,” Aleksandr said.

      Before Hale could ask what kind of bad feeling Aleksandr was talking about or reassure him that it was just anxiety, the introductory music began. Aleksandr squeezed his arm once before they moved into position.

      “Ten seconds! Nine! Eight!”

      Hale swallowed and closed his eyes.

      Braggi, guide me tonight as I play in your honour.

      The silent prayer was usually followed by a reassuring warmth deep in the pit of his chest, an equally silent reassurance that the gods were listening.

      Tonight, he felt nothing.

      ###

      Agreeing to celebrate the end of the tour with Abolition was starting to feel like a mistake. The bar was loud and cramped. It was too much like a mosh pit for Hale’s taste, which was probably exactly why Midnight was obviously enjoying herself so much.

      People kept brushing into him. Most of it seemed an unintentional hazard of being in such a crowded place, but the way a woman old enough to be his mother squeezed his ass was definitely not unintentional. He stood with his back pressed to the bar to avoid any more of that.

      This was the second bar they’d ended up at tonight. If they wanted to go to another after this, he was suggesting they at least visit a gay bar. If he was going to be groped anyway…

      Hale hadn’t had much chance to talk to Aleksandr after the show. Aleksandr had immediately gotten swept up in doing interviews, and Tommy had somehow convinced Hale to sign autographs with him. He’d gotten more than a few phone numbers out of it, all of which were now stuffed beneath the bloody wads of paper towel in the bus washroom trash can that Aleksandr swore weren’t his.

      “Ha-ale!” Tommy shouted, somehow managing to pronounce it as two syllables.

      He threw his arm around Hale’s shoulders.

      Hale managed not to stiffen or shrug Tommy off. He was really getting better at this ‘dealing with North Americans’ thing. Aleksandr should be proud of him.

      “You beautiful Viking bastard! Hale, I have to tell you something. It is— Okay— It is an international fucking travesty that you are not getting laid at this exact moment.”

      Hale snorted and rolled his eyes, not trying to hide his smile. Apparently, Tommy’s attraction to men, or at least his willingness to vocalize it, was directly proportional to the amount of alcohol he ingested.

      “Thank you,” Hale said.

      “Hale, I am very drunk.”

      “I see that.”

      “But! Listen. I will, if you need me to, I will call my girl right fucking now, and I will check with her, and I will one hundred percent sleep with you right fucking now, if that is what you need.”

      Hale laughed. He was going to miss Tommy.

      “You’re sweet, but I am fine,” he assured.

      “You are fine as fuck! I mean, I’m straight, but—”

      “Tommy, you fucking idiot, you’re bisexual!” Sterling shouted.

      He fell against Tommy’s side. If he had any problem with Tommy hitting on Hale, he seemed more annoyed by Tommy calling himself straight. Was that hypocritical of him?

      “Man, Sofia says that too, but I just think, if you have a beautiful dude, and an equally beautiful chick— Like if Midnight and Hale were both like, ‘Pick one’, I’d be like, porque no los dos?”

      “Oh my God, you stupid fucking walnut, that’s what bisexual is!”

      “What?”

      “Tommy, I love you, but you are dumb as fucking bricks!”

      “Fuck you, Sterling. I love you more and you are dumb as fucking bricks!”

      As far as Hale was concerned, right now, they were both dumb as fucking bricks.

      They yelled at each other a few more minutes, alternating between insults and I love yous before Tommy stumbled away to order another drink. Sterling fell against Hale’s side. Hale settled a hand on Sterling’s lower back to support him.

      “He-ey,” Sterling slurred.

      Despite Sterling’s very intoxicated state, Hale couldn’t help smiling down at him.

      Sterling pressed his cheek to Hale’s shoulder, grinding his teeth together, and the smile fell. Hale touched the back of his neck. His skin was burning.

      Fuck.

      “Sterling, what did you take?” he asked.

      Sterling laughed brightly. One of his hands stroked across Hale’s stomach. Under almost any other circumstances, Hale wouldn’t mind it so much. Now, though, Hale caught Sterling’s wrist to stop him.

      “Sterling, what did you take?”

      “So much fucking shit! Jesus Christ, Hale, you’re gorgeous. We should— Let’s go somewhere.”

      “Sterling. Tell me what you took.”

      Gods above, Hale wished he had Midnight’s trick for making people answer. Sterling hummed and rubbed his cheek against Hale’s shoulder.

      “I dunno. Definitely some coke. Can’t do that shit around Seb, he still gets weird around coke. Maybe some LSD I think. I sort of— My mouth tastes like colours.”

      He removed his hand from Hale’s back to knead his jaw with his knuckles.

      “My jaw hurts. C’n you take the wire out? It hurts.”

      “There’s no wire,” Hale said.

      “Yes there is! I can feel it, it’s there!”

      Hale caught Sterling’s other hand as he began to scratch at his skin.

      “Sterling, look at me. Listen to me. There is no wire.”

      Sterling continued to grind his teeth together, but he stopped fighting Hale’s hold. He leaned into Hale’s chest, sighing softly.

      Hale let Sterling’s hands go.

      “Scored some molly too. Fucking love that shit. You want some?”

      “No.”

      “Sure? Could loosen you up a bit. Might actually get some fucking sound out of you,” Sterling said.

      Hale shifted uncomfortably and moved Sterling’s hand from where it had crept up Hale’s shirt to rest on his hip. Was the contact enough to take some of Sterling’s intoxication? He didn’t want those phantom withdrawals again, but he didn’t want Sterling to keep grinding his teeth until his jaw locked either.

      “Stop it,” Hale said.

      “Such a frigid bitch sometimes. You know, Tommy thought you hated him for weeks, you know.”

      Hale winced. He didn’t know that, actually. And he didn’t know what ‘frigid’ meant, but he didn’t like it.

      “Drink water,” Hale said.

      He waved two fingers to catch the bartender’s attention.

      “Fuck you, you’re not my mom,” Sterling said.

      Hale’s annoyance got the better of him.

      “No. I actually give a shit,” he snapped.

      It was a cold thing to say, and he regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth, even if it was true. Was that what Sterling meant by ‘frigid’?

      “Oh, fuck you. Fuck you!”

      Sterling pushed himself off Hale and into the crowd before Hale could stop him.

      “Sterling—“

      Dammit. Dammit!

      Hale rubbed his hands over his face. The bartender was beside him now, staring up at him with a raised eyebrow. Both her arms were covered in tattoos, including one with Killing January’s logo on her bicep. He shook his head, and she moved back down the bar to help somebody else.

      Why did he have to say something so stupid? Why did he have to be such a— such a frigid bitch? Hale turned and flattened his hands against the top of the bar, hanging his head. Would one drink really be so bad? Would one drink really kill him?

      He thought of the night he’d just spent going through phantom withdrawals.

      It wasn’t worth it.

      Beside him, Midnight waved to catch his attention before nudging his arm with hers.

      “You okay?” she said.

      Hale frowned. She would answer him honestly if he was the one asking, wouldn’t she?

      “Am I… frigid?” he asked.

      “Frigid? No. A bit broody, but not frigid.”

      Was broody better? He wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, either. The way she said it made it sound better than frigid, at least.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Midnight snorted and rolled her eyes.

      “My mom basically said she only wanted to be back in my life for my money, and that’s probably the nicest thing she ever said to me.”

      ‘Frigid bitch’ didn’t seem like such a bad thing to be called anymore. He knew he could be distant. Aleksandr called him standoffish, but at least he could never be that cold.

      As they spoke, Midnight’s attention wandered around the bar. She looked uncomfortable, almost in pain. Was she really having that hard a time not drinking tonight? He should have told her to stop sooner. All at once, Midnight whirled around, craning her neck, searching for someone. She grabbed Marc-André’s arm as he walked past her.

      “Have you seen Sterling?” she asked him.

      Hale frowned. Where was Sterling?

      “He left, I think with some— with some Bloody Morningstar-looking chick. Elle avait— Tu sais… Eyes. You know, the ones with the blue and red.”

      Hale snapped upright. His muscles locked tight.

      No.

      No, gods, no.

      Hale moved through the crowd toward Aleksandr, swallowing down his racing heart. This couldn’t be happening, not like this. He couldn’t let this happen. Not like this, not like—

      He pushed his way across the crowd until he reached Aleksandr.

      “Do you see Sterling?” he shouted.

      Aleksandr frowned up at him.

      “What?”

      “He left with a woman—“

      “Hale, he isn’t going to—

      “— and I think she’s a vampire.”

      Aleksandr’s mouth fell open. His eyes went wide.

      There was shouting, and Midnight was chasing a blue-haired woman out of the bar.

      Oh, fuck.

      Hale followed after her, Aleksandr at his heels.

      “Midnight!” Hale shouted.

      “Get back inside!” she shouted back.

      She knows.

      Of course she knew.

      How long had she known for?

      It didn’t matter right now.

      The vampires shrieking sent a shiver down Hale’s spine. He didn’t have a knife. It didn’t matter. He would kill the thing with his bare hands.

      “Holy shit, she’s got a knife,” Tommy said.

      Where in Odin’s name did he come from? Dammit, he was just going to get in the way.

      “Stay back,” Aleksandr ordered.

      “Uh, yeah, no,” Tommy said.

      The blue-haired woman disappeared into an alley. Midnight disappeared behind her a moment later. Hale nearly collided with her. His eyes went past the first vampire, baring her fangs and claws at them, and to the second vampire covered in Sterling’s blood.
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      Blood covered Sterling’s body—

      Sören's body—

      Aleksandr’s body—

      — spreading across the pavement—

      — staining the snow—

      — rolling down the side of the bathtub—

      No. No. No.

      Hale couldn’t breathe. His heart tightened and it didn’t want to open up again. His shoulder burned. There was no feeling in his left hand. He couldn’t move his hand. Why couldn’t he move his hand?

      Sterling’s fingers came up to cover the wounds in his neck.

      He’s still alive!

      But for how much longer?

      “Hale, get him!” Aleksandr shouted.

      Hale could save him. He could save him this time.

      “Sterling!”

      I’m coming. Hold on, please hold on.

      Midnight moved in front of him, brandishing her dagger. Her words were lost in the blood rushing through Hale’s ears, drowning out everything but Sterling’s wheezing breaths. With both vampires focused on her, he ran down the alley and dropped beside Sterling.

      There was so much blood. It ran between Sterling’s fingers, around his neck, soaking into his shirt. Red was smeared across his face. His skin was pale and even his lips, moving silently, were starting to lose colour.

      “I have you. It’s going to be okay. I have you,” Hale said.

      Hale worked his fingers under Sterling’s. Sterling’s body jerked and a hoarse sound vibrated through his bloody throat.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he promised.

      There was so much blood, it was impossible to tell how bad the damage really was. It didn’t matter. He would take it. He would take every bit of it if it meant saving Sterling’s life.

      That means the drugs too. You could die.

      He squeezed his eyes shut. It didn’t matter. He didn’t matter, not right now, not when Sterling was trembling and grasping at his arms with weak, bloody hands.

      There was so much blood. There was so much blood.

      “Please,” Sterling wheezed.

      “Don’t talk. Don’t try to talk.”

      Behind him, the sound of fighting continued. Cries of pain, shrieks of anger, the metal hitting metal.

      Aleksandr knew what he was doing. He knew how to fight vampires. Even if there were two of them—

      Hale didn’t dare look back to see what was happening. He didn’t want to know. He could only handle losing one person at a time.

      Please, Eir, Odin, Thor, whoever… Don’t take him. Don’t take him from me, don’t let him die like this. I can’t go through this again. I can’t.

      His hands burned. He struggled to take a trembling breath and felt his way into Sterling’s skin.

      Let me take it. I can take it, I can take all of it.

      Hale’s head swam. He ground his teeth against it. The back of his throat itched. He squeezed his hands just enough to put pressure on the wounds. If he kept pressing, he would be able to push his fingers into Sterling’s skin and feel the open veins.

      “H-Hale—“

      “Don’t talk. Don’t talk.”

      Sterling’s eyes rolled back and fluttered shut.

      “No! No, don’t leave me! Stay with me. Please, Odin—“

      Hale squeezed his hand tighter. The itching turned to a sharp burn. He winced against it. Eir had told him he was strong enough. He could take it. He could take all of it.

      Let me take it!

      Let me die instead of him!

      Sterling’s blue eyes opened again, hazy and unfocused. They were so glassy, they were nearly glowing. His lips moved again. His throat vibrated. No sound came out.

      The bleeding was slowing, but not enough.

      “Call an ambulance! I can’t— I can’t stop all the bleeding!”

      It took so much effort to form his mouth into English words. His voice cracked.

      Sterling gasped and wheezed. Blood spotted over his lips. His eyes closed again.

      I’m trying! I’m trying!

      He had to try harder!

      He swallowed around the burning in his throat. It wasn’t enough.

      “He keeps going unconscious!” he shouted.

      I can’t save him.

      Tears blinded him. He wiped his face with his sleeve.

      “You said you were going to marry me. How can you do that if you’re dead? I love you so much, I can’t— I can’t do this again, please don’t leave me, please don’t leave me like this.”

      Was it his fault? Was he cursed? First Sören, now Sterling…

      Midnight knelt beside Hale and took Sterling’s hand.

      “You’re going to be okay,” she told him.

      Eir, help me! Please! Eir!

      You’ll die, his mother’s voice told him.

      I don’t care! I don’t fucking care, just save him! Just let me save him!

      She’d let him save Aleksander. Why not Sterling too? Did Sterling deserve it less?

      A choked sob escaped his chest. The voice sighed, and he felt a heavy pressure against his body. It wasn’t physical, not like something actually pressing against him, but something trying to work through him. It was the same thing he’d felt when he’d found Aleksandr bleeding out in the bathtub.

      He exhaled, slow and trembling, and allowed Eir to take over his body.

      It felt good. The pain felt good. The burning in his hands and throat, beneath his skin, worming its way through his guts, it all felt good. It felt good because it meant Sterling wasn’t feeling it. Heat spread across the front of his throat, rolling down his neck. Beneath his fingers, the veins inside Sterling’s neck began to close as his began to open.

      It’s okay. It’s okay.

      If this was what it took to save Sterling.

      “Hale. Hale, stop. Hale, stop it!” Midnight shouted.

      She grabbed his hands and tried to pry them from Sterling’s neck. Panic filled her voice as she no doubt realized what he was doing. She was a smart person.

      “Hale, let go of him!”

      “Let me do this!”

      Hale shoved her away harder than he intended to.

      He just needed a bit more time.

      The wailing of sirens signalled the approach and arrival of the ambulance. Two men in uniforms pulled him from Sterling. He couldn’t understand what they were saying. What were they saying? Were they going to fix him? No, they couldn’t fix him, he was going to die if they took him, he had to— It was too much, Hale was the only one who could fix it.

      Midnight kept herself between them and Hale. Her arms wound loosely against his waist as she pressed herself against him.

      “Trust them,” she said.

      He couldn’t.

      “I can’t— I can’t lose him like this. I can’t do this again. I can’t—“

      Midnight pressed his face to her shoulder. He slumped down against her. His entire body trembled with the force of his sobs. She rubbed his back in slow circles, murmuring reassurances he couldn’t let himself believe while he was still covered in his boyfriend’s blood.

      “We should— We should get to the hospital,” Tommy said quietly.

      Aleksandr’s hand curled around Hale’s bicep. He murmured something soft that Hale didn’t quite hear. When he eased Hale from Midnight to support Hale’s weight himself, Hale didn’t protest. Instead, he leaned into Aleksandr and let himself be led from the alley.
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      Snow crunched beneath Sterling’s sneakers. He should have been half-frostbitten by now, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but he felt fine.

      Bright laughter caught his attention. He walked towards the sound until he found the bonfire. It took him a few seconds to realize why the guys sitting around it were so familiar. Something tightened in his stomach, but there were too many emotions swirling around inside it to pinpoint which one it was.

      Logically, Sterling knew that Hale and Aleksandr had been young at one point. Or, younger, at least. Aleksandr was 31, only a year older than him, and Hale was 35. They were younger in the early Emperor Immortal videos. Hale had been in his early 20s when their first album came out and Aleksandr was eighteen or nineteen, but the Viking makeup and attire must have made them look older. With only the crackle of the fire and the moon overhead lighting their faces, they practically looked like kids right now.

      He’d never heard them laugh like that. Hale’s was a deep, booming sound that reached out to fill every available space instead of the throaty chuckle Sterling knew, and Aleksandr’s was—

      Had he ever even really heard Aleksandr laugh before? He must have, but if he had, it paled in comparison to the way Aleksandr laughed now, like his narrow frame was too small to hold it all in.

      Nobody seemed to notice Sterling as he walked around the fire to get a better look at them. He circled them once before standing behind Aleksandr.

      Even though he’d never seen Sören Ecklund, there was no mistaking the man sitting beside Hale with his arm around his shoulders for anyone else. He looked more like the Aleksandr that Sterling knew than the Aleksandr in front of him. They had the same eyes and nose, and the same soft smile and bright laugh, but Sören's face was a bit more defined with a squarer jaw. His shoulders were broader, though he wasn’t quite as broad as Hale. Honestly, it was easy to see why Hale had fallen in love with him. He was hot, and there was a sort of warmth to his eyes that anyone with a pulse could fall for.

      It should have bothered Sterling to see Hale kiss another guy, but it didn’t. His throat closed up when Sören kissed the ring on Hale’s hand and Hale looked away, flushing in embarrassment, but it wasn’t out of jealousy or anything like that. Even though his eyes watered, he couldn’t stop himself from grinning.

      There really had been a time when this kind of happiness had come easy to them.

      Sören brushed Hale’s hair back and tucked it behind his ear, revealing a small hoop earring through the hole that would eventually close over. He looked over at Aleksandr, and his smile faltered. He blinked up at Sterling in surprise.

      “Varför är du här?” he said.

      Sterling stiffened. Neither Hale nor Aleksandr seemed to realize he was there. They kept talking to each other in Swedish. Aleksandr said something, and Hale’s nose scrunched up a little while Aleksandr laughed.

      “Uh— Mitt svenska är— really fucking shit.”

      He’d been born in Stockholm, but he’d only been to Sweden a couple times on tour. In his entire life, he’d spent maybe a total of two weeks there. Growing up, he’d only heard enough of Vik’s Swedish to learn to swear.

      Sören ran his hand absently through Hale’s hair before standing and approaching Sterling slowly. His eyes were a little wary. As he walked, his clothes changed. The ski jacket and snow pants melted away into wool robes. A fur pelt appeared over his shoulders. Some kind of headdress formed over the top half of his face. His skin went pale, and his lips turned black. Small antlers pushed out from the top of his head.

      It should have freaked Sterling out but considering what he’d seen tonight—

      He rubbed the side of his neck. There was blood all over his skin. What— What had he seen tonight?

      Sterling watched Aleksandr crush a beer can with one hand and hurl it over the fire at a laughing Hale.

      “How are you here?” Sören asked.

      His voice was deeper than Aleksandr’s, but not quite as deep as Hale’s.

      Sterling frowned. He watched Sören's mouth form words that weren’t English. Whatever he was saying, Sterling shouldn’t have been able to understand it, but he did. Who knew what the rules were in this place?

      “I’m pretty sure I’m actually still in San José… Guess this is Heaven for both of us, huh? Them being happy. This is the— the last night they laughed like that, isn’t it? This is the night you died.”

      Sterling couldn’t read Sören's expression through the headdress but he still felt the intensity of his gaze. Did Sören even know he was going to die? Or that he was already dead?

      Sterling cleared his throat and held his hand out.

      “My name’s Sterling. Uhm— Sterling Johansson. I’m Hale’s— I play bass with them.”

      It felt mean to introduce himself as Hale’s new boyfriend. Did Sören even know he was dead, or how long had passed since this night?

      Sören's lips twitched a little, and he tipped his head even more before straightening it.

      “You speak the Old Tongue,” he said.

      “I guess so.”

      Or maybe this place was translating for them.

      “You have been taking care of him these past few years.”

      Sterling swallowed and tugged at the thick chain around his neck.

      “I tried,” he said quietly.

      He’d been doing a shit job of it. All the crap he’d given Hale, all the shit he’d put him through…

      “I am not supposed to hold onto anything from my mortal life, but I… I worry about him. About both of them. My fiancé… My baby brother…”

      All Sterling wanted to do was pull Sören into a hug. He wanted to hold Sören firmly and promise that they were okay. And maybe they weren’t okay in the okay-est sense of the word. They both obviously still had a lot of issues, but they were…

      “They’re tough guys.”

      They’d been through a lot of shit, and they’d both managed to walk away from it.

      And now this…

      Sterling rubbed his neck again. He wanted to tell himself he’d imagined the attack, and that his brain was embellishing what had happened to cope with the fact that he was almost definitely very dead right now. Between the trauma, the drugs, and the drinking, he couldn’t believe a single thing he’d seen tonight.

      He tried to replay the last part of the night in his mind. They’d been out, he’d been getting fucked up.

      Oh, fuck…

      Please don’t let that be the last thing I said to him…

      There had to be something after that fight. That couldn’t be it. If the last thing he ever said to Hale was that he was a frigid bitch, he absolutely deserved everything that came after that.

      What was going to happen to Hale now? Was he going to relapse? Was he going to drink himself to death because Sterling was a stupid fucking piece of shit? And what about Midnight and Seb? What about his family? Somebody was going to have to tell his mom, and his sisters, and the little twins.

      It wasn’t fair.

      “You have to protect them, Johansson,” Sören said.

      Sterling blinked away tears and snorted.

      “Dude, I can’t protect anyone. Look at me. I’m dead. We’re both dead. He’s— They’re on their own, man.”

      He was covered in his own blood. His throat was so screwed up, he didn’t know how he was even talking.

      “You are not dead. He wouldn’t let that happen,” Sören said.

      Sterling remembered Hale’s hands burning against his skin.

      All that times Midnight and Seb and Hale and Aleksandr told him magic wasn’t real, they were all full of shit. It was a little bittersweet that he couldn’t call them out for it.

      A woman’s screaming made Sterling jerk.

      “Help me! Help me!”

      Sterling whirled around, looking for the source of it. Hale and Aleksandr did the same.

      Sören let out a long sigh, hanging his head a little. He looked up again and smiled.

      “It’s an honour to finally meet you, Sterling Johansson. May the Gods watch over you and be kind about it.”

      Sterling’s stomach dropped. He reached out to grab Sören's hand to stop him, but he couldn’t get a grip on his arm. His legs were frozen in place, keeping him from going after him.

      “Sören. Sören, no. No, don’t do this! This doesn’t have to happen! We can fix this, we can find a way to—“

      “It’s all right. Just keep them safe.”

      Sören returned to the fire. His clothes went back to what they were before. He pressed a gentle kiss to Hale’s mouth, lingering for a moment.

      How many times had Sören gone through this? Was it a regular thing, or was it all just so Sterling could watch it?

      This isn’t Heaven.

      It couldn’t be. Sterling was about to watch the worst moment of his boyfriend’s life. He was going to watch the man he loved more than anything else in this world be destroyed emotionally and physically, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      He covered his face — he couldn’t watch this — then lowered his hands — he had to. He owed it to them. He owed it to Sören.

      The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood on end. He resisted the urge to bristle and snarl. Something at the back of his mind slammed against an imaginary door, screaming at him. Even in this place, the tinnitus made his ears ring.

      If he was honest, part of him wanted to know. He wanted to know exactly what it was that had turned the Hale and Aleksandr who laughed without thinking twice about it into the Hale and Aleksandr who could barely even smile sometimes.

      Sören approached the edge of the small clearing. He tipped his head toward Sterling with a small smile that didn’t look particularly happy. He nodded a little and shined a flashlight over the thick treeline.

      One second, Sören was standing right there. The next, he wasn’t.

      Sterling flinched. The tears were cold on his cheek.

      Sören fought against the vampire. He kicked and pushed and clawed at her, screaming and sobbing. One of his thumbs went into her eye socket.

      “Sören!” Aleksandr screamed.

      He lunged to his feet and started stumbling toward his brother.

      Hale cut him off. He grabbed Aleksandr around the waist with enough force to actually pick him up off the ground. His eyes were wide, his mouth open. He spun Aleksandr around. They both went down.

      Sterling squeezed his eyes shut.

      Hale screamed. It was the worst thing Sterling had ever heard in his life. The sound tore through the woods. Birds scattered.

      A wolf howled.

      There was a click and a whistle. Sterling opened his eyes. There was another man standing there, brandishing a crossbow. The vampire turned on him. In the time it took her to cross the space between Hale and Aleksandr lying on the bloody snow and the man, he managed to put two more crossbow bolts into her. She went down long enough for him to ram a dagger into her chest. Her body twitched and went still.

      Sören wasn’t screaming anymore. He hadn’t been screaming for a while. His head was turned toward Hale and Aleksandr, his blue eyes open and empty. He was reaching toward them.

      Hale was still screaming. His bloody jacket was torn open at the shoulder. The mangled muscles were visible beneath it.

      Sterling ran across the snow and dropped beside them.

      “It’s all right, baby. You’re going to be okay,” he lied.

      His hand passed through Hale as he tried to stroke his hair. Tears rolled down his cheeks. His heart twisted with every choked sob that stuck in Hale’s throat. He was never going to forget that wail.

      Did he even realize Sören was dead yet?

      Beneath Hale, Aleksandr was silent. He stared up at the sky with a vacant look. He closed his mouth and swallowed. His eyes rolled toward Sterling, and he frowned. There was a split second where it looked like he actually saw Sterling. Before Aleksandr did or said anything to confirm it, the man with the crossbow was moving into the space Sterling was occupying.

      Sterling jerked away, stumbling back.

      “Can you hear me, young man? What’s your name? Aleksandr? Help me get him up, Aleksandr. We have to get him to a hospital.”

      Even though it took both of them to get Hale upright, the man did most of the work. Hale was limp, drifting in and out of consciousness.

      “Aleksandr, look at me. You might have a concussion. I need you to keep pressure on his shoulder. I’m getting my truck. I will be right back.”

      The man squeezed Aleksandr’s arm and ran back the way came, past Sören's limp body.

      Aleksandr stared out absently as Hale dragged himself across the snow. Drops of blood marked his path until he collapsed on top of Sören. His sobs were quieter now.

      No matter how fast Sterling wiped his tears, he couldn’t wipe them fast enough. His breath stuttered until he was hiccupping over it. This was so much worse than he’d imagined. He sat beside Aleksandr and tried to squeeze his hand. He’d never felt so useless in his life. Even when he was a kid listening to Viktor beat the shit out of Caroline, he’d never felt this useless. He lowered his head as close to Aleksandr’s shoulder as he could without going through it.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, man. I’m so fucking sorry,” he whispered.

      Aleksandr took a shaky breath.

      The man jumped out of his truck and got Hale, screaming himself hoarse, into the passenger seat. He had to half-drag Aleksandr into the back.

      It was just Sterling and two bodies now. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the vampire yet. For now, he knelt on the frozen ground and closed Sören's eyes. He felt like he should say something, but he didn’t know what. He assumed someone would come for him but in the meantime, he couldn’t bring himself to leave him alone.

      Not like you exactly have anywhere to go.

      “You should know, they both grew up great. I mean, don’t get me wrong, they’re both… They got their issues. But they’re amazing musicians. People all over the world come see them play. Aleksandr’s got a wife. She’s super hot and apparently super nice.” He sighed and shook his head. “I wish you could be here. There. Whatever. I wish you could see them. You’d be proud of ‘em.”

      Snow fell around them until a thin layer coated Sören's body. Sterling brushed off as much as he could.

      He didn’t know how long he was there for. It couldn’t have been that long. The sun didn’t even come up. Or maybe the sun just never came up in this place, whatever it was. Helheim? Regular Hell? Who knew.

      This wasn’t what he meant when he’d said he wanted to see more of Sweden.

      Stop fucking crying.

      He wanted to go home.

      A man and woman stared down at Sören's body. They were dressed the way Sören had been when they’d talked, with wool robes and fur cloaks. Massive antlers stuck out from the tops of their heads. They must have been hollow, because he couldn’t see how their necks could support that much weight. The headdresses covered most of their faces.

      The woman knelt on the other side of Sören. She stroked his hair. Her mouth moved silently. The black lines on her white face glowed in an icy blue.

      Sören's body jerked. His eyes flew open. They glowed a pure white. His lips turned black. Those lines appeared on his cheeks and the Helm of Awe appeared on his forehead. His teeth sharpened down to points. He stared up at the sky, panting heavily.

      The woman looked right at Sterling as she hooked Sören's arm across her shoulders.

      “You should not be here,” she said.

      Her voice was a raspy hiss.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Sterling said.

      It wasn’t like Sterling wanted to be here.

      She leaned in close until she was only an inch from his face and sniffed. Her black lips pulled back over her sharp teeth in a snarl.

      Sterling snarled back.

      “Stop it. We need him on our side,” Sören said.

      He was standing on his own now. His icy bare hands cupped Sterling’s cheeks. The headdress covered his eyes, but Sterling still felt them boring into his.

      “Listen to me very carefully. You have to protect them. Now go!”

      Soren shoved Sterling hard, and he was falling back onto the snow.
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      The next hours were lost in a haze.

      Hale had a vague awareness of Midnight offering a cab driver twice the fare to account for all the blood between them. It was hard to tell if the vacant dizziness was from shock or the drugs he’d taken from Sterling’s system.

      Aleksandr held his hand the entire drive. He didn’t pull away when Hale reached through his skin to feel for any injuries. There were a few lines in his arm that Hale didn’t have the strength to take, but not much else.

      Police asked them questions, maybe. Hale wasn’t sure. The only thing he knew was that his boyfriend’s blood was sticking his shirt to his skin and staining his hands. It was under his fingernails, and in his hair. Some of it might have gotten into his mouth, or maybe he’d bitten through his cheek or tongue without realizing it. His whole mouth tasted like copper.

      Sterling was in surgery when they arrived at the hospital. There was nothing they could do but wait. There was nothing he could do but wait. Midnight had taken claws to the face and chest that were likely to scar. Aleksandr had those gashes in his arm, and one of the vampires had gotten her teeth into Tommy. All three of them needed stitches.

      Hale’s throat was already scabbing over. Aleksandr kept holding his hands to keep him from picking at them.

      Mitch brought them clean clothes. If he said anything to Hale, Hale was too numb to hear it.

      Hale found himself in an empty hallway with no clear memory of getting out of the plastic chair. It was the middle of the night, and there were few people around. Were they even still allowed to be here when they hadn’t been formally admitted? He didn’t know how American hospitals worked.

      He slumped down on the floor with his phone in hand. It wouldn’t recognize his thumbprint through the sweat and blood still coating his skin, even though he’d washed his hands until his skin was red and raw from the hot water. It took several attempts to unlock it. He navigated through his contacts and held the phone to his ear.

      His eyes burned from the hours of crying, his chest ached, and he didn’t think he had the energy left cry anymore. As soon as he heart his mom’s Danish-accented Swedish, he realized he was wrong. The tears started falling over again, and his breath came out in shaky gasps.

      “Hale? Hale, honey, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Is he drunk? He’s drinking again, isn’t he,” Dad said in the background.

      Hale squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his forehead to his knees. Why did Dad always think he was drinking again?

      “Be quiet, Ivar. Hale, sweetheart, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      “You’re too soft on him. If he’s drinking again—”

      “Sterling—“ he choked.

      “Your boyfriend? Did he leave you? I told you— No, Dagmar, I told him it was stupid to date an American—”

      “Ivar, stop it right now.”

      “— and it was especially stupid to date someone he’s in a band with.”

      “He was attacked!” Hale snapped.

      Both his parents fell silent.

      Hale coughed into his shoulder. He sniffed and gasped a few times for breath.

      “He— He’s in surgery. I don’t— I don’t know if he’s going to be okay. I don’t know if— if—“

      “Shh, Hale, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” Mom said.

      It wasn’t, though. It wasn’t, because even if Sterling survived, he would never be the same. What he’d gone through would traumatize him for the rest of his life, just like it had traumatized Hale and Aleksandr, and probably Midnight too.

      It wasn’t going to be okay. Nothing would ever be okay again.

      ###

      “Visiting hours are over, but we’ll let one of you see him,” a nurse said.

      Aleksandr nudged Hale’s arm. On the other side of him, Tommy was asleep. Midnight had disappeared to stretch a while ago and hadn’t returned yet.

      She was fine. She was probably fine. He had no reason to worry about her. Clearly, she could handle herself.

      Hale loosened his hand from Aleksandr’s and followed the nurse down the hall. There were four beds in the room she led him to. The first one to the left was empty. All the rest were occupied by sleeping patients. Hale stepped around the curtain giving Sterling some semblance of privacy and froze.

      A man sat in the plastic chair beside Sterling’s bed.

      Hale knew this man.

      I don’t have a weapon.

      It didn’t matter. He would fight with his bare hands if he had to.

      Brys Darcy seemed to follow his train of thought. He held his hands up and smiled pleasantly. Hale couldn’t stop staring at his eyes, at the pale blue irises surrounded by a circle of red.

      “Get away from him,” Hale hissed.

      His voice came out hoarse and raspy from the hours of crying.

      “Relax, mate. I ain’t here to hurt anybody.”

      “Why, then?”

      Why would a vampire be here if not to hurt somebody?

      Brys shrugged easily. Perpetually stuck in his mid-20s, he looked too young to be the singer of Bloody Morningstar, especially with his long, black hair tied up away from his face and his tattoos hidden beneath the sleeves of a hoodie. It was clever of them, Hale had to admit, to ‘pretend’ to be vampires. The Furies had done the same thing as witches. They could do anything they wanted that way, and nobody would think it anything other than commitment to the stage personas. It allowed them to exist in plain sight.

      It also meant that if Hale killed them, somebody would look into it. The risk of drawing that kind of attention to Aleksandr — and now Midnight, he supposed — was too great.

      Most vampires didn’t travel in groups of more than two. They were very solitary creatures. It meant Hale would have to take all four of them out or risk the rest of them coming after him. The risk had never been worth it. But if Sterling died… If Sterling died, Hale might not care so much if they killed him.

      “Our Tetsuro wanted to talk to that girl of yours. I figured, since I’m here anyway, I might as well see how he’s doing. Poor kid. He’s a great bassist, it’d be such a blow to lose him,” Brys said.

      Hale barely heard anything past the first sentence. Hell, he barely heard anything past the second word. He inhaled sharply and slid one foot back with the intention of running out of the room to find Midnight, then froze. He couldn’t leave Sterling alone with Brys. He couldn’t leave Midnight alone with Saito Tetsuro either.

      She could handle herself. She’d proven that tonight. He had to—

      He had to stay here.

      “Oh, relax, would you? He ain’t gonna’ hurt her. If he’d wanted to, he woulda’ ages ago. Besides, we don’t fuck with your lot. We’re smarter than that.”

      Then what did he want with her?

      “If he lays a hand on her, I will throw him out a fucking window,” Hale snarled.

      Brys laughed brightly.

      “Mate, you ever seen the Viking versus Samurai episode of Deadliest Warrior? Samurai won that one. You probably could throw him out a window, but he’d take your guts wit him.”

      Brys stood and walked toward Hale. Hale stiffened so hard, he thought his bones would break from the force of it. When Brys set a hand on Hale’s shoulder, it took everything he had not to bring his forehead down on Brys’ nose and strangle him right there in the middle of the hospital room. If not for the tingling in his left hand and Sterling lying only feet away from him, he might have tried it.

      “I told you before, you don’t gotta’ be so scared of me.”

      “And I told you before I would kill you if I saw you again,” Hale hissed.

      Brys only laughed.

      “Believe it or not, we’re on the same side.”

      Hale licked his lips. He absolutely did not believe it.

      “You’ll find them, then? The ones who did this are still alive,” he asked half-sarcastically.

      Brys’ smile faltered. Hale hated how handsome he was, with strong bone structure and a full mouth set into a permanent pout.

      “I can’t risk a territory dispute. Trust me, it’ll only end with more blood.”

      “Then fuck off.”

      Brys squeezed his shoulder again before leaving.

      Hale held his breath until he could no longer hear Brys’ footsteps. Trembling, he lowered himself into the chair Brys had been occupying. A dry sob choked out of him.

      Sterling’s skin was still pale. His piercings had been removed. A bruise was starting to form on his cheekbone. Blood spotted through the bandages around his neck. The worst was the tube down his throat, helping him breathe in case it collapsed. Tape across his mouth held it in place.

      Oh, Gods…

      Hale slipped his fingers between Sterling’s and watched the slow rising and falling of his chest.

      He felt sick all over. It was hard to tell if it was from overuse of his powers or exhaustion. When was the last time he’d slept? When was the last time he’d eaten? He couldn’t tell if the pain in his gut was hunger or nausea.

      Even though he could barely keep his eyes open, Hale couldn’t sleep. The elderly woman in the bed across from Sterling awoke and wailed loudly for at least an hour until she fell asleep again. At one point, he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, there was a granola bar in his hand. He told himself Aleksandr must have brought it, or maybe a nurse, but he couldn’t shake Brys’ calm smile from his mind.

      It was close to noon when Sterling’s eyes finally fluttered open. They roamed the room, landing on Hale for only a moment before he looked down. A shaky hand came up to rest on the tube sticking from his mouth.

      “It’s all right. Sterling, it’s okay. I will get a nurse so they can take it out,” Hale said.

      Sterling’s eyes darted to Hale and widened as he stood. He reached for Hale, missing by an inch. Hale squeezed his hand and bent forward to kiss his fingers.

      “I will be right back. I swear to you, I won’t be gone more than a minute.”

      Hale’s heart raced the entire time he was out of the room to find a nurse. He couldn’t shake the cold fear that he would return to find Brys finishing what the other vampire had started.

      Thankfully, it seemed Brys really did have no intention of hurting Sterling. Hale took his place back at Sterling’s side. He squeezed Sterling’s hand, and stroked his hair with the other. Sterling watched him through half-lidded eyes. Between the fluorescent lights and the shine of whatever drugs were mixed in with the saline, they almost had a faint glow to them.

      Minutes later, a nurse and doctor entered. They checked Sterling over before deciding he was stable enough to attempt removing the tube.

      “All right, Mr. Johansson, this is going to hurt a bit. I need you to cough on the count of three. Can you do that? Good. One, two, three.”

      Sterling’s body jerked with the force of his coughs as the nurse and doctor pulled the tube from his throat. When it was out, he twisted to retch into the bucket the nurse held. Hale squeezed his hand and used the contact to ease as much of the pressure as he could.

      “Hale,” Sterling croaked, his voice weak and raspy.

      “Shh, don’t try to talk.”

      Sterling’s vocal cords had sustained some damage. They might heal on their own. They might not.

      Of course, telling Sterling not to talk was useless. He licked his lips and tried again.

      “Hale… I— What happened?”

      Hale brushed Sterling’s hair from his face and kissed his forehead.

      “You were… attacked,” Hale said quietly.

      “Vampire.”

      Hale bit the insides of his cheeks.

      “Vampires aren’t real, älskling.”

      Sterling stared up at him. His eyes were unfocused, like he was trying to listen to something far away. He closed them, frowning a little.

      “Hear it? ’s louder now.”

      “What is?”

      “Howling.”

      Hale supressed a shudder. There was no howling. It was only tinnitus.

      “You need to rest,” Hale said.

      Sterling opened his eyes again, looking down at their hands.

      “You promised… Promised you’d leave ‘f I hurt you.”

      “You didn’t hurt me.”

      “You’re not… not frigid, you’re just… I didn’t realize how— how bad your heart was broke.”

      Hale’s still-burning eyes watered all over again.

      “I saw it, Hale. You were so young…”

      He wasn’t going to cry again. He’d done enough of that for one day.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you,” he said.

      Sterling loosened his hand from Hale’s to brush his fingers against Hale’s cheekbone. Hale caught his hand again and held it against his skin.

      “They’re… ones who should be sorry,” Sterling mumbled.

      Hale didn’t know who Sterling was talking about. An uneasiness in his gut told him he probably didn’t want to.
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      Sterling was in and out of consciousness for some time after that. Most of what he said was hoarse, incoherent nonsense that might have made more sense if Hale’s English was better. As it was, he humoured it until Sterling asked to see Midnight.

      Hale unclasped the leather cord holding his engagement ring and mjolnir pendant. He slipped the engagement ring into his pocket before putting it around Sterling’s neck. He wasn’t sure if the pendant had ever done anything to protect him, but he hoped it would do something to protect Sterling.

      Even if it’s too late for that.

      He walked back to where he’d left Tommy and Aleksandr, feeling like he was in a dream. Bartok and Lottie were there. Neither of them looked like they’d slept recently.

      “He’s awake, on and off. The drugs are helping the pain, I think,” Hale said.

      His words felt thick in his mouth.

      “But he’s going to be okay?” Bartok asked anxiously.

      “Maybe. There was… a lot of blood. I did the best I could to fix him, but I— It is too soon to know if there will be any perm— permanent damage.”

      Hale’s voice hitched again. Gods, he was going to start crying again.

      “He’s tough, he’ll pull through,” Midnight said.

      There were so many things he wanted to ask her. Thinking hurt. His face hurt. His bones hurt. His heart hurt.

      “He asked to see you,” he said.

      He curled his hand around her arm and pulled her to his side. A bandage covered her cheek. Another poked out from the collar of her shirt.

      “Some of Bloody Morningstar is here,” he warned quietly.

      “I know. I saw Tetsuro,” she said.

      His stomach clenched hard, forcing acid up his throat.

      “You know what he is?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Do you?” she asked back.

      “Yes.” He hesitated, then added, “Be safe.”

      It felt like such a weak statement, but he didn’t know what else to say. All he knew was that he couldn’t see her lying in a hospital bed the way Sterling was.

      He was so tired of always being afraid like this.

      Bartok squeezed Hale’s arm. Hale was too tired to move away. He didn’t fight it when Bartok pulled him into a hug, either. For once, he could tolerate North American’s disregard for personal space.

      “He’s going to be okay,” Bartok whispered.

      Hale only nodded. He allowed to enjoy the warmth for only a few more seconds before pulling back to look at Lottie. In some ways, she couldn’t have been more different from Midnight, both physically and in personality. Maybe it was why they worked so well together. Maybe, like he and Aleksandr, they filled in the gaps for each other. From his understanding, they’d become close in high school. When Midnight left her parents’ home, she moved in with Lottie. They founded The Furies together.

      Did she know the same things Midnight knew?

      Was there any point keeping secrets anymore?

      Hale’s body didn’t want to work anymore. His legs barely managed to carry him to the chairs. The stiff plastic was the most comfortable thing he’d felt in a long time. Aleksandr squeezed his hand.

      “There was something you wanted to talk about,” Hale said.

      “Not now. It can wait,” Aleksandr said.

      “I need something to distract me from…”

      Hale held his hand up. It was shaking. He could still feel Sterling’s blood on him.

      Aleksandr sighed.

      “Where’s your necklace?” he asked.

      “I left mjolnir with Sterling. What did you want to talk about?”

      He really needed that distraction.

      “Have you noticed there are more of them out there this time? I don’t remember seeing so many.”

      Aleksandr was right. Sometimes, especially in North America, they didn’t come across a single vampire on tour. There were also the young draug in Sweden…

      Between himself, Midnight, Lottie, and possibly Bartok, there were also a lot of witches under this roof.

      Was it all a coincidence? Something he was only seeing because he was looking for it now?

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Aleksandr said.

      Hale closed his eyes. He needed to sleep. When he opened his eyes again, Tommy and Aleksandr were talking to Lottie, and Bartok was sitting beside him. His presence at Hale’s side was surprisingly welcome.

      “It wasn’t a… a person that hurt him, was it?” Bartok asked quietly.

      “No.”

      Bartok pushed his hand through his short hair and rubbed his face. His leg bounced up and down. He fixed Hale with a stern look. Behind his glasses, his eyes were bloodshot.

      “Hale, you should know I am willing to do anything to protect him.”

      He meant it, too. Hale could see that.

      Hale nodded. Right now, Bartok didn’t need to do anything. He fully intended to make those monsters pay.

      “I tried praying the other night. It… I think something is wrong with the Gods,” Bartok said.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” Hale said.

      Aleksandr might, though. He had said something similar, and Eir had said Aleksandr was one of the few who could still speak to them.

      When Midnight returned, her expression was hard. There was no question in his mind as to what she intended to do, though none of them said anything about it until they reached the hotel. The call of the bed and shower were great, but the memory of Sterling’s blood between his fingers was too fresh.

      “You’re going after them,” Hale said.

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah,” Midnight said.

      “Good.”

      Most of their equipment was on its way to Seattle, where everything would be sent to its respective home, with the exception of Hale’s acoustic guitar. He pulled the guitar from the case and lifted the false bottom.

      “Holy shit. So you’re both— You all… hunt vampires,” Tommy said.

      He was handling this remarkably well, but he was still clearly shaken. Hale forgot sometimes what this was like for other people. He forgot sometimes that this wasn’t normal.

      Aleksandr sat down in the chair beside the desk as Hale picked up one of the serrated blades. It trembled in his grip, even when he clenched his muscles.

      “Put that away. Nobody’s hunting anything right now,” Aleksandr said.

      “We have to do it while it is still daytime,” Hale said.

      It was the easiest way. The vampires would be limited to where they could move while the sun was out.

      “We haven’t slept in over 24 hours. I am exhausted. You’re still shaking. Midnight lost a good amount of blood. We need rest,” Aleksandr said.

      “Sterling almost died, Aleksandr!”

      “You won’t do him any good committing suicide!”

      Hale flinched. What right did Aleksandr have to talk to him about suicide? The worst part was that Aleksandr was right.

      He dropped the knife and pushed past Tommy. He slammed the washroom door and locked it behind him, then ran the shower. He slammed his fist into the wall, screaming. It was a deep, guttural roar, a bit higher than his stage growls. There was no voice in it, only a furious rush of air through his sore throat. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair! He’d finally— finally found someone who made him feel whole again, and—

      Oh, fuck…

      He dropped to his knees in front of the toilet and pushed the seat up. The too-familiar clenching of his stomach made sweat break out across his lower back. Damn his broken body. Damn everything he’d done to put himself in this position. If he hadn’t spent so many years destroying himself, he could have been out there hunting the vampires right now. Instead, there was nothing he could do but dry heave until his stomach was finally content to accept there was nothing left in it trying to kill him.

      He sat back on his heels for several moments until he caught his breath. Gripping the counter for support, he pulled himself to his feet. Sweat stuck his hair to his face. The silver beads along the braid gleamed a little.

      You were so young.

      He worked the beads out of his hair with shaky fingers and set them on the counter. The water from the shower was cold by the time he stripped down to slip under it. The sharp contrast with the heat of his skin made his muscles clench until his teeth chattered. His heart slowed a little as his temperature lowered. He pressed his face to the wall of the shower, letting his left arm hang limp. It took too much effort to make his fingers move.

      He was going to have to find his sling. Was this finally it? The tour when he finally lost use of his arm? Would the Gods really take that from him too?

      No, he couldn’t blame the Gods for this. Hale had been lucky enough that the vampire who killed Sören hadn’t completely destroyed his shoulder. It was his own fault for not taking better care of it. He’d gotten more years out of his body than he’d expected.

      He’d lived far longer than he’d expected to. Even when he didn’t want it, it was something he had to be grateful for.

      There was a moment of panic when he reached for his pendants before remembering why they weren’t around his neck.

      His fingers wouldn’t stop shaking enough to redo the braid. Would he have to add a second braid to it?

      He isn’t dead. He isn’t going to die.

      Eir wouldn’t let Sterling die. She wouldn’t do that to him.

      Hale pushed the silver beads into the pocket of his discarded jeans and fished out the engagement ring. He deliberated for a moment before slipping it onto his finger to keep it safe. The beads could be replaced. The ring…

      It was a bit tight, but it still fit well on his ring finger. The stainless steel wasn’t as shiny as it had once been, though the garnet stone still reflected the light. He imagined he could feel the engraving inside against his skin.

      S. E. & H.

      12.05

      Midnight was sitting outside the washroom when he finally emerged, tying his hair into a loose bun at the nape of his neck. Her forehead was resting on her knees. He folded his jeans and tucked them into his bag, careful to keep the beads from falling out. He pulled on a clean pair of sweats but decided to forego a shirt. He didn't think he would be able to get his arm over his head.

      He nudged Midnight’s bare foot with his. His joints and muscles creaked as he crouched to help her up. They led each other to the bed already occupied by Tommy and Aleksandr. He eased himself down, tugging her with him. She was just as likely to run off as he was.

      Aleksandr’s arm rested loosely around Hale’s waist. The thin outline of his chest against Hale’s back was comforting.

      “He’s going to be okay,” Midnight whispered.

      Hale clenched his teeth around the pained sound in his chest. It wasn’t quite enough to stop it.

      “This is my fault. I should have— I should have watched him better,” he whispered.

      “I could say the same thing, Hale.”

      “I want those things dead.”

      “We’ll get them. I promise you, we’ll get them,” she said.

      Hale almost let himself believe it.
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      Odin Allfather came to him that night.

      White hair with lingering streaks of gold was tied back into a loose half topknot. One cold, blue eye was covered with a patch. The other circled with crow’s feet. Runes painted in black ink ran from beneath his eyelid to his jaw, changing before Aleksandr could read them. The Helm of Awe was painted onto his forehead. A raven sat on each broad shoulder. He leaned forward in his throne, sifting through the entrails of a human corpse, searching for answers to questions Aleksandr wouldn’t be able to begin to comprehend.

      Anthropomancy.

      It wasn’t something Aleksandr had ever had much skill with. He was much better at reading bones.

      Aleksandr dropped to his knees, bowing his head. His hair fell over his shoulders. It was the only thing he had to cover himself. The dirt was soft beneath his hands. Worms and maggots wriggled between his fingers. He had to resist the urge to recoil.

      “Odin Allfather,” he gasped.

      “What do you need?” the Allfather asked in a cool, even tone.

      “Will you bless me, Allfather?” Aleksandr asked.

      “No, my son, I will not.”

      Aleksandr squeezed his eyes shut. His body heaved with the force of his heavy breaths. The air was cold over his skin. He fought to keep himself from shivering.

      “Why not, Allfather? Is it... Is it because of this?”

      He held his bare arms up to the Allfather. Blood ran from the scars and cuts perpendicular and parallel to the veins.

      The Allfather studied him with his one eye. Not even Aleksandr’s wife was allowed to see him naked, but he didn’t try to cover himself. His body was ugly and scarred and unworthy of being looked at by any god, let alone Odin Allfather, but he felt no shame in it for once. There was too much else to feel.

      “No. No, that is not why. You’ve been fighting a long, hard battle. I am only sorry you feel you have to fight it alone.”

      Aleksandr choked back a sob. He wrapped his arms around himself, smearing blood over his skin.

      “I’m so tired of fighting,” he whispered.

      He wasn’t a fighter, not like Hale or Midnight. It was a battle he’d struggled with his whole life, even before Sören's death. Their dad fought the same one. Aleksandr had done his best to fight it with him. Some days, it was all he could do to get himself out of bed let alone anybody else. He couldn’t take care of his father. He couldn’t take care of a child. Everybody knew it.

      The Allfather rose from his throne, sending the ravens into flight, and knelt before Aleksandr. Even on his knees, the Allfather towered over him. The heat radiating from his body was nearly enough to burn Aleksandr’s skin. He removed the fur cloak from his shoulders and draped it over Aleksandr’s much smaller frame.

      Though his body was in a hotel room, pressed between Tommy and Hale, he could hear the slow, steady beep of a heart monitor.

      “Is this about Sterling Johansson?” Aleksandr asked.

      “You have to let him die, my son. Kill him if you have to.”

      Aleksandr’s breath hitched. He looked up at the Allfather.

      He’s serious.

      He couldn’t kill Sterling. He wouldn’t.

      Sterling might have been a blooming alcoholic and a bit of a chaotic mess, but he was a good person. What possible reason would the Gods have to want him dead?

      “Is he like Hale?” Aleksandr asked.

      “Hale is a tool of Eir. Sterling Johansson is… something more. Something dangerous.”

      The thought almost made Aleksandr laugh. ‘Dangerous’ was not one of the words he would use to describe Sterling. Scrappy, maybe. Stubborn, definitely. But dangerous? Even Tommy could pick him up. How could the Allfather possibly think he was dangerous?

      “What more? Allfather, something is happening. The Gods haven’t been speaking to me, and the fjallvættr are appearing in Sweden.”

      “I am aware. You have your own role to play in all of this, Aleksandr Sörenbror.”

      Aleksandr let out a short breath before his stomach tightened. What about the rest of them? What about Hale and Midnight? Lottie and Sébastien Bartok?

      And what about Sterling?

      “I’m tired of fighting. I’m so tired of being strong all the time, Allfather. I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this.”

      The Allfather brushed his knuckles along Aleksandr’s short beard.

      “I know. Your soul was placed on Midgard for a reason. If you cannot be strong, be brave. Will you do this for me, Aleksandr, brother of Sören and Hale?”

      “I will do my best. Will you— Will you give me your blessing now, Odin Allfather?”

      “I have given you all that I can. I’m sorry.”

      The Allfather stroked a large, strong hand through Aleksandr’s hair, making the elaborate braids tacky with blood.

      Aleksandr licked his lips. When he spoke again, his voice was raspy and hoarse.

      “Allfather, who’s blood is this? Who’s body is that?”

      The Allfather smiled at him in a sympathetic way that sent an icy chill through Aleksandr’s spine.

      “It’s yours.”
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      Hale’s sleep was deep and fitful at the same time. His body was too heavy to move, even when Aleksandr’s warmth disappeared from his back.

      “I loved you so much,” Sören said, smiling softly.

      Though Hale couldn’t see the top of his face through the headdress, he knew those storm blue eyes would be smiling too. He didn’t seem to notice that his stomach was torn open and his guts were hanging from his body.

      “I miss you,” Hale said.

      Sören reached up with a bloody hand to trace his finger over the braid in Hale’s hair.

      “You poor thing. You’ve been carrying this around with you for so long.”

      “Should I stop? Am I supposed to just forget about you?” Hale asked.

      “I never said that. But you can’t keep holding onto this.”

      Sören raised his hands, holding what looked like the pieces of a heart. Hale looked down at the gaping wound in his own chest.

      “I didn’t realize how bad your heart was broke,” Sterling had said.

      Was his heart still so broken? Even after all this time, even after eleven years… How in Odin’s name was he supposed to get over it?

      “You have to be strong. You have to be the wolf as much as the deer. You have to be the protector. I am so sorry you have to be part of this,” Sören said.

      How many people were going to tell him to be strong? Why did he always have to be the strong one?

      “You’ve forged your own family, Hale. I know you won’t let anyone take it from you.”

      Sören had always known him so well. And he had always been so poetic. He pushed Hale’s hair back with a bloody hand.

      “I miss the way you used to laugh. I want you to do that more,” Sören said.

      Hale woke up nearly hyperventilating. The shower was running, and Tommy and Aleksandr were speaking in soft English at the other end of the room. He wiped his eyes with his fist and sat up slowly. His entire skull throbbed like it had been beaten in with the headstock of his black Ibanez guitar. Every one of his scars pulled painfully, even the thin one beneath his ribs that he’d taken from Aleksandr in January. There was a sharp pain right above his hipbone that he couldn’t identify. A tight pinching at the base of his spine made it hard to get upright. Nausea still made his stomach churn.

      Why can’t you make it stop hurting?

      He didn’t know if he was asking Eir or himself. It wasn’t fair to ask her. This was the price he paid for the years of abusing himself, hunting draug and vampires, life on the road, and taking care of the people he loved. The pain was worth it.

      He had to tell himself it was worth it. Otherwise, he would just wallow. If he started wallowing, he would start drinking. If he started drinking, he would die. So, it was worth it.

      Midnight emerged from the washroom, fully dressed in baggy jeans and an Erebus t-shirt. She approached the desk where Tommy and Aleksandr were sitting and started eating one of the muffins from a paper plate. It took a moment for his brain to translate and process what they were saying.

      “— narrowed down about a block around the bar where people’ve disappeared. It’s pretty regular. I dunno, Aleksandr’s been doing most of the legwork but we’re thinking it’s either our girls or a serial killer,” Tommy was saying.

      Our girls?

      The vampires. They’d found the vampires.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Hale said.

      He braced his hand on the bedside table to steady himself as he rose. Where had he put his goddamn knife?

      “You aren’t coming with us, Hale. You’re in no shape for it,” Aleksandr said.

      “Fuck you. If one of you is hurt, I need to be there to heal you.”

      Tommy spun in the chair and raised his hands.

      “Woah, hold up. Technical question. How much can you actually heal?”

      “Small amounts, but enough.”

      “And he takes what he heals,” Aleksandr added.

      “Oh. So you couldn’t, like, cure cancer or something.”

      Hale clenched his hand into a fist to keep from touching the scar beneath Yggdrasil. If he could have taken all of it, he would have.

      “No,” he said, maybe too curtly.

      “Shit. I’m sorry, man,” Tommy said softly.

      “I need to go with you.”

      Hale gave Midnight a pleading look. If there was anyone who would believe him when he said he could handle it, it was her. Or she would know he was lying, but she would support him anyway.

      Aleksandr sighed.

      “Okay, fine. Eat something first,” he said.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Aleksandr’s expression went hard. His jaw clenched, and his nostrils flared. The muscles in his neck and temple jut out from his skin. His lips pursed into a thin line.

      “Hale. Eat.”

      Hale grunted, but he crossed the room and snatched a piece of toast from a plate, not caring whether or not somebody had already claimed it. Aleksandr wanted him to eat? Fine. He would eat.

      Except his body was obviously determined to prove Aleksandr right. He’d barely finished half the overly sweet bread before he was back in the washroom. He shouldn’t have taken so much from Sterling. He shouldn’t have kept taking from everyone, but what else was he supposed to do?

      Sterling was going to live. Whatever pain Hale was in because of it was worth it. He could keep it together long enough to kill the vampires that had attacked him. At the very least, he could keep it together enough to heal any major injuries Midnight and Aleksandr got.

      It was getting worse. Every time he used his powers, it was getting worse. Was that normal?

      What was he talking about? None of what he could do was normal. For all he knew, this was exactly what was supposed to happen.

      Hale imagined Aleksandr in the bathtub. He imagined his mother in the hospital bed. He imagined Sterling in the alley.

      It was worth it. He just had to be strong a little longer.

      Hale pushed himself up to his feet and brushed his teeth. He looked like shit. There was no point trying to make himself look any better. All he did was let his hair down and braid it back so it was at least out of the way. He tried to pull the door open, but something was jamming it.

      “Aleksandr?”

      “Sorry, bro,” Tommy said. “I got strict orders and right now, I’m a little more scared of them than you.”

      He had—

      Orders from—

      God fucking dammit!

      Those idiots! Those stupid fucking bastards! He was going to kill them with his bare hands if they were doing what he thought they were doing. They’d better hope the vampires got to them first.

      “Tommy, let me out,” he shouted.

      “No can do, papi.”

      Hale squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his forehead to the cold door, breathing heavily. He could kick the door out. The hotel wouldn’t appreciate it, but he could pay for the damage. It wasn’t like it would be his first time trashing a hotel room on tour. Before he resorted to that, he wrapped both hands around the handle and pulled as hard as he could. Whatever was on the other side began to give a little.

      Tommy cursed. There was more resistance as he presumably grabbed the doorknob to keep it closed.

      “Come on, man, we’re trying to protect you,” Tommy said.

      Hale didn’t need protecting. He was the fucking wolf. He was the one who was supposed to be doing the protecting. He wiped his palms on his sweats and tried again. Why the fuck was it so hot in here?

      A knock at the main door to the room echoed through the walls. Tommy’s hold faltered a little, but not enough for Hale to get the door open. The knock came again, more forcefully this time.

      “Who is it?” Tommy called.

      Hale couldn’t hear the answer, but whatever the response was, it was enough to make Tommy let go. Hale nearly fell as the door swung open. Tommy glanced over at him, a little startled, and moved in front of him to block his path. While Tommy was bulky enough from carrying drum equipment, Hale had the obvious height advantage. If he had to, he could push through the ache to overpower him.

      The knock came a third time, followed by a familiar Welsh-accented voice.

      “Hale, I know you’re in there. I just want to chat a sec!”

      Hale’s heart leapt into his throat.

      What in Odin’s name was Brys Darcy doing here? He shouldn’t be able to be here. It was the middle of the day.

      Hale moved around Tommy. Instead of going to toward the door, he moved toward the open guitar case. Aleksandr and Midnight had taken some of the daggers, but there were still a couple left.

      “What are you doing?” Tommy hissed.

      “Stay behind me.”

      “Isn’t that the singer of Bloody Morningstar? Oh, don’t tell me he’s— Seriously? Is everybody a fucking— Okay, what should I do?”

      “Stay behind me,” Hale repeated.

      “Dude, you can’t shank the singer of Bloody fucking Morningstar!”

      “Stay. Behind. Me.”

      Hale circled around Tommy again and moved to the door. He looked through the peephole. The man on the other side of the door was wearing jeans and a long-sleeve shirt despite the heat. His face was obscured by a hat, scarf, and large aviator sunglasses. The breadth of his shoulders looked enough like Brys Darcy, and the voice was certainly his.

      Glancing back once to make sure Tommy was well out of the way, Hale opened the door. The moment Brys Darcy stepped into the room, Hale slammed it shut again and held the knife to his throat. With the scarf covering most of his face, it was difficult to read Brys’ expression, but he tipped his head up toward Hale.

      “Really, love? Is this the kind of Norse hospitality you lot take so seriously? Keep this up, and I’ll start to think you’re flirting. Mind if I take all this off? It’s a bit stuffy.”

      Without waiting for a response, Brys pulled the scarf off and hooked the arm of his glasses on the collar of his shirt. His face was a little red from the start of a sunburn.

      “You don’t look so hot. It’s Tommy, right? Big fan of what you been doing with Broken Alchemist. Well, Tommy, you’d better take better care of your Hale here. Poor thing looks about ready to drop. Would you mind getting that thing out of my face?” Brys said.

      Hale didn’t move the knife despite the way his arm ached.

      Brys sighed and rolled his eyes.

      “We both know if you kill me, you’ll have all of Bloody Morningstar to deal with. And if I hurt either of you, I’ll have your little coven to deal with and like I said, we don’t fuck with witchbreed.”

      “Witchbreed?” Tommy repeated.

      Hale pressed his lips into a thin line, but finally lowered the dagger. The pain in his arm eased a little. He shifted to keep himself between Brys and Tommy. If Brys attacked, at least Tommy might have a chance of getting away.

      “Why are you here?” Hale hissed through clenched teeth.

      “There’s something that’s been bugging me. See, this past year, since about January—“

      January?

      Hale’s stomach clenched. How could he still be so nauseous when there was nothing left in it?

      “— there’s been a lot more newborns. Not just here. Seems to be all over the place. The dead are rising everywhere, or at least not crossing over the way they should be.”

      The newborn draug in Sweden…

      “So?” Hale said.

      “So, nobody’s claiming responsibility for the ones here. We been asking around, and that seems to be the pattern all over.”

      What did that mean? He understood the words, but the significance was lost. It was concerning, of course, that so many new vampires were being made, but that wasn’t new. Did it matter whether or not anybody claimed responsibility for them? New vampires were new vampires.

      “We’ve also been noticing more of your sort of witchbreed lately.”

      “My sort?” Hale repeated.

      “You know, people who aren’t born with it or who don’t come from a witch bloodline. We call them God-touched. Like you. Near as I can tell, you ain’t got a drop of witch blood in you. We even found a couple who’re both. Your Midnight and her singer, for example.”

      He raised an eyebrow. It seemed there was more he didn’t know about Midnight than he’d realized.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means— Well, I got no idea what it means. That’s the problem, innnit? It can’t be good, though. I suggest you lot keep an eye on each other. Your Sterling, too. Something’s… off about him. Couldn’t put my finger on what with all the hospital smells, but—“

      Hale stepped forward and held the knife to Brys’ throat again.

      “If you go near him—“

      Brys laughed. He grabbed Hale’s wrist and bared his fangs.

      Tommy jerked forward in Hale’s periphery, but he moved back again when Brys let Hale’s arm go.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Hale. I like you. You’re a great guitarist, and a good hunter. I respect that. I won’t kill you, but if you pull a knife on me again, I will break every bone in your arm. Anyway, always good seeing you. And it’s good to finally meet you, Tommy. Can’t wait to hear the new Broken Alchemist record. Cheers.”

      “Uh-huh,” Tommy said warily.

      Brys tipped his hat and set his sunglasses back in place before leaving. The click of the door echoed through the room. Hale glared at it, breathing heavily.

      “Dude, you okay?” Tommy asked.

      The dagger fell from Hale’s hand. His chest felt tight, and his skin was even tighter. He felt like any movement would make it crack.

      “Hale—“

      “Don’t touch me.”

      He was burning. His entire body was burning. He was so hot and cold and hot at the same time. The lights— Odin, why was it so bright in here? He couldn’t see straight.

      “Hale.”

      Tommy’s voice was warped. Barbs stuck in Hale’s skin when he touched his shoulder.

      “Oh, shit, papi, you’re burning up bad. Come on.”

      Tommy eased Hale toward the washroom. His stomach lurched. He turned away from Tommy, coughing.

      “Dude. Dude, that’s blood. We have to get you to a hospital.”

      Hale shook his head.

      “Nej. Inget sjukhus.”

      “Yeah, I don’t speak Swedish.”

      Nobody spoke Swedish. Where the fuck was Aleksandr? Where the fuck was—

      Hale shook his head again. His mouth wouldn’t move the way he wanted it to. He grabbed Tommy’s arm and repeated himself forcefully. Some blood sprayed from between his lips.

      “Inget sjukhus.”

      “All right, all right. Inget hu-kus.”

      Hale grimaced. That wasn’t how he sounded when he spoke English, was it? Who even cared? He slumped against the wall as Tommy ran the shower, still panting. His reflection really didn’t look good. Bruises covered the bulk of his body, some older than others. There were several pink lines criss-crossing his arm. Sweat rolled down his flushed chest.

      Tommy’s voice was an incoherent warble. His hand curled around Hale’s bicep.

      Hale jerked away reflexively.

      “Rör mig inte.”

      The water was freezing against his skin. He shouted and thrashed against it.

      “Come on, Hale, I promise this’ll help. It’s either this or the hospital. Work with me, big guy.”

      Aleksandr doesn’t fight as hard when Hale squeezes his forearms, trying to stop the blood. Ragnar’s voice is muffled in his ears as he calls for an ambulance.

      “Stay with me. Stay with me, please. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Still don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Blood runs down Aleksandr’s arms— his arms— The water runs red, runs over the side of the tub. It soaks Hale’s clothes and soaked Tommy’s clothes.

      Was he really bleeding? Was it really him, or was his mind playing tricks on him?

      He heard the howling. He heard it now. He heard the loud, banging rattling.

      Fenrir howls terribly before the doors to Hel; the wolf will break its bonds and run. I know much wisdom, I see deep in the future, all the way to Ragnarök, a dark day for the Gods.

      The Völuspá. He didn’t know the Völuspá, not well enough to quote it.

      Aleksandr quotes it, staring vacantly at the ceiling, his blue lips barely moving. Hale screams at him to save his strength. He screams for help. He doesn’t dare let go of Aleksandr’s arms.

      Tommy’s fingers stroked through his hair.

      Hale’s muscles clenched. His teeth chattered. The band around his finger was icy against his skin. Was he dying?

      Sören, am I dying?

      He didn’t want to die, not anymore.

      Tommy shouted in a long string of Spanish that was drowned out by the howling.

      Water splashed over the sides of the tub.

      The mountains shouldn’t have so much snow this time of year. It’s September now, but the mountains look like January. Two fjallvættir stand with their backs to him, standing over the body. The woman kneels down in the snow. She runs her hand over Sören's face, closing his eyes.

      We need him, she says.

      The man beside her nods.

      We are going to need as many as we can get.

      The seizing only lasted a second or two, not enough to see what happened next. Sweat and water mingled together on his body. Beside the tub, Tommy was panting. It sounded like he was either swearing or praying.

      Hale brushed a shaky hand over Tommy’s cheek, trying to reassure him. His jaw was still too tight to get any sound out.

      “You need a hospital,” Tommy whispered hoarsely.

      Hale shook his head. No, he just needed to rest a bit. There was nothing a hospital could do for him. Modern medicine had saved his life more than once but right now, his fate was in the hands of the Gods.

      He wasn’t sure how long he lay in the tub, but it was long enough for his temperature to drop. He let Tommy dry him off and help him dress in clean clothes.

      Still a little unsteady, Hale opened Sterling’s bag to grab a hoodie. A glint of metal caught his eye. He held the fabric to his face, taking in the scent of Sterling’s aftershave, and picked up the flask, plain except for the initials JVJ engraved into the bottom.

      Johan Viktor Johansson

      It was fitting that the bastard who had left Sterling with enough trauma to push hm into alcoholism had also left him with this. The flask was still half-full of what smelled like straight Jack Daniel's Tennessee whiskey.

      “Hale. Dude. Put it down,” Tommy said.

      The mouth of the open flask was so close to Hale’s lips, he could almost taste it. His hand trembled. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t want to be in pain anymore either.

      If Eir could let him heal other people, why couldn’t she heal him too?

      “I just need one drink,” Hale whispered.

      “No you don’t. Put it down, please.”

      “Make me.”

      The words came out as a challenge, but he almost meant it more as a plea.

      Please, make me. I’m not strong enough to stop myself.

      Tommy approached him with raised hands the way he might approach a skittish dog. When he was close enough, he grabbed for the flask.

      Hale jerked his hand back. The flask wasn’t full enough to spill anything. Pain bloomed across Hale’s cheekbone. White danced across his vision. He nearly lost his footing. The distraction was enough for Tommy to grab his arm and wrench the flask from his grip.

      “You hit me!” Hale said, more surprised than anything.

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t have much choice.”

      Hale sat on the bed; his hands pressed between his thighs as he listened to Tommy dump the contents of the flask out into the sink. It was physically painful to let him do it. It was even more painful to watch him rummage through Sterling’s things and find all the drugs and alcohol hidden away between his clothes to get rid of. There was… a lot.

      “Tommy. I don’t… I don’t hate you,” Hale said when Tommy finished.

      Hale’s vision was too blurry to read Tommy’s expression.

      “Who says you hate me?” Tommy asked, sounding surprised.

      “Sterling said… you think I hated you… ‘cause I’m a frigid bitch.”

      “Hey, don’t you worry ‘bout that. We just speak different languages, is all.”

      “The best my Spanish is to order a drink,” Hale admitted.

      Was that proper English?

      Tommy laughed. It was such a normal sound after the last 24 hours.

      “Better ’n my Swedish. Come on, try to get some sleep,” Tommy said.

      Hale didn’t sleep. He couldn’t. As exhausted as he was, his mind wouldn’t slow down enough to allow it. The best he could do was lie on his side with his eyes closed. Tommy wouldn’t let him check his phone, though he did relay the updates from Bartok. There wasn’t much, but what few updates there were positive.

      At least there was that.
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      Aleksandr hadn’t felt this cold since he’d listened to his brother die. Even in a hoodie that might have been Hale’s, he was still almost shivering.

      He couldn’t even be satisfied about being right that The Furies and Sébastien Bartok were witches.

      Tommy had been the first one awake. Of course, that was assuming he’d even slept at all. He’d already somewhat organized the room and gathered breakfast for the rest of them. It was a small gesture, but one Aleksandr appreciated. He seemed to have regained some of his nerves through the night. If nothing else, having a task at hand kept his mind occupied and made him feel like he was actually doing something helpful.

      “You know there’s a very good chance Hale is currently trying to strangle Tommy,” Midnight said.

      “I don’t think he would even be able to strangle a kitten right now.”

      Aleksandr felt bad leaving him alone to look after Hale, but somebody had to. Bringing either of them along would only cause more problems than it would solve. Tommy didn’t know how to fight monsters, and Hale was in no shape to. That left him and Midnight.

      Two vampires, and two of them. It seemed like as fair a fight as they would be able to get.

      “Does he always get that bad when he— uses his powers, or whatever?” she asked.

      “No. I’ve never seen it like this. It usually takes longer, too. The last time he was this sick was when he was drinking. He’s been using it too much, taking too much of whatever Sterling has been doing to himself. It’s wearing him down.”

      It made him wonder what condition Sterling would be in if it weren’t for Hale. He couldn’t help remembering the nights he was sure Hale wouldn’t wake up from. He told himself that if Hale were actually getting drunk or high off healing Sterling, he would have noticed.

      The same way he noticed I was cutting again, he thought bitterly.

      That wasn’t fair. He had always been expected to notice things like that. Noticing when his father was coming into another depressive episode again had always been his job, even when Soren was alive. Hale had never had that sort of responsibility.

      Midnight didn’t seem to believe him, which was not surprising given what she could do.

      Aleksandr tried to think of everything he had ever told her. How many of those things had been lies?

      He also thought of the fresh scars on his arm, and how much worse they would be if not for Hale. Hale might not have had the same responsibilities as Aleksandr, but he’d still always tried to look out for everyone. Even when they were kids in university, Hale had always done his best. He remembered Hale bringing him food to the library, or quizzing him for tests while they took breaks at band practice. He remembered Hale taking him to see Blood Eagles for the first time.

      “He isn’t drinking again,” he said quietly.

      He wasn’t entirely sure which of them he was trying to convince. If he had to go through watching Hale die slowly again, he wasn’t sure what he would do.

      They walked in silence for some time, both of them lost in their own thoughts. Every now and then, Aleksandr glanced at his phone to make sure they were going the right way. On the street parallel to the one they were on was the bar they’d been celebrating in, then the alley where Sterling had nearly been killed. It seemed best to avoid that street entirely.

      We saved him.

      They had saved him the way they hadn’t been able to save Sören . The way Midnight hadn’t been able to save Brogan Milne.

      That had to count for something.

      Midnight had tied her hair back out of her face. Her assortment of gold piercings made her skin glow a little depending how he looked at her. Aleksandr had always thought they were for aesthetic, but she was apparently allergic to most other piercings. The bandage on her cheek stood out against her darker skin. At least the one on her chest was mostly covered by her shirt.

      “How long have you guys been doing this?” she asked.

      “Ten… eleven years. We started the year after Sören died. What about you?”

      “Since Brogan died.”

      Aleksandr nearly tripped. The Furies’ bassist hadn’t died that long before the tour. That meant she had only been doing this for—

      “Three months?”

      By the Gods… Maybe he would have been better off with Hale. Hale might have been a bit of a wreck right now, but he’d been in worse shape before. No matter what shape Hale was in right now, at least he had more than three months’ experience hunting vampires.

      “Look, I know what I’m doing. I’m a witch, remember?” she said.

      It was hard not to remember.

      The neighborhood quickly improved in quality as the bar disappeared behind them on the map on his phone.

      The apartment building he and Tommy had found was supposed to have been open in 2017. Since the owners had apparently run out of money to finish the project, it was still incomplete. It had been close enough to the end that the building was functional, just not inhabitable.

      “Nobody has been in or out, except transients. Bodies were found not far,” Aleksandr said.

      It was possible that the police had investigated the buildings. If they had, that information wasn’t public record. Even if they had, Aleksandr doubted they would have found much.

      There were no witnesses as they climbed over the fence, only feet away from a sign barring entry. There was nobody around to stop them despite the time of day. They probably could have found a legitimate entrance, but this was faster.

      “I always knew you were cool, but I didn’t know you were ‘break into abandoned buildings’ cool. I think we’ve got a whole new list of things to do next time we tour,” Midnight said.

      “We will bring more knives next time,” he said.

      Midnight laughed, and Aleksandr couldn’t help smiling.

      The walls were sturdy enough to keep the slight wind off them as they entered. Their footsteps echoed off the concrete floor. It looked like carpet was supposed to be in stalled. Either that hadn’t happened yet, or it had been stolen. The thought seemed absurd, but people would apparently steal anything in this country. He’d even heard of people stealing babies.

      “So how do we find these things? This place is huge. If we go room by room, it’ll be dark by the time we find them,” Midnight said.

      There was also the very distinct possibility that the vampires would wake up and move around to avoid them. It wouldn’t be difficult for them.

      Aleksandr hesitated, then pulled his sleeve up. Most of the scars were difficult to see through the tattoos, especially with the poor lighting. He picked at the bandage and pulled it slowly from his skin, too aware of Midnight’s eyes on him. The sharp sting made him wince. The ugly red line was only just starting to scab over, marking out where the permanent strip of white would be.

      He wondered what his arm looked like to her. What would she think of him now that she’d seen it?

      “Don’t judge,” he said quietly.

      “I’m not,” she said with enough force that he believed it.

      The cut was still fresh, not even days old yet. It didn’t take much to make it start bleeding all over again. Red bloomed across his skin. He watched the trail of it run down his arm and land in drops on the floor. It wasn’t as good as reading bones, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances.

      One in front. One behind.

      He was tempted to grab his keys and open the wound up even more, but he stopped himself. He had to focus. Now that there was blood in the air, he couldn’t risk lowering his guard. Even if all he wanted to do was curl up somewhere warm and hide, he had to focus.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and let himself exhale.

      They were here. He could feel it in the instinctive tension of his skin and the slight uptick in his heartbeat. He kept his breathing slow and even in contrast with Midnight’s slightly jerky motions. It was hard to tell if she was as on edge as he was, or if that was just her drummer’s way of moving. Very likely, it was a mix of both. A bit of nerves wasn’t always a bad thing, as long as neither of them panicked.

      If they panicked, they were dead.

      “Aleksandr.”

      “I know.”

      One in front. One behind.

      Aleksandr didn’t let himself think about it. If he thought about it, he would panic. If he panicked, he was dead. If he was dead, Midnight was dead.

      The one with red hair was in front. The one with blue hair was behind.

      Aleksandr was only vaguely aware of Midnight moving as he rushed. The usual fighting advice was to avoid being the first to move. The better fighting advice was to avoid getting into a fight in the first place. His grip shifted on his dagger.

      He could have made it quick. He should have made it quick.

      Every second this fight went on was a second he could think, panic, and die.

      Adrenaline was already coursing through his veins, pushing his blood faster through his body. Through the cut on his arm. He didn’t dare let himself look at her face. At either of their faces. If he did, he would see the lingering remnants of humanity. He might wonder how old they were, what they were called, if there was any family resemblance between the two. That wasn’t something he could risk. That wasn’t a hole he could let himself fall down.

      Not now. Not ever.

      The vampire was fast. Faster than he was. But she was clumsy, her movements imprecise. Easy to avoid. She wasn’t a fighter, that much was clear. If she were bigger than him, it might have been a problem.

      Her claws missed his throat.

      He threw one arm over his face for protection. Gravity helped him fall forward, elbow-first into her nose. Fingers were soft. Punching her was more likely to hurt him. Elbows were unforgiving. So were knees. He grabbed a handful of her hair and slammed her face down against his knee. He didn’t think, only moved.

      Midnight shouted behind him. He called out to her without turning.

      “I’m good!”

      The vampire’s teeth caught his sleeve. The leather was too good.

      He raised his dagger. He wasn’t fast enough to catch her neck, catching her arm instead. Blood sprayed over the concrete as she pulled back. He dug the blade deeper, reached forward with his other arm and twisted until the joint popped.

      Aleksandr wasn’t a fighter. At least, that was what everybody said. That was what he said. But there were moments like this, when his blood surged and the blows came too easily, when he wondered if they weren’t wrong. If he enjoyed this too much to not be a fighter. If there was something wrong with how good it felt good to sink the blade into the soft spot beneath its ribs and slice clean across the left side of its lower abdomen.

      This vampire wasn’t a fighter. Not really. It was clear in the way it struggled against him, trying to get the dagger into her chest. Karolina would have been able to get out from under him, and she wasn’t much bigger than the vampire. The vampire caught his side with a steel-toed boot. Nausea surged through him, and he was glad he hadn’t eaten much this morning. He pushed himself up and dropped all his weight onto her leg.

      He wasn’t cruel.

      At least, he didn’t think he was. But then, most people probably didn’t in the same way stupid people didn’t think they were stupid.

      Aleksandr thought of Sterling, bleeding out in the alley. He thought of Brogan Milne, dying in a field in England. He thought of Sören , his blood so dark against the snow. He thought of Midnight, fighting against her own vampire.

      His boot came down on her ribs and face again and again and again, the bones cracking beneath the weight of his heel until they caved inward. He almost couldn’t breathe. His chest was so tight. His heart was beating too fast. If he didn’t calm down, if he didn’t get himself under control…

      The vampire wasn’t fighting anymore. Its body twitched, nerves still firing despite its mangled state.

      He wasn’t cruel. He was angry. But he wasn’t cruel.

      He drove the knife into the vampire’s heart.

      It didn’t feel good. It didn’t change anything.

      Aleksandr looked up at Midnight, watching him with wide eyes. What did he look like to her? Could she see what his soul looked like, or only his lies? He must have looked like just as much a monster as the dead vampires. Any justifications he had died in his mouth. There was nothing he could say that could change what they had done. She would have to find a way to live with it, just like he had.

      He wiped his face, smudging blood or sweat or both over his skin. He struggled to catch his breath.

      Midnight was not that much younger than he was. While she hadn’t had the same experiences he had, she had faced her own share of trauma. He didn’t know the details, but there was a story about the second scar on her stomach that she never talked about and she always acted older than 29.

      She looked younger than that right now.

      “We should go,” he said quietly.

      She swallowed and nodded.

      Aleksandr did his best to wipe the blood off himself, using his phone as a mirror. He was pretty sure his boots were salvageable. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d got them covered in vampire blood.

      ###

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Hale demanded in Swedish.

      Aleksandr wasn’t sure if the punch to the face came before or after the shout. Honestly, he wasn’t that surprised. He probably deserved it. It also wasn’t the first time Hale had punched him, though it was probably the first time Hale had punched him sober.

      Tommy grabbed Hale’s shirt from behind, while Midnight put herself between them.

      Hale looked like shit. His shirt was drenched in sweat, his eyes were bloodshot.

      “What in Odin’s name did you think you were doing, going out there just the two of you? Were you trying to get yourselves killed?”

      “We’re fine. Hale, we’re both okay,” Aleksandr said.

      “Are you hurt?” Hale demanded.

      “No.”

      His arm stung, as if emphasizing the lie. He didn’t need Hale to know the truth. He didn’t need Hale to heal him. He stiffened as Hale approached, more than half expecting Hale to hit him again.

      Instead, Hale pressed his forehead to Aleksandr’s. Aleksandr wasn’t sure if Hale was trying to heal him or not, but the contrasting was frustratingly comforting.

      “Thank the Gods. You fucking idiots. You fucking idiots!”

      Hale’s voice wavered. He sounded like he was trying not to cry. He probably was trying not to cry. Had he been wondering if he was going to lose Aleksandr and Midnight too?

      “Any word on how Sterling’s doing?” Midnight asked.

      “We talked to Sébastien. The nurses say Sterling’s doing a lot better than they expected. They’ll probably let him go next week,” Tommy said.

      Thank Eir. Thank Odin. Thank Freya.

      They had saved him. He was going to be okay. He might never go back to the way he was before, but he was going to live. That was better than—

      He might as well say it, at least to himself.

      It was better than Sören.

      Aleksandr was cold again.

      “Now that you guys are back, I’m going to trade shifts with Sébastien and Lottie. And you are going to get some real sleep,” Tommy said, one hand on Hale’s shoulder.

      If Aleksandr were a different type of person, he might have hugged Tommy. Instead, he stood facing Hale as Tommy left the room. The door clicked shut.

      Hale spoke in rapid Swedish, almost too quick for Aleksandr to keep up.

      “Your band’s stories about being witches isn’t just a story, is it? Your arm wasn’t like that before. What is it? Can the rest of your band all— Hale, slow down,” Aleksandr said.

      Hale kept speaking.

      “They’re witches. They’re all fucking witches. All this time— How long have we known them? You said they were and they— They are.”

      Midnight looked between the two of them with a blank expression.

      “Uhm… I speak… no Swedish?” Midnight said.

      That much was obvious, between the poor word choice and awful accent.

      “Your accent is shit,” Hale said.

      “Could be worse. She could sound Danish,” Aleksandr said.

      Hale shot him a dirty look, but there was no real animosity in it.

      “Like I said, I don’t speak Swedish,” Midnight said.

      “You should learn,” Hale said.

      Midnight dropped onto the bed. She had the right idea.

      Aleksandr’s very bones ached. He missed his wife. By the Gods, he’d give anything to be lying next to her right now. He always missed Elize on tour, but he missed her so much right now that it hurt. Knowing that he couldn’t crawl into bed next to her and hide from the rest of the world made him want to cry.

      “What really happened in England?” Hale asked in Swedish.

      Why couldn’t he just speak English?

      Aleksandr translated so Midnight could understand since, as she said, she did not speak Swedish.

      “We started hearing rumors of people going missing at the festival. Carcass Thieves were saying it was vampires, but you know what those guys are like. They’re always saying shit like that. We thought it was bullshit. Vampires aren’t fucking real,” Midnight said.

      She laughed, but there was no humour in it. It seemed like Aleksandr wasn’t the only one trying not to cry.

      “Lottie thought Bloody Morningstar were witches. She’d made this protective circle, and I guess they saw it… Brogan had a headache, so she went back when we went to talk to them. She…”

      Died.

      Brogan died.

      Aleksandr thought of Sterling, bleeding out in the alley. He thought of Brogan Milne, dying in a field in England. He thought of Sören, his blood so dark against the snow.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, squeezing her hand.

      He wondered what Hale would feel if it was him.

      “We went back to Bloody Morningstar. They obviously wouldn’t do anything about it. They have some bullshit rules about which vampires they will and won’t kill. But they told us how to do it. Tetsuro gave me this. And then we killed it.”

      The dagger was several inches long, and curved back and forth. It was made for sinking deep into muscle. It was made for killing.

      “Good,” Hale said.

      You’re all witches? All the Furies?” Aleksandr asked.

      It was almost a rhetorical question. Of course they were.

      “I guess that’s the easiest way to say it. Lottie’s the only one who does spells. Amara does tarot, and Brogan’s— Brogan was an empath.”

      “And people cannot lie to you,” Hale said. “I told you so.”

      Aleksandr rolled his eyes. Yeah, yeah. Hale had told him so. Aleksandr had told him so too.

      “It’s a genetic thing, I guess. My grandfather was a ghoul hunter.”

      “Could you always do it?” Aleksandr asked.

      “Just since high school,” she said.

      “What about your arm?” Aleksandr asked.

      Were the armour and blade genetic too?

      “I’m still not completely sure what’s up with it,” she said.

      She was so young. Twenty-nine was still so young.

      “What about you guys? Is it just the healing thing? Is that a family thing too?” she asked.

      “No,” Hale said.

      “Sometimes, the Gods give us what we need even if we don’t think we’re worthy.”

      Aleksandr paused for a moment. How much did he really want to tell her? Was there any point in keeping anything to himself? If she had known the truth, things might have gone differently. She had already seen the scars. What difference did it make?

      “I tried to kill myself five years ago. Hale found me. Eir gave him what power he needed to save my life,” he said.

      Hale made a face.

      “Do you really believe these powers came from… Gods?” she asked.

      Of course they did.

      “We believe the Gods don’t exist in physical bodies the way we do. They act through people like you and Hale.”

      Aleksandr wasn’t bitter about it at all. He wasn’t.

      “I need a shower,” Midnight said.

      They all probably needed showers. What she probably needed was the space to think.

      Aleksandr waited until the washroom door clicked shut to speak. Even then, he had to wait a few seconds until he had his thoughts somewhat in order. What was he supposed to say? His thoughts were racing. The predominant one was that he wanted to go home.

      There were a hundred things he could say. There was nothing he could say.

      He licked his lips.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in quiet Swedish.

      “You fucking should be,” Hale whispered.

      He was almost crying.

      There were moments, every now and then, when Aleksandr remembered that Hale actually cared about him. There were moments, every now and then, when he remembered that Hale saw him as more than just Soren’s little brother. There were moments, every now and then, when he remembered that Hale actually loved him.

      “What would I do if I lost you too?” Hale asked, his voice cracking.

      Aleksandr’s chest felt tight. He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to think about the nights he and Ragnar and the former members of Emperor Immortal had spent sitting up to make sure he didn’t choke to death on his own vomit. Would he fall back into those old habits if Aleksandr died too?

      And what about Elize?

      He missed her so much.

      The shower turned off. It was something a relief.

      “I need a shower,” Aleksandr said.

      There was still blood on his skin where it had seeped through his shirt. He wanted to claw his skin off. All of it. He had a feeling he wouldn’t find anything if he did.

      He closed his eyes, thinking of Elize. She was at home waiting for him. He had to make it back to her.

      Hale said nothing, only nodded.

      No matter how hard Aleksandr scrubbed, he couldn’t feel clean.
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      Sterling’s entire face lit up when Hale walked into the hospital room with the rest of Erebus. Lottie and Bartok were still with him.

      “How are you feeling?” Hale asked softly, fighting the urge to stroke Sterling’s hair and kiss him.

      Sterling looked much better than he did last time Hale had seen him. He was sitting upright and though his eyes were still a little glassy, they were slightly more focused and there was some colour in his cheeks.

      “‘m better. Still hurts.”

      Hale gave him a sympathetic smile.

      “I was saying, we should do an Emperor Immortal, Furies, and Trial by Fire tour next year. Maybe next fall or something. That way we could all tour together.”

      The raspiness of Sterling’s voice made Hale’s chest twinge. He didn’t mention that he wanted to take a break from touring for a bit, and he especially didn’t mention that The Furies would need a new bassist. Midnight didn’t seem in any rush to replace Brogan. Hale didn’t blame her. It was different than replacing a member who was fired or who left on their own terms. If Sterling had—

      No. There was no point even entertaining the thought. Sterling hadn’t, so he wasn’t going to think about what he would do if he had.

      “You should stop talking. Because your throat,” Hale said.

      “Oh. Yeah, they said I shouldn’t talk ‘cause my vocal cords got nicked. Still sing better ’n Seb.”

      Hale snorted a little. At least Sterling still had his sense of humour.

      Midnight and Bartok finally approached. Sterling bit his lip, swallowed, and coughed. Hale reached for the water on the table, but Sterling shook his head. He didn’t like straws.

      “There’s something I wanted to tell all of you while I’m still doped up out of my mind. I know all of you already know, but I just… I want to say it,” Sterling said.

      “Go for it, man. Whatever you gotta’ put out there, we’re here for you,” Tommy said.

      Sterling took a deep breath.

      “I’m— I’m gay. I’m gay. I am gay.”

      He repeated the words and laughed. It was such a sharp contrast with the way he’d denied it when he and Hale first met. It was so, so different from the sharp hiss of, “I’m not gay,” it almost didn’t seem like it was the same person saying it. He looked up at Hale, tears in his bright blue eyes.

      Hale bit his lip, fighting tears of his own.

      It had been easy for Hale, who already had a gay sister, to come out. All he’d done was shown up for dinner at fifteen and introduced Peter Björkman as his boyfriend. Nobody had so much as bat an eye. It was different for Sterling.

      I am so proud of you.

      “I love you, Hale. I am so fucking in love with you, and I don’t want to spend another minute of my life pretending I don’t.”

      Hale exhaled sharply. He hadn’t— Did Sterling just say— His breath hitched as he took Sterling’s hand and kissed his hair.

      “I love you too,” Hale said.

      “Proud of you, brother. Let’s give these two some space,” Tommy said.

      He kissed Sterling’s cheek and vacated the corner of the room, ushering everyone else out with him.

      Sterling’s grin was as bright as mjolnir at his throat. He shifted to the side and pat the bed, silently indicating Hale to sit next to him. Hale did and laid on his side to face Sterling.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” Sterling said.

      Hale fought a smile as a flush crept up his neck. They weren’t completely alone. The woman in the bed across from them was snoring loudly, and the man on the other side of the curtain was talking loudly to nobody about what sounded like stocks.

      “I hope you didn’t do that just for me,” Hale said quietly.

      Sterling brushed his hair back and laced their fingers together.

      “It was for me. I… I almost died, Hale. All I kept thinking was that I’m gonna’ die, and I’m gonna’ die without getting the chance to… All these weeks, not even being able to hold your hand just fucking killed me. I wanna’ get sober, and I don’t think I can do that when I’m in pain all the time.”

      The more Sterling spoke, the raspier his voice became.

      Now wasn’t the time to tell him how hard it would be, or that there would always be pain.

      “I will help you,” Hale promised.

      He rested his hand on the side of Sterling’s neck, keeping his touch as light as he could as he searched for the extent of the injury.

      “I just wanna’ tell my mom first before we go public. Can’t wait to be able to call you my boyfriend.”

      Hale tried not to smile. All the important people in Hale’s life already knew, with Sterling’s permission. Whoever else they told was entirely up to Sterling.

      Sterling frowned.

      “Stop it,” he murmured.

      “Stop what?” Hale asked.

      Sterling pushed his hand away weakly.

      “I know what you’re doing. I know you did it to save me, but I don’t want you to ‘nymore.”

      Hale’s hand trembled a little.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      Sterling closed his eyes. His breathing evened out until Hale thought he’d fallen asleep.

      “I saw… I saw things when I was down there.”

      “Things?” Hale repeated.

      Sterling let out a long sigh.

      “Gól of ásum Gullinkambi sá vekr hölða at Herjaföðrs. En annarr gelr fyr jörð neðan sótrauðr hani at sölum Heljar.”

      Hale frowned. That wasn’t Swedish. It sounded almost more like Icelandic. Old Norse? He hadn’t realized Aleksandr was teaching him the original version of the Poetic Edda. What was this verse? He didn’t know it as well as he should, but he could fumble through a translation.

      Gollinkambi crowed to the Gods, waking the heroes in Odin’s hall. Beneath the earth, another rust-red bird crows at the bars of Hel.

      What, exactly, were they giving Sterling for the pain?

      “Geyr nú Garmr mjök fyr Gnipahelli. Festr mun slitna, en freki renna,” Sterling continued.

      Garm — Fenrir — howls loudly before Gnipahellir. The chains will burst and the wolf will run free.

      “You should rest, Sterling. You won’t get better if you keep talking.”

      Or if he kept reciting stanzas that predicted Ragnarök. Could this be what Brys Darcy was talking about? Was the reason so many new vampires and ‘God-touched’ were being created? There was a verse about dead men rising…

      It was something to ask Aleksandr about later.

      ###

      “You can wear it, you know.”

      Hale looked up; his absent thoughts broken by Sterling’s voice. He wasn’t a medical expert, but the few days didn’t seem like nearly enough time to recover, even with what Hale had been able to repair. But Sterling had no insurance which, from what Hale understood, that was painfully common in this country. Bartok was organizing a fundraiser to help pay his medical bills. Hale was donating one of cheaper guitars he’d picked up years ago and barely played. He would sign it when he got back to Sweden. If Bartok needed it sooner, Rebecka could forge his signature well enough.

      He hadn’t realized he was playing with the ring. He tucked it back into his pocket. Sterling caught his wrist.

      It was good to see him in real clothes rather than the hospital gown, even if they were baggier on him than they should have been.

      “I mean it. I’m not, you know, intimidated or anything. I don’t want you losing it,” Sterling said.

      “I will get another chain,” Hale said.

      “And in the meantime… Humour me.”

      Hale slung the now-empty bag over his shoulder. He walked on Sterling’s left side, keeping his right arm free in case Sterling needed the extra support. They walked slowly down the hall.

      “Why is it so important to you?” Hale asked curiously.

      Sterling shrugged and brushed his hair back with his tattooed hand. The holes in his ears where his gauges should have been were obviously empty.

      “He loved you and you obviously loved him. Look, it’s not like he dumped you and you’re just hung up on him. The way he died, what you saw, what that thing did to him…”

      Sterling’s frown reminded Hale what he’d said about seeing things.

      I saw it, Hale. You were so young…

      Surely he didn’t mean Sören's death.

      Hale didn’t want to ask. He didn’t want to know. There was no way Sterling could have seen it. He had some vague idea of what had happened to Sören, and he’d confused it with his own attack.

      He still refused to admit to Sterling that vampires or witches were real. If anybody else wanted to tell him the truth, that was on them. Hale wanted him to live in a world where the biggest monster out there was his long-gone father. Sterling didn’t need to know about what else was out there just yet.

      Sterling sighed and rubbed his face.

      “I’m not saying it right,” he mumbled.

      “You’re saying it fine,” Hale said, even though he had no idea what Sterling was trying to say.

      Sterling scratched the back of his head.

      “If I’d— You know. I’d want you to remember me. And I’d give you up in a sec if it meant you’d never lost him.”

      Hale’s step faltered. A lump rose up in his throat.

      “Besides, I’m gonna’ get you one too, and I don’t wanna’ feel like I’m replacing him. You got a big enough heart for both of us, I think.”

      That bright, sideways grin never failed to bring a smile to Hale’s lips. He sighed, and fished the ring from his finger. It felt strange. Looking at it was like looking into an alternate universe. He’d spent many nights wondering what his life would have been like if Sören hadn’t died. It felt wrong to do it now that he had Sterling, but Sterling had a point. He could love Sterling and still love Sören.

      I won’t let this happen to you again.

      Unfortunately, the best way to prevent it was to tell him the truth. He would. Just… Just not now.

      Midnight, Tommy, and Aleksandr were already at the airport. They’d managed to change their flights to stay until Sterling was released. With the exception of Tommy, they were all supposed to be flying to Seattle. Instead, only Midnight was still going there. Aleksandr was flying to Atlanta first, then Paris, and then Stockholm. Hale and Sterling were going to Detroit.

      Somehow, Hale was more worried about meeting Sterling’s mother than he was of facing down another draug or vampire.

      Tommy’s flight was the first to be called.

      “May the Gods watch over you,” Aleksandr said as they hugged.

      Tommy and Midnight hugged next, then he turned to Hale with an outstretched fist.

      Hale’s lips twitched. He rolled his eyes, and pulled Tommy into a quick but tight hug. After everything they’d been through, Hale could do a bit better than a fist bump. Tommy seemed more startled than anything. He laughed brightly and squeezed Hale against him, stretching himself and rising on his heels to meet his height.

      “You big fucking softie,” Tommy said.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” Hale said.

      Tommy and Sterling clung to each other for so long, Hale was starting to worry he’d have to pry them apart if Tommy wanted to make his flight. Thankfully, Tommy pulled away before it came to that. Sterling sniffed and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles.

      “Chao, hermanos y hermana.”

      Hale waved. He really was going to miss that kid.

      Sterling was asleep almost immediately, holding both Hale and Midnight’s hands. Aleksandr sat to Hale’s right.

      “I’ll see what I can find out about all this when I get home. There might be something in one of my books. If he’s been talking about chains and howling…” Aleksandr said, trailing off.

      “He wasn’t in his right mind,” Hale said.

      “The Gods communicate in their own ways.”

      “Are they still not talking to you?”

      Aleksandr frowned. He fiddled with one of the bracelets around his wrist.

      “You’re wearing your ring,” he said without looking at it.

      Hale glanced down, running his thumb over the metal.

      “He insisted. Does it bother you? I can take it off.”

      “No, no. I just… I’m wondering what it all means. I have a bad feeling, Hale.”

      It was tempting to brush the concern off as Aleksandr’s anxiety, but it wouldn’t be fair to say so just to settle is own nerves.

      “How’s Elize? Is there any… progress?”

      Hale didn’t know much about fertility. It was something he might start looking into, especially if—

      “It’s too soon to say. The doctors are optimistic. I… I’m scared to think about it,” Aleksandr admitted.

      That was understandable. Still, there was a small smile on Aleksandr’s lips.

      “Promise me you’ll get help. I don’t want to lose you, Aleksandr.”

      “I promise. I have an appointment. We might try some new medication. Hopefully, it’ll let the Gods talk to me again.”

      Aleksandr’s flight was next. He had a total of 21 hours of travel, with layovers in Atlanta and Paris before he would finally reach Stockholm. At least he had plenty of time to write new music.

      “You aren’t gonna’ be… hunting things, are you?” Sterling asked.

      His own anxiety was clear in the way he chewed his lip and picked at his nails.

      “No, I won’t. Our… things aren’t like the ones here. They don’t usually go into cities like yours do. They stay in the woods,” Aleksandr said.

      So much for denying the existence of vampires and draug.

      When Aleksandr was done saying goodbye to Midnight and Sterling, he turned to Hale.

      They didn’t usually separate this way. Normally, they would have the flight home together, and say goodbye once they reached Falun.

      Hale held Aleksandr against him, as if he could physically hold him together by sheer force of will.

      “Please be safe. The whole damned world can burn as long as you’re safe,” he said.

      Aleksandr sniffed and nodded.

      Hale kissed his forehead. He might have been a frigid bitch, but he could never deny Aleksandr any affection.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Midnight asked.

      “The jetlag will make the next few days more difficult, but he will manage,” Hale said.

      Aleksandr had Elize at home waiting for him. If things got bad, she would call Ragnar. They would take care of him. Hale would check in later to make sure. He never felt any worse about talking to Elize about Aleksandr than Aleksandr did for talking to Rebecka about him.

      Sterling was asleep again in moments, his cheek weighing down Hale’s bad shoulder. Thankfully, Hale’s sling was easily accessible in his carry-on. He could wear it on the flight.

      “I can’t believe he’s actually introducing you to his mom,” Midnight said.

      “He hasn’t told her about us yet. He wants to do it in person. What is she like?” Hale asked.

      “You’ll love her. She’s great.”

      Hale made a face at the obvious sarcasm. He could only imagine. The stories Sterling told him had never exactly painted a flattering picture, despite the light way he always told them. For Sterling’s sake, he’d make an effort to like her.

      “How’s your mom doing?” Midnight asked.

      Hale couldn’t help the reflexive smile. He’d talked to his mom twice since Sterling’s attack, mostly to make sure she and Dad knew he hadn’t relapsed, no matter what Dad thought.

      “She’s good. Her appointment last week had no cancer.”

      Midnight threw her hand up, grinning. The stitches in her cheek made it look a little warped. He hoped to Eir it wouldn’t be permanent. She had a pretty smile. If she hadn’t refused to let him use his powers, he would have taken the gashes across her face and chest without hesitation.

      “That’s amazing, Hale!”

      He pressed his cheek briefly to the top of Sterling’s head to hide his smile. His thumb ran over the wedding band around his finger.

      “The pain does become more bearable. It never goes away, but… Some days it won’t hurt at all, and you will be guilty for it. But you find a way to live. You know because they love you, they would not want you to hurt.”

      Midnight’s foot tapped against the floor. It was hard to tell if she even realized she was doing it.

      “You’re getting chatty these days. I know I never met him, but I think Sören would be happy you found Sterling,” she said softly.

      “I hope so,” Hale admitted.

      The nice thing about Midnight was that she never forced a conversation. She was more than happy to sit in comfortable silence. She was even kind enough to get his ereader out of his carry-on so he could read while Sterling continued to sleep. At Sterling’s insistence, he was making another attempt at Alice in Wonderland, in Swedish this time. He’d borrowed a digital copy of Alices Äventyr i Sagolandet from the Falun library.

      It still wasn’t that great, but Sterling enjoyed it for a reason.

      After a while, Midnight left to go for a walk and find food. Hale couldn’t eat before a flight. His stomach was better than it had been since he’d been effectively banned from using his powers for the past few days, but it was still a little uncomfortable. He could feel everything in his stomach moving around every time he shifted.

      Hale nudged Sterling awake when the alarm on his phone told him it was time for his antibiotics and painkillers. He counted out the pills while Sterling scrolled through his phone. Somehow, the recovered addict was slightly more reliable than the budding addict. Pills were never really Hale’s problem but still, there was a nagging curiosity at the back of his mind wondering what it would feel like to swallow them all down. He ignored it, and handed the pills to Sterling. It was a struggle not to wince as Sterling swallowed them dry.

      Too much practice, he thought bitterly.

      Midnight’s flight to Seattle was next. Sterling was clinging to her before she was entirely upright without concern for either of their injuries. He was already crying. She promised to be safe, but Hale didn’t believe it for a second. They were too alike that way.

      As long as there were monsters out there, they would both be out there hunting them.

      “We’re bringing her to Detroit,” Sterling informed him, sniffling a little.

      Midnight laughed. This time, Sterling actually did have to be pried off. She held her fist out to Hale.

      Hale snorted and rolled his eyes. Did she actually think he wouldn’t hug her? It was one thing from Tommy, but it almost hurt from her.

      “May the Gods watch over you,” he said.

      “You too. And if the Gods don’t show up, look out for him,” she said.

      Of course he would.

      He wanted to say something else, but he wasn’t sure what. Everything that came to mind felt so weak. The best he could do was squeeze her shoulder and hope she got the message.

      “Can you pass me my sling?” Hale asked.

      Embarrassing as it was to wear it, it was better to deal with it before it got too bad.

      “I miss them already,” Sterling mumbled.

      Of course, a moment later, Hale’s phone buzzed and he found Sterling calling Tommy an asshole in the Erebus group chat.

      “Maybe we will have to make another album,” Hale murmured.

      As much as he’d been considering a hiatus, music would be a welcome distraction. Sterling grinned broadly.

      “Yeah? ‘Cause I already been working on some new music. It’ll be easier with you to help me write. You can play guitar so I don’t have to play piano,” Sterling said.

      “Why don’t you play piano in front of people?” Hale asked.

      In all the years they’d known each other, he’d never heard Sterling play piano.

      “You get more babes playing bass than piano.”

      “Mhm. And do you? Get more babes playing bass.”

      “Got me you, didn’t it?”

      Hale’s cheeks flushed, and he laughed before he fully processed Sterling’s odd word choice. Sterling gave him a satisfied grin.

      “Asshole,” Hale muttered.

      “You nervous?” Sterling asked.

      “I am used to flying.”

      “I mean about meeting my mom.”

      Oh. Right. That.

      Terrified.

      Why? It wasn’t like Sterling would break up with him if she didn’t approve, would he?

      No. No, of course not.

      “No. Should I be?”

      “Nah. She’ll love you.”

      Somehow, that wasn’t reassuring.

      “You’ll probably meet one of my sisters. Scarlett and Sabryna still live in Detroit. Sabryna’s boyfriend’s a douchebag, but her daughters are great. Rose and Violet. You know the picture I got of the two twins? That’s them. Did you know twins are genetic? Sabryna and Saylor are twins. Saylor just moved to Toledo with Saphira but they might come visit. They come up sometimes.”

      Hale rubbed his jaw. The second half of Sterling’s rambling was lost on him. Whatever else was true about Caroline Johansson, she certainly had interesting taste in names.

      They hadn’t talked about children. It was a conversation they were going to have to have sooner or later. Hale preferred later. The past few days had been stressful enough, and the upcoming ones weren’t about to be any easier.

      Sterling slept all the way to Detroit, only waking up for the hour-long connection in Denver. Hale had no idea how he managed it. The space between rows was getting smaller and smaller. His knees were going to be bruised from the hours pressed against the back of the seat in front of him.

      He didn’t care if it was a 35-hour drive from Detroit to Seattle. He was not cramming himself onto another goddamn plane any sooner than he had to.

      It was dark out when they arrived. Sterling hesitated as they stepped outside. His eyes swept over the street, his eyes wide and his lips trembling. He grabbed Hale’s arm.

      This was going to be harder than Hale had thought. How long had it been before he could go outside without being afraid of what was out there?

      Who’s to say you still aren’t?

      “It’s all right, Sterling. There is nothing there. I am here,” Hale said.

      Sterling swallowed and nodded.

      “Right. Yeah. You’re right.”

      He laughed humorlessly, and didn’t let go of Hale’s arm until they were in the rental car. It was an unnecessary expense, Sterling insisted, but one Hale was more than willing to put out for if it meant avoiding public transit. The plane was bad enough.

      Sterling stared quietly out the window as Hale drove, using the GPS on his phone to navigate. While Sterling knew the city far better than Hale, the painkillers made him a little hazy.

      “Take a left here,” Sterling said.

      Hale raised an eyebrow. The GPS said right.

      “Trust me, it’s faster. Traffic’s better this way.”

      “If you say so.”

      The weather report on the radio told them it was going to rain tomorrow. Hopefully it wouldn’t rain so bad he wouldn’t be able to step out if he had to. He would have to come up with another excuse now that he’d promised Sterling he’d quit smoking.

      True to Sterling’s word, traffic thinned out within minutes. The GPS recalibrated.

      Sterling let out a long, slow sigh.

      “It must be an awful thing, to have your very body stolen by a god,” he murmured.

      There was something… odd about his tone. His voice didn’t quite sound like him.

      Hale glanced over for a brief second before turning his attention back to the road.

      “What?”

      “They’re afraid, as they very well should be.”

      Hale glanced over again. It wasn’t Sterling’s words that made Hale’s stomach clench, or even the cold humour in his voice, but the sharp smile spreading across his lips.

    

  







            A CHANT OF CHAINS PREVIEW

          

          



        

    

    






HEAVY METAL HUNTERS BOOK TWO

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Dude. You cannot seriously be scared right now. You hunt monsters for fun, and this is what scares you?”

      Hale shot Sterling a quick glare as he pulled another bag from the trunk of the rental car. Unfortunately, Sterling’s directions were right, and they’d made it to Caroline Johansson’s house faster than the GPS. It meant he had less time than he’d hoped to mentally prepare for meeting Sterling’s mother for the first time.

      “I am not scared. I just... want to make a good impression,” he said.

      Sterling snorted.

      Whatever odd mood had taken over while they’d driven through the city was gone. His eyes were bright with excitement. His voice was good-humoured despite the way he still rasped from the bandaged wounds around his neck. Even his half-crooked grin was back to normal. He was so Sterling, Hale had to wonder if he’d imagined all the strangeness. Sterling was strange to begin with. Everything was interesting around him.

      “You’re, like, the most polite Viking ever. You’ll be fine. Besides, Mom loves Swedes. I mean, she fucking married—“

      Sterling interrupted himself to cough. Hale took a step forward, his hand outstretched, but Sterling held up his own hand to stop him.

      “’m okay.”

      The way Sterling leaned back against the car, his legs shaking a little, contradicted that statement. He closed his eyes, breathing heavily. Sweat that likely had nothing to do with the late summer heat rolled down his temple. He kneaded his jaw with his knuckles.

      Hale bit the insides of his cheeks to distract from the dull ache in his chest.

      “If your jaw is hurting, I can help with that,” he offered.

      Sterling opened his eyes and looked up at Hale with uncharacteristic seriousness. His eyes were such a rich shade of blue. He frowned a little and played with the hoop at the corner of his lower lip with his teeth.

      “That’s how you always made it hurt less, isn’t it? By taking it yourself,” he said, his voice low even with the raspiness.

      Hale kept his eyes above Sterling’s head, looking past him. It wasn’t difficult with Sterling only coming up to his shoulder. He felt the glare on the underside of his jaw. Why should he feel guilty about it? Was it so wrong to do what he could to take care of the people he cared about? Wasn’t it why Eir had given him these damned powers in the first place?

      “Shit, Hale… How much did you— Is that why you’re always sick on tour? For fuck’s sake—“

      “I am not going to apologize for it.”

      The uncomfortable silence dragged on long enough that Hale risked a glance downward. Sterling was looking up at him with a worried frown, tugging at the silver chain hanging around his neck. The leather cord and mjolnir pendant fell behind it.

      Goddammit.

      Hale sighed and pushed his hair back. He really was going to apologize for it, wasn’t he?

      “Hale… You can’t hurt yourself for other people, okay. Not for dumb shit that doesn’t need it. Promise” Sterling said.

      Hale bit back the urge to snap at him. Fine, maybe healing Midnight’s mosh pit bruises wasn’t entirely necessary. But how many times had he potentially saved Sterling from overdosing? Or kept Aleksandr from getting an infection from his own stupidity?

      “Fine. But if you are in pain, tell me. It won’t hurt me much to help you,” he said.

      The way Sterling raised an eyebrow suggested he didn’t believe that for a second.

      This wasn’t something Hale was willing to argue about right now. He pulled one of the backpacks from the back of the car and let Sterling take it, and slung the second one over his basd shoulder. It wasn’t that heavy.

      “I can carry them,” he said, nudging Sterling aside so he could get the two small suitcases out.

      Even though they were nearly identical, it was easy to tell whose was whose. The heavier one was Sterling’s, full of souvenirs from the tour for his family.

      “I’m not a fucking invalid, Hale,” Sterling said.

      “Nobody said you are not valid.”

      “No, not in-valid. In-va-lid. Means somebody weak because of an illness or injury.”

      Hale chose not to point out that Sterling was weak from an injury, and there was nothing wrong with that. His own old, half-healed injuries weren’t bothering him as much as they usually did. He’d had more time to sleep off the physical toll touring took on the body, though the long flight was starting to remind him of those old aches and pains.

      Still, he was in much better shape than Sterling.

      “Let me show off a little,” Hale said.

      His poor attempt at humour seemed to work.

      Sterling didn’t quite manage to keep his smile down, and he snorted, rolling his eyes a little.

      The confidence fell from his face as he turned to face his mother’s house. His left hand twitched like he was playing the bass guitar, and he chewed on the lip ring again.

      Hale took the opportunity to study the house. It was small, with a short, cracked driveway and shallow yard. A garden against the front of the house beneath a wide set of windows was full of weeds and half-dead flowers. The shingles were peeling, and the side pannels were in obvious need of paint, but it wasn’t in much worse condition than the rest of the neighbourhood.

      “Are you nervous?” Hale asked.

      Sterling snorted.

      “What the fuck do I have to be nervous about? It’s not like I’m about to introduce my mom, who doesn’t even know I’m gay, to my long-term boyfriend.”

      Hale smiled sympathetically. If he were better with words, he would have offered some kind of encouragement. Unfortunately, words had never been his strong suit. Instead, he rested his hand on Sterling’s shoulder and squeezed gently.

      Sterling brushed his fingers over Hale’s knuckles and gently shrugged his hand off to make his way up the driveway. Hale followed behind with their bags. By the time they reached the front door, it was painfully obvious Sterling was struggling to hide how out of breath he was. He leaned against the door as he fumbled with his keys.

      “Do you need me to—“

      “I got it, Hale.”

      Hale pretended the sharpness of Sterling’s tone was because his throat was sore. That didn’t make it sting any less. He shifted the bag hanging over his left shoulder to take some of the pressure off the aching muscles. Even after all these years, he still fell into moments of denial about his limitations.

      There was little doubt in Hale’s mind that Sterling would be the same. The odds of him slowing down would be even less if he was trying to distract himself from drinking.

      Sterling had told Hale he wanted to quit drinking, but Hale knew better than most how much easier it was to say than it was to do it. Remove any other coping methods, and it would be nearly impossible. At least when Hale had checked himself into rehab, he’d been in good health otherwise. He’d been the definition of a functional alcoholic.

      Aside from the constant puking, the dumb shit I did, and all that time I don’t remember.

      At least Sterling wasn’t that bad.

      Not yet.

      Who knew what the vampire attack would do to him? Even though Sterling was clearly trying to keep his usual positive attitude, there were moments when the facade slipped.

      “Dammit!”

      Sterling slammed his palm against the front door.

      “Sterling?”

      “The fucking key doesn’t— She changed the fucking locks again. I swear to fucking God, if nobody’s home—“

      Sterling took a deep, shaky breath and pressed his forehead against the door, breathing heavily. He shoulders trembled slightly. He rubbed one of his hands against his ear.

      Hale settled a hand between his shoulderblades, rubbing gently.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine. Tinnitus is just…” Sterling whispered.

      He pushed both hands through his hair and straightened. It took a few seconds, but he worked the grin Hale was so familiar with onto his face, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “See? All good,” he said.

      Hale’s own smile felt flat.

      It wasn’t all good.

      But Sterling knocked twice, rang the doorbell twice, and took a step back. He shifted from foot to foot, either from nervousness or restlessness or both.

      There was movement coming from inside the house.

      “Just stay chill,” Sterling said.

      “Are you talking to me or you?” Hale asked.

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      The door flew open. Hale wasn’t entirely sure if the woman was Sterling’s mother or one of his many sisters. Before he had a chance to study her face, she was throwing her arms around Sterling with no regard for the bandages around his neck. Even though the wounds had been stitched over a week ago, they had to stay covered to avoid the growing cells from drying out so he could heal properly. Sterling winced, but wrapped one arm around the woman’s waist as she crushed him against her.

      “Sterling!”

      “Hey, mom. Easy— My neck.”

      Caroline Johansson pulled back, keeping her hands on Sterling’s shoulders to look him over. Standing side-by-side, the resemblance between them was clear. They had the same long, thin nose and cupid’s bow mouth. Her eyes were a rich brown, but they were the same shape as his. She was even the same height as him, with blonde curls that looked artificial both in colour and style tied up in a loose bun. A few strands were loose and tangled in her large hoop earrings. The rest of her face was softer, and she had some more colour in her skin, but she was definitely Sterling’s mother.

      She pat Sterling’s cheek with a manicured hand.

      “Oh, sweetheart. You’ve been putting on weight again?”

      Hale raised an eyebrow. Sterling couldn’t have weighed more than 130 or 140 pounds. There were amps that weighed more than he did. Most of that was the kind of lean, compact muscle that came with months on tour. Hale must have made some kind of sound, because Caroline turned to him. Her dark eyes raked up and down his body in a frustratingly familiar way. It took everything he had not to roll his eyes.

      Be nice, Sterling mouthed.

      As if Hale was ever anything but polite. He was, after all, like, the most polite Viking ever. He forced a tight smile.

      “Uh, mom, this is Hale. He’s my b—andmate.”

      Hale’s Swedish ancestors would have been proud of his absolute lack of reaction. Even Dad might have been proud. His expression didn’t so much as falter, even though the only thing Hale could think of doing was screaming.

      Emotional like a Dane, he thought, mentally mimicking Dad’s tone.

      He ignored Sterling’s apologetic smile.

      It was fine.

      Caroline held her hand out. Hale shook it, a little more forcefully than he intended. Curiosity got the better of him. He took advantage of the brief moment of contact to let the warmth move through their palms. It wasn’t enough to get more than a general impression.

      A touch of arthritis in the hand. Broken bones, most old but some more recent.

      “It is very nice to meet you, Hale,” she said.

      The evidence of the same kinds of abuse Sterling had lived through softened some of Hale’s iciness a little. It didn’t hurt that she had Sterling’s smile.

      “You as well, Mrs Johansson.”

      “Please, call me Caroline. Mrs Johansson is so formal.”

      Behind Caroline, Sterling rolled his eyes and made a gagging motion. It was enough to illicit a genuine smile. She clapped her hands together.

      “Well, what are we all standing out here for? Let’s get inside and talk properly.”

      If Hale had to describe the inside of Caroline Johansson’s house, he would have called it organized chaos. He nearly tripped over several pairs of shoes, only just managing to keep from dropping the bags or toppling into Sterling.

      “Sorry about the mess. I haven’t had time to clean or make up your room,” Caroline said.

      “You knew we were coming for a week. I asked you to,” Sterling muttered.

      Hale kept his expression flat. It seemed a little harsh to him, but something about Sterling’s tone suggested this wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. As much as he wanted to dismiss the annoyance in his gut, protecviceness of Sterling won out.

      Caroline waved her hand dismissively.

      “It’s not like anybody’s been in there in ages. Scarlett’s been working up in Canada since March or April now, and she cleaned up before she left.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Sterling said.

      “What was that?” Caroline asked.

      Sterling opened his mouth to repeat himself, then shook his head, rubbing the uninjured side of his neck a little.

      Hale struggled to temper down the growing annoyance, but the annoyance was winning. He shifted the bag over his left shoulder. If he didn’t put it down soon, it would be a problem. The sling was easily accessible in his backpack if he needed it, though he really didn’t want to need it. It was embarassing enough to need it when he was on tour. Needing it when he was visiting his boyfriend’s mother was somehow worse, even if she didn’t know who he really was yet.

      “Where can I put these?” he asked.

      “Sterling’s room is the second one on the left. Let me make you boys something to eat.”

      Hadn’t she commented on Sterling’s nonexistent weight gain only minutes ago? Hale ignored it. He shrugged Sterling’s weak protest off and carried their things to the second room on the left. As he walked, he took in the decorations on the wall.

      He’d known that Caroline Johansson — originally Caroline Ramos, apparently — was a clasically trained pianist. Before Sterling was born, she’d been a concert pianist, but raising children had put a quick damper on that career. It was impossible to tour while raising five kids. It was somehow still surprising to see award after award lining the walls.

      It was even more surprising to realize some of them didn’t have Caroline’s name on them, but Sterling’s. A proud smile tugged at the corner of Hale’s mouth.

      The music awards were expected, but he didn’t expect the academic awards, too. Math, poetry… Sterling hadn’t completed high school, dropping out after spending time in juvenile detention for battery. Hale didn’t know all the details, and he’d never asked. Sterling wasn’t a particularly violent person. Hale couldn’t imagine he’d beat someone so badly if it wasn’t for a good reason. His GED certificate wasn’t displayed alongside his sisters’ high school diplomas.

      Hale nudged the second door on the left open with his foot. The room seemed to be split in two by an invisible line. It was clear which side belonged to Sterling and which to Scarlett. Though both halves were relatively neat, one was significantly neater than the other. The messier side was wallpapered with metal band posters and photographs of a young Sterling with people Hale assumed were his childhood friends. There were some certificates from music exams on the bookshelf above his bed. The other had posters of athletes and photographs from track and field meets. On the bookshelf were action figures from various comic books. He recognized a few of the more famous ones from Tommy making them sit through all the movies while they drove, but most of them were too obscure for him.

      Tempting as it was to take his time and get a closer look at Sterling’s photographs, he didn’t want to spend too much time here. It never occurred to him that Sterling Johansson, of all people, was private, but Hale had a nagging suspicion that he still wouldn’t like it too much if Hale poked around at his things without him knowing.

      He set the bags down on Sterling’s unmade bed so they wouldn’t have to bend to reach them and made his way back down the hall, straining for any conversation he shouldn’t have been interrupting. He took a moment to take a look at the photographs on the wall. Most of them were school pictures of Sterling and his sisters. There was one of Caroline and a man Hale assumed was Johan Viktor Johansson.

      Sterling didn’t look much like his father. It wasn’t a lack of physical resemblance. They had the same rectangular bone structure and their eyes were the same rich shade of blue. They even had the same dimples when they smiled, though Viktor’s smile didn’t look nearly as genuine as Sterling’s did. Viktor was broader and taller, too, with a much sterner stance. No, it was something about their expressions and their posture that made it clear that Johan Viktor and Sterling Johansson were very different people.

      It was quiet. From Sterling, that was a little suspicious.

      “He fell asleep,” Caroline whispered.

      Hale jumped a little. He hadn’t heard her approaching. Dammit. He couldn’t let himself get distracted like that.

      “Jettlag, huh?” Caroline said.

      Hale nodded absently. It wasn’t worth mentioning everything else that had Sterling so exhausted.

      “You know, people can say whatever they want about my ex-husband, but Vik was always a very handsome man. I did always like the strong, silent type,” Carolie said lightly.

      There were plenty of things Hale wanted to say about Caroline’s ex-husband. He said none of them. He said even less about the second comment. Instead, he only nodded a little and pretended the way she brushed her fingers against his triceps was entirely accidental.

      Odin, give me strength.
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      The gods didn’t always have names or faces, but Lottie felt them everywhere. When she found the right lyrics for a verse, in the hum of a single chord vibrating through the air, in the harmony of perfect notes, when the bass rumbled through their bones and under their feet, Lottie felt the strings of the universe tying them together.

      The closest Lottie ever felt to the divine was when she was playing, especially on stage. While the chanting crowds might have felt like a group of worshippers when her band played onstage, the truth was, they were just four more devotees to the sound.

      Chasing the elusive muse wasn’t without its challenges. There was a reason muses were said to breed madness, but Lottie always felt oddly at peace in the chaotic order of their music. Maybe the gods were fickle, or maybe they didn’t appreciate her offerings as much as she hoped they would, but one thing was certain: nothing short of divine intervention would make their drummer be on time.

      “She’s late.”

      It wasn’t an observation Lottie really needed to make. The conspicuous lack of Nadira Asfour behind the kit wasn’t exactly hard to miss.

      “She’s always late,” Amara said.

      Her fingers pressed soundlessly into the keyboard, and she hummed one of the many melodies that haunted Lottie’s dreams as if it didn’t even matter that their drummer was missing. The melody was the one Lottie was supposed to be rehearsing right now.

      Amara was right, but it didn’t make Lottie feel any better. It was a well-known bit of irony that their drummer was chronically late. She was somehow physically incapable of being less than ten minutes behind to anything. If she wanted to be on time, she had to plan to be half an hour early. The only thing Nadira hadn’t been late to was their high school graduation, and only because Lottie’s parents had driven them.

      At least Nadira had the foresight to set up her kit before running off to record tracks for whichever band she was doing sessions for this week.

      Lottie checked her phone. There was nothing from their missing drummer. It made sense if she was still recording. The only unread messages were from her mom.

      Can we come see you before you play?

      Lottie tapped her thumbs against the screen. It was a welcome coincidence that her parents had a performance of their own in Seattle while she was here. The band normally left from their home of Salem, Oregon — not the cool one — but their headliner was from Seattle, and it was easier for all of them to leave from the same place since they were sharing a crew.

      Yeah for sure. We’ll be at the venue soon. We’re at the studio right now.

      They’d already done four hours of driving, and they’d be doing a lot more by the time this tour was over. The Furies were on first at seven, which meant they had to be at the venue no later than five to unpack their equipment, run a sound check, and warm up.

      “We could start without her,” Brogan said.

      The suggestion was light and optimistic, but Lottie shook her head.

      “This is our last rehearsal. We have to do it properly.”

      And that meant waiting for their drummer to show up. The absolute last thing Lottie wanted to do was throw their vibe off before they even started the tour. It was bad luck.

      Lottie raised a hand to the pendant around her neck. The pentacle with crescent moons on either side was warm from her skin. There was an almost electrical hum running through it that helped settle some of Lottie’s nerves.

      “She’s got to be done recording by now,” Amara said.

      She pulled up the sleeve of her green sweater to look at the watch on the inside of her wrist and frowned.

      The absent strumming of Brogan’s bass stopped as she straightened to her full height, which still put her a few inches shorter than Lottie. Her entire face lit up in a way reminiscent of a golden retriever catching sight of a tennis ball.

      “Here she is!”

      Brogan barely finished speaking when the door to the rehearsal room opened.

      Lottie didn’t know how she did it. Brogan had some uncanny sixth sense for this sort of thing. If Lottie didn’t know any better, she might think Brogan was the empath she pretended to be as part of their act.

      The thought almost made Lottie uneasy, even if she didn’t know why. Brogan wasn’t a witch. She should know.

      Lottie turned and opened her mouth to chastise her almost-adopted sister, even though it would do no good, and stopped when she heard Nadira’s raspy drawl and saw her raised index.

      “— you, ease up on the double bass and hit one of the bigger cymbals on every beat instead of just the offbeat. It’ll give it some more depth. Look, just tell Tommy to try it. If it sucks, he can go back to doing it the first way.”

      As she spoke, Nadira unzipped and shrugged off her hoodie to reveal a black sports bra that covered part of the tree tattoo taking over the bulk of her chest and abdomen. She opened the bag holding her assortment of drumsticks and mallets. She wasted no time acknowledging her bandmates as she rushed past them to settle behind the kit. Lottie caught a whiff of sweat barely concealed by men’s deodorant as she walked past.

      “Trust me on this one. Look, I gotta go rehearse. I’ll call you from the road. Yeah, you too.”

      She pushed the button on the cord of her wireless earbuds and hung them around her neck. She rubbed the tree branches inked over her chest with a sigh. Her joints cracked as she stretched.

      “Sorry. I swear, I finished those drum tracks for Killing January on time, but I got a call from Hale and I had to take it.”

      Lottie and Nadira were the only full-time musicians in the band. When they weren’t touring, Brogan was a bike messenger and Amara worked at a daycare. Their music paid for itself, but it didn’t pay the bills. It was a sad fact that Nadira made most of her money drumming for other bands, and Lottie from the Salem symphony and teaching guitar and violin.

      This tour would be the one to change all that. Lottie could feel it in her bones.

      “You’re drumming for Emperor Immortal again?” Brogan asked.

      She bounced on her toes a little, either from excitement or restlessness, or both.

      “This was something else. I’m warmed up, so we can get started. From the top?”

      It was good to see her back where she belonged. Her presence and perpetual nonchalant expression eased some of the unease tightening Lottie’s shoulders. She tried not to be overbearing where Nadira was concerned — they were both adults after all — but it was hard not to worry that her absences were because of a lapse into old habits. That didn’t appear to be the case now.

      Lottie nodded. She ran her fingers up and down the neck of her guitar one last time to make sure they were warm enough, and took a drink of water.

      “From the top.”
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        * * *

      

      It was always surreal to see her band’s logo plastered on the side of an RV. Even though the van and trailer belonged to Strychnine Records, and The Furies logo was a decal that would come off at the end of the tour, it was theirs for the next seven weeks.

      It never ceased to make Lottie giddy.

      Even though they were on their third album and had done at least a dozen tours in the last six years, Lottie still couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d never thought that when they’d released their Furious EP, recorded in her parents’ home studio, that they would be opening for a band like Trial by Fire.

      The only thing that could bring Lottie down was the sight of her manager.

      So much for leaving without talking to him.

      At least he was too busy badgering the singer of Trial by Fire to notice them yet. From the look on his face, he didn’t want to be talking to Trenton Woods any more than she did.

      “Let’s get packed up while he’s distracted,” Lottie muttered.

      Nadira nodded silently and started hauling equipment into the small trailer hitched to the RV. Even though it was the middle of January, she was still in nothing but her sports bra. It was like she physically rejected the cold just so she could maintain her aesthetic.

      Which, Lottie had to admit, was pretty cool. Nadira was a gym rat, and it showed.

      She handed Nadira the equipment as she asked for it. How Nadira always managed to fit everything in there was beyond Lottie. Every time she’d tried, it ended up being a mess.

      The suitcases went in first, since they wouldn’t need them until after the show, then the equipment. Their travel bags with anything they would need immediately went in the van with them.

      “Careful with that,” Nadira said.

      Lottie crouched to pick up Nadira’s suitcase from the frozen ground. She wrapped her arms around it and nearly yelped at the pain that ran through her biceps as she struggled to lift it. Nadira took it from her, looking as undisturbed as ever, and shoved it into the back corner of the trailer, then picked up Brogan’s suitcase to put on top of it.

      “What do you have in there? Weights?”

      “Just the 15-pound ones. Pass me the... Never mind.”

      Lottie stepped back to give Nadira space to pick up one of the bigger amps.

      Almost every band The Furies had toured with got amps from the venues, including Trial by Fire. Amps were standard. Every band used the same ones.

      Except for theirs.

      There was one major difference about their amps.

      Every single one of them was charmed.

      Lottie had done them herself. It was part of their band’s theme, after all.

      The Furies wasn’t every other goth metal band out there. It wasn’t just the fact that they were all women or even the fact that they were one of the few North American goth metal bands that set them apart. No, what made them unique was that they were a band of witches. Everything from the pentacle in their logo to their lyrics were based on witchcraft.

      It was a cute gimmick that separated them from the many goth, power, and symphonic metal bands that came out of Europe.

      Except, in Lottie’s case, it wasn’t just a gimmick.

      According to their profiles on their website, they were all witches. They had all created backstories and personas for themselves to fit the theme. It was the perfect way for Lottie to hide in plain sight.

      “Poor guy,” Nadira said in her usual even-toned drawl.

      From the look on Sébastien Bartok’s face, he’d been trying to escape the conversation with Trenton for some time. It was a look Lottie knew all too well.

      “Look,” he was saying as he took a step back, “I should help them finish packing. We’ve got a lot of equipment.”

      “Of course. It’s so good to finally meet you, Seb. If you or your band need anything, you have my card.”

      Seb held up the card as if to silently confirm that yes, he did have it.

      “It’s Sébastien.”

      Nadira snorted loud enough to make Trenton turn with his usual scowl. No longer the focus of Trenton’s attention, Sébastien rolled his eyes behind his glasses and mouthed a silent, “Wow.”

      Wow was right. Was Trenton seriously trying to poach Trial by Fire from their current manager? Lottie didn’t know if it was ballsy or arrogant. It wasn’t a surprise that Trenton would want to manage them. Trial by Fire was surprisingly well-known in thrash circles. Their incorporation of symphonic elements into thrash metal somehow appealed to both sides. It was absolutely unheard of for a thrash band to have a violinist. Symphonic black metal or symphonic death metal, sure. But symphonic thrash? It shouldn’t have worked but, while they weren’t exactly Lottie’s cup of tea, it somehow did.

      What they were doing touring with a goth metal band, Lottie didn’t really know. Sébastien and Nadira had put this together. She wasn’t going to complain about it. Touring with Trial by Fire was exposing them to an audience they never would have been able to reach on their own.

      Whether or not that audience would appreciate them was another matter entirely.

      Sébastien took the opportunity to slip away. Trenton, realizing he’d been ditched, approached The Furies with a sour look.

      “Douchebag alert, level ten approaching,” Nadira muttered.

      She nudged Brogan’s bass aside enough to make space for Lottie’s guitar.

      “Be nice,” Lottie said.

      “You’re right, you’re right. Nine and a half.”

      Lottie smacked her arm. She didn’t disagree, she just didn’t want Trenton overhearing. For some reason, he hated them enough as it was.

      “Charlotte,” Trenton greeted.

      He paused and turned his scowl to Nadira. His eyes swept over the tree tattoo that took over most of her body with a look of disdain, as if half the people around them weren’t covered in ink.

      “Nadira.”

      “It’s Midnight to you. I’m going to bug those assholes.”

      Nadira walked backwards, giving Lottie a thumbs-up and a broad, sarcastic grin. She whistled through her teeth to get the attention of Trial by Fire’s bassist. His head jerked up, and a grin of his own spread across his face. He ran at her and leapt into Nadira’s arms.

      Lottie took a step forward, fully prepared to rescue Nadira from being crushed. Sterling was a lanky guy, closer to Lottie’s height than Nadira’s, but he still didn’t look all that light.

      Instead of being crushed, Nadira caught him and spun him around the same way she often did with Brogan.

      Trenton watched with a disinterested scowl.

      “Does she live under a weight rack? Her parents must be so proud of her.”

      Lottie’s lips twitched. Heat surged beneath her skin. She flexed her fingers to ease some of the tension in them and told herself the comment was out of ignorance and not real malice. The level-nine-and-a-half douchebag in front of her was the only thing standing between her band and a fourth album. She wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize that.

      Maybe just one little curse.

      She pushed the thought out of her head. Even if it would be great to make all the hair fall out of his head, it would only make him more of a douchebag. Besides, she couldn’t afford the karmic blowback when she was about to embark on tour.

      “They are,” Lottie said.

      It was true. As far as they were concerned, Elena and Matteo Ferro were Nadira’s parents, not the Asfours.

      Trenton ran his finger along the edge of Lottie’s guitar case. Watching him touch such an intimate part of her made her shudder. How could something so seemingly innocuous feel so sinister? He always had a way of getting under her skin.

      “I’m sure you’re looking forward to this tour,” he said.

      “We always do.”

      It was true. Tours were the best part of being a musician. It was fast and exhausting, and she loved every part of it.

      “Hm. It’s an interesting lineup. You ladies and Trial by Fire.”

      He looked over at Trial by Fire’s bus with a hungry look in his eyes. It turned into another one of those scowls.

      “That drummer of yours sure is friendly with their bassist.”

      Lottie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. If he was implying what she thought he was implying, he was even dumber than she thought.

      “They’ve known each other a long time.”

      It was that friendship that had gotten them the slot on this tour at the last minute. Either that or the fact that Nadira and Sébastien had been dating for nearly a year. Brogan had teased her for weeks about wanting to tour with her boy-friend. Nadira was always pulling personal connections to get them decent tour slots. That was, unfortunately, how this part of the industry worked. It wasn’t like Trenton or the label were doing it for them.

      Lottie cleared her throat and scraped the bottom of her boot on the snow-covered asphalt.

      “Do you need something from me, Trenton?”

      Trenton turned his attention back to her. He ran a hand through his greying hair. His gaze flickered down to her pendant for a moment. The corners of his lips tightened like he was trying to smile, but he didn’t quite know how to do it.

      “Just your best. Good luck.”

      He tapped his hand against her guitar case. Somehow it felt like a threat or a challenge. She wasn’t sure which.

      Lottie bit the insides of her cheeks. She couldn’t let him get to her.

      The sight of a bright blue jacket caught Lottie’s attention. Even though the woman’s back was to her, there was no way not to recognize her. It wasn’t just the excuse to get away from Trenton that eased some of the pressure from her chest.

      “I have to go. If you need anything else, you can talk to Nadira.”

      Some of the color drained from Trenton’s face. He cleared his throat and moved his hand away as Lottie closed the trailer.

      “We’ll be in touch, Charlotte.” He nodded to Amara passing behind Lottie. “Miss Diya. Give my regards to Miss Milne.”

      Lottie only just managed to control her expression enough to make a face.

      Give my regards to Miss Milne, she mimicked in her head.

      They could make fun of Trenton all they wanted once they pulled out of the parking lot. In fact, they would. She only had a few minutes to say goodbye to her mom before they had to leave for the venue.

      Elena was talking to Sébastien. He was the same height as Nadira, towering over Elena by a bit more than a foot. She didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by his size or the tattoos on his hands. The glasses gave him a bit of a nerdy look, and the easy smile on his face as they spoke was reassuring.

      A strange feeling of walking into another band’s territory overcame her but aside from a quick glance from Sébastien, nobody paid her any attention. She brushed her hair back behind her ears as the wind whipped it into her face.

      “Hey, Mom,” she said.

      Seb and Elena both turned their attention to Lottie. There was a piece of paper in his hand, and Elena was in the process of handing him a pen.

      Was Elena signing an autograph for him? Lottie knew looks could be deceiving, but he really didn’t seem like the opera type.

      “I didn’t know you were an opera fan,” she said, trying to keep her voice casual.

      The last thing she needed was Nadira getting on her case for being mean to her boyfriend. He gave her a cheerful grin.

      “Well, now we have the chance to learn these things. My sister’s a big fan of your mother’s,” he said.

      His voice was tinted with the remnants of a French accent.

      “She has tickets to the symphony tonight. I invited her to come with us for drinks after,” Elena said brightly.

      Sébastien gave Lottie a slight nod.

      “I’m going to make sure Sterling doesn’t break anything, including your drummer. I love that kid, but he’s got four left feet. It’s an honor to meet you, Madame Ferro.”

      “Such a sweet young man,” Elena said, switching to Italian as she addressed Lottie. “Did you know this band has a violinist?”

      Lottie almost rolled her eyes at Elena’s tone.

      “I did. She’s very good.”

      “Well, you should make friends with her. Not to date. I just meant it might be nice to spend some time with a violinist while you’re on tour. Maybe you two can practice together.”

      This time, Lottie did roll her eyes.

      “I’m sure that’s what you meant, Mom.”

      Elena smiled softly and cupped her gloved hands against Lottie’s cheeks. The fabric was cold, but Lottie didn’t pull away.

      She made the drive from Salem to Portland to see her parents every other weekend when they were all home, and while it was nice to have some space away from them, she missed them. Elena and Mateo had never been anything but supportive. Some days, she really needed that.

      “It’s awful that you’re playing so close and we can’t come see you,” Elena said.

      “You could come see us, but I don’t think you can do Carmen without Carmen or a first violinist,” Lottie teased. “Don’t worry. I know our music isn’t your thing.”

      Elena shook her head and patted her cheek.

      “Carlotta, nothing in this life gives your father and I the kind of joy that seeing you—“ Something behind Lottie caught Elena’s attention. She dropped her hands and straightened to her full height, which still made her shorter than Lottie. “Nadira Asfour, you put a sweater on this instant!”

      “Elena!” Nadira shouted.

      Elena put her hands on her hips as she continued to shout in Italian.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, am I embarrassing you in front of your musician friends?”

      Nadira threw her hands up, nearly hitting Sterling in the face. He only just managed to duck out of the way with a startled yelp.

      “Yes! Yes, you are!” Nadira shouted back in English.

      While she’d picked up enough Italian over the years to understand most of it, she wasn’t quite as good at speaking it.

      “How are you going to play if you lose one of your feet to frostbite, eh? Sweater! Now!”

      Lottie covered her mouth with one hand to hide her laugh as Nadira stomped toward their van. She disappeared from Lottie’s line of vision, likely grumbling in a mix of languages.

      Elena shook her head and tapped the backs of her fingers against her open palm.

      “That girl, I swear to the Goddess. You would think with all the money she spends on those sweaters; she would want to show them off more than those tattoos!”

      “She spent a lot of money on those tattoos too,” Lottie said.

      Elena gave her a sharp look that softened immediately. She took one of Lottie’s hands in both of hers.

      “You promise me you’ll look out for each other?”

      Lottie nodded. Since Lottie and Nadira had met all the way back in ninth grade, they’d done their best to look out for each other. That was no less true now than it was back then. Lottie had failed twice, but she wasn’t going to make it a third time.

      “Are you happy now?” Nadira shouted.

      Elena motioned for Nadira to join them.

      Nadira did with a petulant scowl and her hands shoved into the pockets of the same hoodie she’d been wearing earlier. She had tied her hair, naturally black instead of dyed like Lottie’s, into a high mess of a bun that showed off the shaved side of her head. Her earbuds were still hanging around her neck. One of her feet tapped to a rhythm only she could hear.

      Elena clasped her hands over her heart. Her lower lip jutted out slightly and her eyes watered. She switched to English.

      “Mateo couldn’t get away, but we are both so proud of you girls. Please don’t forget that,” she said.

      A lump rose in Lottie’s throat. It was only a seven-week tour. There was nothing to get emotional over. Beside her, Nadira kicked the ground with the toe of her boot and looked away.

      “Thanks, Mom,” Lottie whispered.

      Elena’s floral perfume surrounded her as she wrapped her arms around Lottie and squeezed tightly. Lottie buried her face in her mother’s shoulder. She didn’t care that she must have looked like an idiot in front of Trial by Fire, and even Trenton if he was still around. She didn’t care that she would be thirty in a few years and was way too old to get this emotional over a hug from her mom.

      “Be safe, Carlotta,” Elena said.

      She kissed Lottie’s cheek. The imprint of her lipstick was warm. She pulled back to regard Nadira’s stiff demeanor. Instead of hugging Nadira the way she had Lottie, she held her hand up.

      Some of the tension eased from Nadira’s shoulders. She had never been a big hugger. There were few people who could encroach on her personal space without warning. Even Lottie had to tiptoe around the edges of the circle she’d created around herself. Nadira took Elena’s hand and pulled her forward to bump their chests together in what Brogan called a ‘dude hug’, patting her back with her free hand.

      “Be safe, Nadira.”

      With the difference in their heights, Elena’s kiss landed on Nadira’s jaw. Nadira bit the insides of her cheek.

      “We should get going,” she said, her voice more hoarse than usual despite her firm expression.

      Goddess forbid she express an emotion.

      “Of course. Blessed be,” Elena said.

      Lottie gave her mom one last hug.

      “Blessed be.”
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