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WELCOME BACK TO MORGANVILLE





I never thought I’d get to say that, but after receiving many, many requests for some kind of collection of all the various short stories I’d written in the world of Morganville, I began to consider the idea of putting them all together … all the one-offs, exclusives, and Web stories. All the stories that were only published in certain languages, or countries.


But the one thing I did not want to do was just give you things you could (with great effort) put together for yourself. I needed to be sure you got good stuff. New stuff.


So there are included in this anthology, thanks to the incredible generosity of my six Kickstarter backers for the Web series of Morganville, six original tales for you to enjoy. These backers have hardcover editions of these stories in a special coffee-table collection, but they’ve been kind enough to let me share the Morganville love with all of you, too. So where those stories appear, you’ll see their names attached to them, with special thanks.


Each story has a little introduction and backstory with it, from me.


One final note: I resisted calling this The Complete Collection, because I don’t think I’m done with Morganville yet (or it isn’t done with me). Because, as you know, once you’re a Morganville resident … you’ll never want to leave.




 





– Rachel Caine, Midnight Bites    
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This story came about just because I wanted to know more about Myrnin for my own understanding of his character, and sometimes, the best way to achieve that is to write a character’s history from his/her point of view. The character tells me what’s important, and what changed, for better or worse. Discovering that Myrnin’s father had some type of mental disorder was important to me, because of course when he was born, such things weren’t really understood. When I was working on the draft of the first book in which Myrnin appeared, my co-worker who read it said, ‘Oh, you’ve written a bipolar character, and he’s actually really cool! Did you know that I take medication for that?’ She went on to relate all the ways he was familiar to her. I was amazed, and honoured. I won’t name the co-worker, for privacy, but I say now, as then: thank you for sharing your story with me, and you know who you are. I hope Myrnin continues to make you proud.

















MYRNIN’S TALE





I grew up knowing that I would go insane. My mother spared no chance to tell me so; I was, on regular occasions, walked up the road to the small, windowless shack with its padlocked door, and introduced to my dirty, filthy, rag-clad father, who scratched at the walls of his prison until his fingers bled, and whimpered like a child in the harsh glare of daylight.


I still remember standing there, looking in on him, and the hard, hot weight of my mother’s hand on my shoulder to keep me from running, either towards him or away from him. I must have been five years old, perhaps, or six; I was old enough to know not to show any sign of distress or weakness. In my household, distress earned you slaps and blows until your tears stopped. Weakness invited far worse.


I don’t remember what she told me on the first visit, but I do remember the ritual went on for years … up the road, unlocking the chains, rattling them back, shouting through the door, then opening it to reveal the pathetic monster within.


When I was ten, the visits stopped, but only because on that last occasion the door swung open to reveal my father dead in the corner of the hut, curled into a ball. He looked like a wax dummy, I thought, or something dug up in the bogs, unearthed after a thousand years of silent neglect.


He hadn’t starved. He’d expired of some fit, which no one found surprising in the least. He was buried in haste, with decent rites, but few mourners.


My mother attended the funeral, but only because it was expected, I thought. I can’t say I felt any differently.


After the burial, she took me aside and looked at me fiercely. We shared many things, my mother and I, but her eyes were brown, and mine were very dark, black in most light. That, I had from my father. ‘Myrnin,’ she said. ‘I’ve had an offer to apprentice you. I’m going to take it. It’s one fewer mouth to feed. You’ll be on your way in the morning. Say goodbye to your sisters.’


My sisters and I shared little except a roof, but I did as I was bid, exchanged polite, cold kisses and lied about how I would miss them. In none of this did I have a choice … not my family, nor my apprenticeship. My mother would be relieved to be rid of me, I knew that. I could see it in her face. It was not only that she wanted fewer children underfoot; it was that she feared me.


She feared I was like my father.


I didn’t fear that. I feared, in fact, that I would be much, much worse.




 





In the morning, a knock came at the door of our small cottage well before dawn. We were rural folk, used to rising early, but this was far too early even for us. My mother was drowsy and churlish as she pulled a blanket over her shoulders and went to see who it was. She came back awake and looking more than a little frightened, and sat on my small cot, which was separated a little from the bed in which my three sisters slept. ‘It’s time,’ she said. ‘They’ve come for you. Get your things.’


My things were hardly enough to fill out a small bundle, but she’d sacrificed part of the cheese, and some ends of the bread, and some precious smoked meat. I wouldn’t starve, even if my new master forgot to feed me (as I’d heard they sometimes did). I rose without a word, put on my leather shoes for travelling, and my woollen wrap. We were too poor to afford metal pins, so like my mother and sisters, I fastened it with a small wooden peg. It was the nicest thing I owned, the woollen wrap, dyed a deep green like the forest in which we lived. I think it had been a gift from my father, when I was born.


At the door, my mother stopped me and put her hands on my shoulders. I looked up at her, and saw something in her lined, hard face that puzzled me. It was a kind of fear, and … sadness. She pulled me into her arms and gave me a hard, uncomfortable hug, all bones and muscle, and then shoved me back to arm’s length. ‘Do as you’re told, boy,’ she said, and then pushed me out, into the weak, grey predawn light, towards a tall figure sitting on a huge dark horse.


The door slammed shut behind me, cutting off any possibility of escape, not that there was any refuge possible with my family. I stood silently, looking up, and up, at that hooded, heavily cloaked figure on the horse. There was a suggestion of a face in the shadows, but little else that I could make out. The horse snorted mist on the cold air and pawed the ground as if impatient to be gone.


‘Your name,’ the figure said. He had a deep, cultured voice, but something in it made me afraid. ‘Speak up, child.’


‘Myrnin, sir.’


‘An old name,’ he said, and it seemed he liked that. ‘Climb up behind me. I don’t like being out in the sun.’


That seemed odd, because once the sun rose, the chill burnt off; this was a fair season, little chance of snow. I noticed he had expensively tailored leather gloves on his hands, and his boots seemed heavy and thick beneath the long robes. I was conscious of my own poor cloth, the thin sandals that were the only footwear I owned. I wondered why someone like him would want someone like me … There were poor folk everywhere, and children were ten a spit for the taking. I stared at him for a long moment, not sure what to do. The horse, after all, was very tall, and I was not.


Also, the horse was eyeing me with a clear sense of dislike.


‘Enough of that, come on,’ my new master snapped, and held down his gloved hand. I took it, trying not to tremble too much, and before I could even think, he’d pulled me straight up onto the back of that gigantic beast, into a thoroughly uncomfortable position behind him on the hard leather pad. I wrapped my arms around him, more out of sheer panic than trust, and he grunted and said, ‘Hold on, boy. We’ll be moving fast.’


I shut my eyes, and pressed my face to his cloak as the horse lunged; the world spun and tilted and then began to speed by, too fast, too fast. My new master didn’t smell like anyone I’d ever known: no stench of old sweat, and only a light odour of mould to his clothes. Herbs. He smelt like sweet summer herbs.


I don’t know how long we rode – days, most certainly; I felt sick and light-headed most of the time. We did stop from time to time, to allow me to choke down water or bites of bread and meat, or for the more necessary bodily functions … but my new lord ate little, and if he was subject to the needs of the body, I saw no sign of it.


He wore the cloak’s hood up, always. I got only the smallest glimpses of his face. He looked younger than I would have thought – only ten years older than me, if that. Odd, to be so young and rumoured to have such knowledge.


I ached everywhere, in every muscle and bone, until it made me want to weep. I didn’t. I gritted my teeth and held on without a whimper as we rode, and rode, through misty cold mornings and chilly evenings and icy dark nights.


I had no eyes for the land around us, but even I could not mistake how it changed from the deep green forest to slowly rolling hills with spottings of trees and brush. I didn’t care for it, truth be told; it would be hard to hide out here.


On the morning when the fog lifted with the sun’s determined glare, my master drew rein and stopped us on a hilltop. Below was a valley, neatly sectioned into fields. Up the rise of the next hill sprawled an enormous dark castle, four square corners and jutting towers. It was the biggest thing I had ever seen. You could have put ten of my small villages inside the walls, and still had room for guests.


I must have made some sound of amazement, because my master turned his head and looked back at me, and for a moment, just a moment, I thought that the sunrise turned his eyes to a fierce hot red. Then it was gone, in a flash.


‘It’s not so bad,’ he said. ‘I hear you have a quick mind. We’ll have much to learn together, Myrnin.’


I was too sore and exhausted to even try to make a run for it, and he didn’t give me time to try; he spurred his horse on, down into the valley, and in an hour we were up the next hill, riding a winding, narrow road to the castle.


So began my apprenticeship to Gwion, lord of the place in which I was taken to learn my trade of alchemy, and wizardry, and what men today would call science. Gwion, you will not be surprised to hear, was no man at all, but a vampire, one older than any others alive at that time. His age surpassed even that of Bishop, who ruled the vampires in France with an iron hand until his daughter, Amelie, cleverly upended his rule.


But that’s tales for another day, and enough of this gazing into the mirror.


I am Myrnin, son of a madman, apprentice to Gwion, and master of nothing.


And content I am to be that.

















Introduction




[image: ]








Dedicated to Teri Keas for her support for the Morganville digital series Kickstarter




 





This is the first of our original short stories in this collection, and again … it’s a tale of Myrnin, and his struggle to be the man (or vampire) that he wishes to be. It’s also a story of his first encounter(s) with the lady we come to know (in Bitter Blood and later books) as Jesse, the red-haired bartender, whose history is intertwined with both Myrnin’s and Amelie’s back in the mists of time. Though Lady Grey has her own story, and maybe sometime I’ll get around to telling that, too.

















NOTHING LIKE AN ANGEL





He’d been in the dungeon a few months this time, or at least, he thought he had; time was a fluid thing, twisting and flowing and splitting into rivulets that ran dry. It was also circular, he thought, like a snake eating its tail. He’d had a cloak brooch once in that shape, in shimmering brass, all its scales hammered out in exquisite detail. The cloak had been dark blue, a very becoming thing, thick wool, lined with fur. It had kept him alive, once upon a time, in a snowstorm. When he’d been alive.


That had been one of the many times he’d tried to run away from his master. Of course, his master hadn’t needed a cloak, or fur, or anything to cover him when he came looking. His master could run all day and night, could smell him on the wind and track him like a wolf running down a deer.


And then eat him. But only a little, a bite at a time. His master was merciful that way.


It was cold in the dungeon, he thought, but like his old master, he no longer bothered with the cold now. The damp, though … the damp did bother him. He didn’t like the feel of water on his skin.


He’d been here for too long this time, he thought; his clothes had mostly rotted away, and he could see his blindingly white skin peeping through rents and holes in what had once been fine linen and exotic velvet. No telling what colour it had all been, when times were better … dark blue, like the cloak, perhaps. Or black. He liked blacks. His hair was dark, and his skin had once been a dusty tan, but the hair was a matted mess now, unrecognisable, and his skin was like moonlight with a coppery shimmer over the top. When he had enough to eat, it would darken again, but he’d been starving a long time. Rats didn’t help much, and he ached in his joints like an old, old man.


He didn’t really remember what he’d done to land here, again, in the dark, but he supposed it must have been something foolish, or egregious, or merely bad luck. It didn’t matter much. They knew what he was, and how to contain him. He was caged, like a rabbit in a hutch, and whether he would be meat for the table or fur to line some rich boy’s cloak, he had no choice but to wait and see.


Rabbits. He’d always liked rabbits, liked their whisper-soft fur and their curious, wiggling noses and their puffball tails. He’d had a pet rabbit when he was small, a brown thing that he’d saved from the hutch when it was just a baby. He’d fed it from his own scraps and hidden it away from his mother and sisters until it had got too big and his mother had taken it away and then there had been rabbit stew and he’d cried and cried and …


There were tears on his cheeks. He wiped them away and tried to push the thoughts away again, but like all his thoughts, they had a will of their own, they scampered and ran and screamed, and he didn’t know how to quiet them any more.


Maybe he belonged here, in the dark, where he could do no more damage.


No footsteps in the hall, but he heard the clank of a key in the lock, loud as a church bell, and it made him try to scramble to his feet. The ceiling was low, and the best he could manage was a crouch as he wedged himself into a corner, trying to hide, though hiding was a foolish thing to do. He was strong – he could fight – he should fight …


The glare of a torch burnt his eyes, and he cried out and shielded them. The silver chains on his hands clicked, and he smelt fresh burns as they seared new, fragile skin.


‘Dear God,’ whispered a voice, a new voice, a kind voice. ‘Lord Myrnin?’ She – for it was a she; he could tell that now – put the right lilt into the name. The horror in her tone knifed into him, and for a moment he wondered how bad he looked, to engender such pity. Such undeserved sympathy. ‘We learnt you were being held here, but I never imagined …’


His eyes adapted quickly to the new light, and he blinked away the false images … but she still shimmered, it seemed. Gold, she wore gold trim on her pale gown, and gold around her neck and on her slim fingers. Her hair was a red glory, braided into a crown.


An angel had come into his hell, and she burnt.


He did not know how to speak to an angel. After all, he’d never met one before, and she was so … beautiful. She’d said a name, his name, a name he’d all but lost here in the darkness. Myrnin. My name is Myrnin. Yes, that seemed right.


She seemed to understand his hesitation, because she advanced a step, bent, and put something down between them … then withdrew to the doorway again with her torch. What she’d put there on the stained stone floor drew his attention not so much for its appearance – a plain, covered clay jar – but for the delicious, unbelievable smell radiating from it like an invisible aura. Warmth. Light. Food.


He scrambled towards it like a spider, opened it, and poured the blood into his mouth, and it was life, life, sunlight and flowers and every good thing he had ever known, life, and he drained the jug to the last sticky drop and wept, clutching it to his chest, because he’d forgotten what it meant to be alive, and the blood reminded him of what he’d lost.


‘Hush,’ her voice whispered, close to his ear. She touched him, and he flinched away, because he knew how filthy he was, how ragged and beaten by his lot, where she was such a beautiful thing, so fine. ‘No, sir, hush now, all is well. I’m sent to bring you to safety. My name is Lady Grey.’


Grey did not suit her, not at all: such a nothing colour, neither black nor white, no lustre or flash to it. She was all fire and beauty, and no grey at all.


Some of his memory stirred, though, gossip overheard beyond his cell by those whose lives were lived beyond this stone. Lady Grey’s become the queen. She’ll not last long.


And then, the same voices. Lady Grey’s dead – what did I tell you? Chopped on the block. That’s what politics gets you, lads.


This was Lady Grey, but Lady Grey’s head had been chopped off, and hers was still attached.


He looked up, and like recognised like. The shine in her eyes, reflecting the torchlight. The hunger. The feral desire to live. She was like him, sugnwr gwaed, an eater of blood. A vampire. Interesting, that. He hadn’t thought a vampire could survive a beheading. Not an experiment he’d ever tried. Experiments, yes, he liked experiments. Tests. Trials. Learning the limits of things.


‘Lady Grey,’ he said. His voice sounded full of rust, like an old hinge all a-creak. ‘Forgive.’


‘No need for that,’ she said. ‘Let me see your hands.’


He held them out, hesitantly, and she made a sound of distress to see the burns that were on him beneath the silver manacles. She sorted through a thick ring of keys, found a silver one, and turned it in the lock. They fell apart, slipped free, and clanked heavily to the stone floor.


He staggered with the shock of freedom.


‘Can you walk, Lord Myrnin?’


He could, he found, though it was a clumsy process indeed, and his bare feet slipped on the mould of the stones. She was ruining her hems on the filth, he thought. She gave no thought to it, though, and when he reached her, she clasped him fast by the arm and gave him support he badly needed. Her other hand still held the torch, but she kept it well away from them both, which helped his eyes focus on her face, oh, her face, so lovely and well formed. A mouth made for smiling, though it seemed serious just now.


‘I am sorry,’ he said, and this time it seemed more expert, his forming of words. ‘I am in no shape to entertain visitors.’


She laughed, and it was like clear chimes ringing. It was a sound that made tears prick painfully. Hope could be a deadly thing, here. Torturous.


‘I am no visitor, and I hope this is not your home,’ she told him, and patted his arm gently before she took a firm hold again. ‘I am taking you out of here. Come.’


He looked around at this narrow stone hole that had been his home for so long. Nothing in it but the scratches he’d made in the stone, half-mad words and mathematics that led nowhere but in circles.


He went with her, into air that felt fresh and new. He could hear the weak moans and cries of others here, but she ignored them and led him up a long, shallow flight of stone steps to a door that hung open.


He stepped into a guard’s chamber, with a fire sizzling on the hearth and two men lying dead on the floor. Their dinner was still set on the table, and their swords lay unused in a corner. He knew these men, by smell if not by sight. They had been his captors for the past few months. They changed often, the gaolers. Perhaps they couldn’t bear to be down in the dark long, to think they were as trapped as their charges.


He smelt blood in them, and it was the same as coursed through his veins, filling him with strength. Lady Grey had bled them before she’d killed them.


He said nothing. She took him to another door, more stairs, more, until there was another portal that led to a cool, clear, open space.


They were outside. Outside. He stopped, all his senses overwhelmed with the night, the moon, the stars, the whispering breeze on his face. So much. Too much. It was only Lady Grey’s strong hand on his arm that kept him upright.


‘Almost there,’ she promised him, and pulled him on, stumbling and clumsy with the richness of freedom, to a pair of horses tethered nearby. Dark horses, hidden in the night, with muffles around any metal. ‘Do you think you can sit a saddle, my lord?’


He could. He mounted by memory, feet in stirrups, reins in hands that knew their task, and followed the glimmer of the lady’s dress into the darkness … which was, he realised, no darkness at all, to his quick-adapting eyes. Shades of blues and greys, colours muted but not hidden. The moon revealed so much … the castle’s bulk they were leaving behind, the empty fields around it, the clean white ribbon of the road they followed. The trees closed around them quickly, hiding them, and he felt, for the first time, that he was actually free again.


He didn’t know what it meant, really, but it felt good.




 





The ride lasted the night, and as the horizon began to take on a slow, low light, Lady Grey led him to a well-made hall … not a castle, nor yet a fortress, but something built for strength and purpose nevertheless. He did not know the design of it, but it felt safe enough.


There were no windows in it, save for shaded slits at the very top of the walls.


The gates parted for them as they rode to the entrance, and once inside, he realised there were men, not magic, involved: vampires like himself, dressed in plain black tunics and breeches, who had opened and then shut and barred them behind. The horses were led away without a word, off to some stables, and then they were walking into an inner keep, one built even more solid and strong, lit for vampire eyes.


‘Is this yours?’ he asked the lady still supporting his weight as they walked. ‘This place?’


‘It is one place of safety,’ she said. ‘I didn’t build it, nor do I own it. I suppose you may say it belongs to many. In time of need, we share our shelters.’ After a brief pause, she said, with what he thought might have been amusement, ‘You are quite filthy.’


‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘Yes, I am.’


‘We’ll put you right.’


His angel took him to a room near the back of the stone keep … not spacious, but it had an angled slit for a window near the top, and though he had a bad moment of terror crossing the threshold, he found it had a feather bed in it, not just chains and pain. It had been so long, he wondered if he could even sleep in such a thing, but it was a terribly wonderful thing to have the chance to even think on it.


‘I will arrange for a bath,’ Lady Grey said, and pulled a chair from the corner that he had not even seen; so blinded had he been by the bedding. ‘Sit here. I’ll return soon.’ She hesitated at the door, with her hand on the latch, and he saw the compassion in her face. ‘I’ll leave this open, shall I?’


He nodded slowly, astounded she would comprehend so easily, and watched as she disappeared silently from the room. It was a dream, he decided. A lovely dream, a wonderful thing, but it would make it all the worse when he woke up to burning chains and locks and cold, empty stones. He’d rather not dream. Not hope. It was better to live in the dark.


He closed his eyes, willing himself to wake, but when he opened them again, nothing had changed. His body ached from the ride and the stretch of muscles unfamiliar to movement; his hunger was blunted, though not truly sated yet. Surely, if it was a phantasm, he’d have imagined himself free of pain and thirst. Wasn’t that the whole purpose of a dream?


He startled when Lady Grey appeared again in the doorway. She had changed her clothing to a plain pale gown, all jewellery and fine clothes put away. Over her arm, she had more clothing folded. She paused where she was, and smiled at him … a slow, warm thing, full of concern.


‘May I assist you?’ she asked him. He blinked, not certain how to answer, and then nodded, because he realised suddenly that it would be hard for him to stand on his own. Weakness was his constant companion now. He wondered if it would always be this way. Surely not. Vampires are not so weak.


Except he felt very weak indeed.


Her arm felt strong beneath his, and he leant against her as they walked the short distance to what must have been set aside as a bathing chamber. Within it sat a large copper tub, big enough to submerge a full-grown man if he was so brave, and on a three-legged stool beside it sat a pile of sheets to use as windings. There was even a thick liquid of soap in a pail; it smelt like lavender. The water was warm enough to steam the chilly air.


He had his shirt – what remained of it – half off his body when he remembered his good manners, and dropped it back over his pallid skin. ‘Forgive me, my lady,’ he said. ‘I—am not myself.’


‘And little wonder of that,’ she responded briskly. She was binding a piece of cloth over her red hair, which was now slung in a loose braid over her shoulder. ‘You must have help, Lord Myrnin. I am far from shy. Disrobe.’


‘I—’ He was utterly at a loss for words, and stared at her until her fiery eyebrows rose. She looked more imperious than any bathing attendant he could imagine. ‘It’s not fitting that you … a queen …’


‘A dead queen, well buried, and I never liked her. I’ve discovered quickly enough that this life gives me a freedom I never tasted before. I like it, I think.’ She flashed him a full, charming smile this time, and quirked one eyebrow higher. ‘I’ll turn my back if you give me your oath not to fall and dash your head open on the stones.’


‘I’ll try,’ he promised. She politely turned, and he stripped quickly, shocked at the sight of his own skin after so long but glad, so very glad, to have those stiff, evil rags off his body. Getting into the tub was a daunting challenge that he only just managed, and he raised quite a splash at the last as his feet slipped from under him to spill him into the water. It raised a gasp from him, and then a groan.


‘Is your modesty protected, sir?’ Lady Grey asked. She sounded as if she had difficulty keeping her laughter in check. Myrnin looked around, grabbed a small washing cloth, and draped it carefully over pertinent areas before he leant back against the living-skin-warm copper back of the tub.


‘It’s not modesty,’ he told her as she turned. ‘It’s politeness. I shouldn’t like to shock a lady such as yourself.’


‘I am never shocked. Not any more.’ She picked up his rags from the floor, frowned at them, and threw them into a heap in the corner. ‘Those we’ll burn. Clean clothing will be waiting when you are done. Shall I help you scrub?’


‘No!’ He sat up, almost drowning the floor in a wave of water, and pulled the pail of soap closer to scoop a handful out. ‘No, I will manage. Thank you.’


‘You’ll need assistance with that mange of hair,’ she said. ‘I can help with that, if nothing else.’


So it was that, despite his worry and discomfort, he found himself soaking his filthy hair beneath the water, then coming up to allow her to slather lavender soap into the tangled mess and scrub with merciless strength. It took a great deal longer than cleaning the rest of him. He no longer worried about his modesty; the bubbles that formed in the water, not to mention the filth clouding the bath, protected him well enough. Lady Grey had an impressive volume of curse words for a wellborn woman, but he thought she enjoyed the challenge more than he enjoyed the sometimes painful scrubbing.


When she judged him finally fit, she rubbed his hair from wet to damp, helped him stand, and wrapped the bathing sheet around him twice to sop up the water before she helped him out. Everything felt … different. His skin felt surprisingly soft, like a newborn’s. His hair was settling into clean waves; he’d forgotten it had that habit.


Most of all, what felt different was his own mind. Amazing that a little kindness, a little care, had settled his chaos so well.


Lady Grey was watching him with those striking, lovely eyes. He had no notion of what to say to her, except the obvious. ‘Thank you, my lady.’


‘My pleasure, my lord,’ she said, and curtsied just a bit. He responded with as much of a bow as he could manage in a bathing sheet. ‘She’s spoken of you often, you know.’


‘She?’ Myrnin paused in reaching for the black woollen breeches that she’d set out for him, and blinked at her.


‘Amelie,’ Lady Grey said.


‘Amelie?’


‘Our queen. She was concerned for you, and bid me find you. It took a good slice of time, but I am pleased you’re not as daft as I was told.’


‘Daft?’


‘However, you do repeat things quite a bit.’


‘I will bear it in mind.’


‘Please do.’ She gave him a look he could not even begin to interpret. ‘Shall I help you to dress?’


‘No!’ He must have sounded as scandalised as she hoped, for she gave him a saucy wink and left the room, closing the heavy oaken door behind her. He almost regretted her departure. She was … startling. Beautiful as an angel, tempting as something a great deal farther from heaven. Had Amelie intended for him to … no. No, of course not.


He felt vulnerable in the empty room. It was a hard thing to struggle into the clean clothes, but once he’d fastened them up, he felt far better. She’d even given him red felt shoes, lined with fur and festively embroidered. Amelie must have mentioned his fondness for the exotic.


Lady Grey was waiting in the hallway. She took him in at a long, sweeping glance, and he bowed again. ‘Do I meet your approval?’


‘Sirrah, you met my approval when I found you stinking and ill in a dungeon. You are bidding fair to be a heartbreaker now, though I must credit myself for the beauty of your locks.’ She winked at him and pulled the maid’s scarf from her head as she walked down the hallway. ‘Come. Your mistress will want to greet you, now that you’re half yourself again.’


‘Only half?’ he murmured.


‘I’ll have a meal waiting when you’re done. I expect that will restore you the rest of the way.’ She walked a few steps ahead, then turned towards him, still striding backward in an entirely unladylike manner. ‘Of course, restore you to what will be the question. Are you really a madman?’


‘It depends on the day of the week,’ he said. ‘And the direction of the wind.’


‘Clever little madman.’ She turned to finish her walk with absolute precision at the doors at the end of the hallway, which she thrust open with the confidence only a queen could possibly have. ‘My lady Amelie, I bring your errant wizard.’


‘Not a wizard,’ Myrnin whispered as he edged past her.


‘How disappointing,’ she whispered back, then bowed to Amelie and closed the doors, leaving him facing his old friend.


She was swathed in a dazzling white robe trimmed with ermine, intertwined most tellingly with strands of silver wire … She wanted her subjects to know that she was old enough and tough enough to defeat the burning metal, and therefore them. She looked the same as always: young, beautiful, imperious. She was reading a volume, and she placed a feather in it as a marker and set it aside as he bowed to her. He assayed a full curtsy, and almost fell in rising.


She was up and at his side instantly to assist him to a nearby chair. ‘Sit,’ Amelie said. ‘No ceremony between us.’


‘As you wish, my lady.’


‘I am not your lady,’ she said. ‘At the least, I do not raise the colour in your face the way our good Lady Grey seems to do. I’m pleased you enjoy her company. I hoped she might give you some … diversion.’


‘Amelie!’


She gave him a quelling look. ‘I meant that only in the most innocent sense. I am no panderer. You will find Lady Grey to be an intelligent and well-read woman. The English have no sense of value, to have condemned her so easily to the chop.’


‘Ah,’ he said, as she took her seat again. ‘How did she escape it?’


‘I found a girl of similar age and colouring willing to take her place, in exchange for rich compensation to her family.’ Amelie was cold, but never unfeeling. Myrnin knew she could have simply forced a hapless double for Lady Grey to go to her death, but she was kind enough to bargain for it. Not kind enough, of course, to spare a life, but then they were all killers, every one of them.


Even him. The trail of bodies stretched behind him through the years was something he tried hard not to consider.


‘Why rescue me now, Amelie?’ he asked, and fiddled with the ties on his shirtsleeves. The cloth felt soft on his skin, but he was unaccustomed to it, after so many years of wearing threadbare rags. ‘I’ve spent an eternity in that place, unremarked by you, and don’t tell me you didn’t know. You must need me for something.’


‘Am I so cruel as that?’


‘Not cruel,’ he said. ‘Practical, I would say. And as a practical ruler, you would leave me where you knew you could find me. I have a terrible habit of getting lost, as you well know. Since you chose to fetch me from that storehouse, you must have a job for me.’ It was hard to hold Amelie’s stare; she had ice-blue eyes that could freeze a man’s soul at the best of times, and when she exerted her power, even by a light whisper, it could cow anyone. Somehow, he kept the eye contact. ‘Do me the courtesy next time of storing me somewhere with a bed and a library, Your Majesty.’


‘Do you really think I was the one who imprisoned you? I was not. Yes, I knew you were there, but I had no one I could trust to go to you … and I could not go myself. It was not until the arrival of Lady Grey I felt I had an ally who would be up to the task should you prove … reluctant.’


‘You thought I’d gone completely mad.’ She said nothing, but she looked away. Amelie looked away. He swallowed and stared hard at his clasped hands. ‘Perhaps you weren’t so wrong. I was … not myself.’


‘I doubt that, since you are so much better already,’ Amelie said. Her tone was warm, and very gentle. ‘Tomorrow we will leave this place behind. I have a castle far in the mountains where you can work in peace to recapture all that you have lost. I am in need of a fine alchemist, and there is none better in this world. We have much to do, you and I. Much to plan.’


There was a certain synchronicity to it, he found; he had been in Amelie’s company for many years, and when he left it, disaster always struck. She was, in some ways, his lucky star. Best to follow her now, he supposed. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I will go.’


‘Then you’d best say farewell to Lady Grey and find yourself some rest,’ she told him. ‘She will not come with us.’


‘No? Why not?’


‘Two queens cannot ever stay comfortably together. Lady Grey has her own path; we have ours. Say your goodbyes. At nightfall, we depart.’


She dismissed him simply by picking up her book. He bowed – an unnecessary courtesy – and saw himself out of the room. It was only as he shut the doors that he saw her guards standing motionless in the darker corners of her flats; she was never unwatched, never unprotected. He’d forgotten that.


Lady Grey was waiting for him, hands calmly folded in a maidenly sort of posture that did not match her mischievous smile. ‘Dinner,’ she said. ‘Follow me to the larder.’


The larder was stocked with fresh-drawn blood; he did not ask where it came from, and she did not volunteer. She sipped her own cup as he emptied his, drinking until all the screaming hunger inside was fully drowned. ‘Do you ever imagine you can hear them?’ he asked her, looking at the last red drops clinging to the metal goblet’s sides.


‘You mean, hear their screams in the blood?’ Lady Grey seemed calm enough, but she nodded. ‘I think I might, sometimes, when I drink it so warm. Odd, how I never hear it when they’re dying before me in real life. Only when I drink apart from the hunt. Is that normal, do you think?’


‘Whatever is normal in this world, we have no part in it,’ he said. ‘How long was I in the dark, my lady?’


‘Ten months.’


‘It seemed longer.’


‘No doubt because it was so congenial.’


‘You should have stayed for the formal procession of the rats. Very entertaining; there were court dances. Although perhaps I imagined it in one of my hallucinations. I did have several vivid ones.’


She reached across the table and wrapped her long, slender fingers around his hand. ‘You are safe now,’ she told him. ‘And I will keep my eye on you, Lord Myrnin. The world cannot lose such a lovely head of hair.’


‘I will try to keep my hair, and my head, intact for you.’ She’d kept her hand on his, and he turned his fingers to lightly grip hers. ‘I am surprised to find that you accept Amelie’s orders.’


Lady Grey laughed. It was a peal of genuine amusement, too free for a well-bred young woman, but as she’d said, she’d buried that girl behind her. ‘Amelie asks favours of me. She doesn’t order me. I stay with you because I like you, Lord Myrnin. If you wish, I’ll stay with you today, as you rest. It might be a day of nightmares for you. I could comfort you.’


The thought made him dizzy, and he struggled to contain it, control it. His brain was chattering again, running too fast and in too many wild directions. Perhaps he’d overindulged in the blood. He felt hot with it. ‘I think,’ he said finally, ‘that you are too kind, and I am too mad, for that to end well, my lady. As much as I … desire comfort, I am not ready for it. Let me learn myself again before I am asked to learn someone else.’


He expected her to be insulted; what woman would not have been, to have such a thing thrown in her face? But she only sat back, still holding his hand, and regarded him for a long moment before she said, ‘I think you are a very wise man, Myrnin of Conwy. I think one day we will find ourselves together again, and perhaps things will be different. But for now, you are right. You should be yourself, wholly, before you can begin to think beyond your skin again. I remember my first days of waking after death. I know how fragile and frightening it was, to be so strong and yet so weak.’


She understood. Truly understood. He felt a surge of affection for her, and tender connection, and raised her hand to his lips to kiss the soft skin of her knuckles. He said nothing else, and neither did she. Then he bowed, rose, and walked to his own chambers.


He bolted the door from within, and crawled still clothed between the soft linen sheets, drowning in feathers and fears, and slept as if the devil himself chased the world away.


As he rode away that night in Amelie’s train of followers, he looked back to see Lady Grey standing like a beacon on the roof of the stone keep. He raised a hand to her as the trees closed around their party.


He never saw her return the salute … but he felt it.


Someday, he heard her say. Someday.




 





He didn’t see her for another three hundred years. Wars had raged; he’d seen kingdoms rise and fall, and tens of thousands bleed to death in needless pain over politics and faith. He’d followed Amelie from one haven to the next, until they’d quarrelled over something foolish, and he’d run away from her at last to strike out on his own. It was a mistake.


He was never as good when left to his own devices.


In Canterbury, in England, at a time when the young Victoria was only just learning the weight of her crown, he made mistakes. Terrible ones. The worst of these was trusting an alchemist named Cyprien Tiffereau. Cyprien was a brilliant man, a learned man, and Myrnin had forgotten that the learned and brilliant could be just as treacherous as the ignorant and stupid. The trap had caught him entirely by surprise. Cyprien had learnt too much of vampires, and had developed an interest in what use might be made of them … medical for a start, and weapons for the future.


Confessing his own vampire nature to Cyprien, and all his weaknesses, had been a serious error.


I should have known, he thought as he sat in the dark hole of his cell, fettered at ankles, wrists, and neck with thick, reinforced silver. The burning had started as torture, but he had adjusted over time, and now it was a pain that was as natural to him as the growing fog in his mind. Starvation made his confusion worse, and over the days, then weeks, the little blood that Cyprien had allowed him hadn’t sustained him well at all.


And now the door to his cell was creaking open, and Cyprien’s lean, ascetic body eased in. Myrnin could smell the blood in the cup in Cyprien’s hand, and his whole body shook and cramped with the craving. The scent was almost as strong as that of the hot-metal blood in the man’s veins.


‘Hello, spider,’ Cyprien said. ‘You should be hungry by now.’


‘Unchain me and find out, friend,’ Myrnin said. His voice was a low growl, like an animal’s, and it made him uneasy to hear it. He did not want to be … this. It frightened him.


‘Your value is too great, I’m afraid. I can’t allow such a prize to escape now. You must think of all there is to learn, Myrnin. You are a man with a curious mind. You should be grateful for this chance to be of service.’


‘If it’s knowledge you seek, I’ll help you learn your own anatomy. Come closer. Let me teach you.’


Cyprien was no fool. He placed the cup on the floor and took a long-handled pole to push it within reach of Myrnin’s chained hands.


The red, rich smell of the blood overwhelmed him, and he grabbed for the wooden mug, raised it, and gulped it down in three searing, desperate mouthfuls.


The pain hit only seconds later. It ripped through him like pure lightning, crushed him to the ground, and began to pull his mind to pieces. Pain flayed him. It scraped his bones to the marrow. It ripped him apart, from skin to soul.


When he survived it, weeping and broken, he became slowly aware of Cyprien’s presence. The man sat at a portable desk, scratching in a small book with a feather pen.


‘I am keeping a record,’ Cyprien told him. ‘Can you hear me, Myrnin? I am not a monster. This is research that will advance our knowledge of the natural world, a cause we both hold dear. Your suffering brings enlightenment.’


Myrnin whispered his response, too softly. It hardly mattered. He’d forgotten how to speak English now. The only words that came to his tongue were Welsh, the language of his childhood, of his mother.


‘I didn’t hear,’ Cyprien said. ‘Can you possibly speak louder?’


If he could, he didn’t have the strength, he found. Or anything left to say. Words ran away from him like deer over a hillside, and the fog pressed in, silver fog, confused and confusing. All that was left in him was rage and fear. The taste of poisoned blood made him feel sick and afraid in ways that he’d never imagined he could bear.


And then it grew worse. Myrnin felt his arms and legs begin to convulse, and a low cry burst out of his throat, the wordless plea of a sick creature with no hope.


‘Ah,’ his friend said. ‘That would be the next phase. How gratifying that occurs with such precise timing. It should last an hour or so, and then you may rest a bit. There’s no hurry. We have weeks together. Years, perhaps. And you are going to be so very useful, my spider. My prized subject. The wonders we will create together … just think of it.’


But by then, Myrnin could not think of anything. Anything at all.


The hour passed in torment, and then there were a few precious hours of rest before Cyprien came, again.


The day blurred into night, day, night, weeks, months. There was no way to tell one eternity from the next. No time in hell, Myrnin’s mind gibbered, in one of his rare moments of clarity. No clocks. No calendars. No past. No future. No hope, no hope, no hope.


He dreaded Cyprien’s appearances, no matter how hungry he became. The blood was sometimes tainted, and sometimes not, which made it all the worse, of course. Sometimes he did not drink, but that only made the next tainted drink more powerful.


Cyprien was patient as death himself, and as utterly unmoved by tears, or screams, or pleas for mercy.


Time must have passed outside his hell, if not inside, because Cyprien grew older. Grey crept into his short-cropped hair. Lines mapped his face. Myrnin had forgotten speech, but if he could have spoken, he would have laughed. You’ll die before me, old friend, he thought. Grow old and feeble and die. The problem was that on the day that Cyprien stopped coming and lay cold in his grave, Myrnin knew he would go on and on, starving slowly into an insanely slow end, lost in this black hole of pain.


And finally, one day, Myrnin became aware that Cyprien had not come. That time had passed, and passed, and the darkness had never altered. Blood had never arrived. His hunger had rotted whatever sanity he had left, and he crouched in the dark, mindless, ready for whatever death he could pray to have … until the angel came.


Ah, the angel.


She smelt of such pale things … winter, flowers, snow. But she glowed and shimmered with colour, and he knew her face, a little. Such a beautiful face. So hard to look upon, in his pain and misery.


She had keys to his bonds, and when he attacked her – because he could not help it, he was so hungry – she deftly fended him off and gave him a bottle full of blood. Fresh, clean, healthy blood. He gorged until he collapsed on the floor at her feet, cradling the empty glass in his arms like a favourite child. He was still starving, but for a precious moment, the screaming was silent.


Her cool fingers touched his face and slid the lank mess of his hair back.


‘I find you in a much worse state this time, dear one,’ said the angel. ‘We must stop meeting like this.’


He thought he made a sound, but it might have been only his wish, not expressed by flesh at all. He wanted to respond. Wanted to weep. But instead he only stayed there, limp on the ground, until she pulled him up and dragged him out with her.


Light. Light and colour and confusion. Cyprien dead on the stairs, the cup of poisoned blood spilt into a mess on the steps next to his body. The bloodless bite on his neck was neat, and final.


There was a book in his pocket. That book. The book in which he’d recorded all of the torture, the suffering. Myrnin pointed to it mutely, and the angel silently slipped the book from Cyprien’s body and passed it to him. He clutched it to his breast. And then, with the angel’s help, stamped his foot down on the wooden mug to smash it into pieces.


‘I killed him for you,’ the angel said. There was tense anger in her voice, and it occurred to him then that her hair was red, red as flame, and it tingled against his fingers when he hesitantly stroked it. ‘He deserved worse.’ She stopped, and looked at him full in the face. He saw her distress and shock. ‘Can you not speak, sir? At all? For me?’


He mutely stared back. There was a gesture he should have made, but he could not remember what it would be.


She sounded sad then. ‘Come, let’s get you to safety.’


But there was no safety, out in the streets. Only a blur of faces and shrieking and pain. A building burnt, sending flames jetting like blood into the sky, and there was a riot going on, and he and his angel were caught in the middle of it. A man rushed them, face twisted, and Myrnin leapt for him, threw him down on the rough cobbles, and plunged his fangs deep into the man’s throat.


As good as the fresh blood his angel had delivered had been, this, this was life … and death. Myrnin drained his victim dry, every drop, and was so intent on the murder of it that he failed to see the club that hit him in the back of the head, hard enough to send him collapsed to the paving. More men closed in, a blur of fists and feet and clubs, and he thought, I escaped one hell to suffer in another, and all he could do was hug the book, the precious book of his own insanity and suffering, to his chest and wait to die.


But then his angel was there, his fiery angel. She needed no sword, only her own fury, and she cleared them from him. She was hurt for it, and he hated himself that he was the cause of her pain, but she drove them back.


The head wound must have sparked visions, because he saw himself, a different self, sober and sane and dressed in brilliant colours, and he saw himself in embrace with his angel – no, his Lady Grey, his saviour, he remembered her name now. He remembered that much, at least.


The book was gone. He did not know where he’d put it. But somehow it didn’t seem so important now. He had her. Her.


The vision vanished, and then Lady Grey turned to him, with something strange in her wide eyes as she helped him to his feet.


‘Come, my lord,’ she said. ‘Let us have you out of this place.’




 





Escape was difficult to achieve, but she changed from her blood-spattered gown and wrapped him in layers of heavy clothes, then hired a carriage to rush them out of London. The streets were unsafe around them, and he was, he admitted, not the most pleasant of companions. The filth on him had been unnoticeable when he was locked away, but now, with the clean smell of the countryside washing through the windows, and Lady Grey in her neat dress seated across from him, he knew he stank horribly. As neither of them breathed to live, though, it was a tolerable situation. For now.


But in addition to the filth, he was also given to fits, and he knew they distressed her. Sometimes he would simply leave his body while it thrashed hard enough to snap his bones; sometimes, the fit came as a wave of terror that drove him to cower in the footwell of the coach, hiding from imaginary agonies. And each time such things came to devour him, she was there, holding his hand, stroking his foul and filthy hair, whispering to him that all was well, and she would look after him.


And he believed her.


The trip was very long, and the fits passed slowly, but they lessened in intensity as his vampire body rejected Cyprien’s poisons from it; he slept, drank more blood, ate a little solid food (though that experiment proceeded less well), and felt a very small bit better when the carriage finally rocked to a stop at the ruins of an ancient keep set atop a hill.


‘Where are we?’ he asked Lady Grey, gazing at the old stones. They seemed familiar to him. She looked at him with a sudden, bright smile.


‘That’s the first you’ve spoken,’ she said. ‘You’re getting better.’


Was he? He still felt hollow inside as a bell, and yet full of darkness. At least there were words in him now. Yes. That was true.


‘You will remember this place,’ she said. ‘Come. It looks worse than it is.’


She must have paid the driver off, or bewitched him, because the coach thundered off in a cloud of dust and left them in the moonlight beside what seemed a deserted pile of tumbledown walls … and then he blinked, and the ruins wavered like the shimmer of heat over sand, and rebuilt into what the keep would have been, in its prime. Small but solid.


And he did know it. He’d visited it often in his dreams, trapped in Cyprien’s cells.


‘I remember,’ he said. ‘I had a bath.’


‘And you’ll have another, for all our sakes,’ Lady Grey said, and linked her arm in his. ‘Can you walk?’


‘Yes,’ he said. His voice sounded rusty and uncertain, but his will was strong, and he put one clumsy foot before another as she walked him forward. The gate opened as they approached, and servants bowed them in.


One of them, a tall, lean man, approached and said, ‘Shall I take him and see him presentable, my lady?’


Myrnin shrank back. He couldn’t help it. The man wasn’t Cyprien, but he seemed to be, in that moment, and he clung to Lady Grey’s arm like a fearful child. She understood, he thought, for without a flicker, she said, ‘No, I will attend Lord Myrnin for a while. Draw a bath, as hot as can be done. He’ll need a long soaking. Fetch him clothes, too.’


The servant – vampire, not human, Myrnin realised – drew away and went to do her bidding. Lady Grey walked him into the dark hallways, and for some ill reason Myrnin felt safer in the gloom than he had in the light. He’d adapted to the shadows, he thought. So many years in the dark, it had seeped into him and stained him.


‘This happened before,’ he said to her, as they walked. ‘Didn’t it?’ Things blurred when he tried to focus on them. Everything blurred and shook, except for her. She was a still, steady, glowing constant, and he kept his gaze on her.


‘You were imprisoned before, yes, but not so unkindly as this time. But you are improving already,’ she said, and smiled. In the darkness, it was as if the sun had come out, but it was a kinder sun, one that warmed instead of burnt. ‘I’ve been searching for you for almost ten years, when word came that you’d gone missing. How did this happen to you?’


‘I trusted.’


‘The man I killed?’


Myrnin nodded. Just the thought of Cyprien, the impartial, cool interest in the man’s face, made him shiver again. He’d known cruel men before; Amelie’s father, Bishop, had been one such, with no regard for the living or the vampires who came after them. Death had been just another tool to him.


Cyprien hadn’t given him the kindness of death.


‘He was my friend,’ Myrnin whispered, and tears welled up in his eyes, and rolled down his face in a cold trickle. ‘My fellow seeker.’


‘Then I should have killed him much more slowly than I did. If I’d known … well. Done’s done. Now, come and sit a while until your bath is hot.’


She sat him on some impossibly soft cushions, and he leant his head against the pillows and slept a little, or at least thought he did, until her soft, strong hands roused him and moved him to his feet. He thought it was a dream. It seemed a dream, a sweet one, with the smell of roses in the air and the air skin-warm and damp, and her hands stripping away the layers of things he’d worn for so long.


Someone – Lady Grey, he realised – helped him into the feverish heat of the bath, and bathed him like a child. This wasn’t like the last time, when he’d had enough of his wits to be ashamed for his lack of dignity and modesty; he’d left all that behind. Madness had stripped him far more naked. He sat passively while she scrubbed him, back and front, and poured slow torrents of soapy water over his head to clean it, too.


It was all done in strangely comfortable silence, until she finally said, ‘Well, I think you look more yourself now, Lord Myrnin.’ The water had gone cold, and it was black with grime. ‘Stand up.’ He obeyed her, not thinking of anything really, and flinched only a little when she poured buckets of more hot water over him to sluice away the lingering filth.


Then he stepped out onto the warm stone floor, blinked down at himself, and realised for the first time that he truly was nude as the day he’d been born, and Lady Grey, fully dressed, was standing in front of him with an upraised bath sheet.


Her gaze was level and calm, and she smiled a little. ‘Oh, don’t be ashamed. I wasn’t the Virgin Queen, by any stretch.’


He grabbed for the bath sheet, almost overbalanced, and she had to help him wrap it around his body. Of a sudden, his knees went weak, and he sagged in her arms. She carried him to a low sofa and draped him in another layer of warmth, combing his damp curls from his face so that he could see her as she bent closer.


‘Poor dear man,’ she whispered, and her eyes were so warm, so gentle. He could see the girl she’d once been, before kings and fear and death. ‘What was done to you, down there in the dark?’


‘Terrible things,’ he whispered back, and tears blurred the sight of her. His voice trembled uncontrollably. ‘Terrible things. But they’re done now. Why do you bother? Why save me? I’m nothing. I’m a fool and I’m broken!’ His voice rose on that last, raw and savage, and he hated himself for it all, for his foolish trust, his weakness, his madness, his continuing and pointless existence.


‘You are not nothing. You are not a fool.’ Lady Grey’s hand moved from his forehead to touch his chin, and turn his face towards her. She looked fierce now, more queen than girl. Less kind but even more lovely. ‘And what’s broken can be mended stronger than ever.’


‘How can you be sure?’


‘Oh, I’m sure.’ She gave him a secret, slow smile. ‘I’ve seen it. You may call it a vision, if you’d like. But I promise you, your future is worth the struggle. You must reach for it, Myrnin.’


‘I’m … so tired.’ Tired enough to weep with it. He felt raw and new and fragile.


‘Then rest,’ she said. ‘And tomorrow, you will begin again.’


‘You won’t … leave me?’


‘Not until you’re ready.’


He choked on the tears, then managed to say, ‘You … you have become my saving angel, you know.’


‘Oh, dear Myrnin,’ Lady Grey said, and put her hand on his cheek. ‘I am nothing like an angel. And someday … someday, I hope that you’ll know that very well.’


She pressed her lips to his, a soft whisper of sweetness, and then she sank down next to him, and put his head in her lap, and hummed him into a deep, deep sleep.


And he wasn’t afraid.
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I know what you’re thinking. I KNOW! Why? Why did I do … okay, I’ll avoid spoilers, but I hear the question a lot. Well, this story doesn’t answer that, unfortunately, but it does show a little bit of Sam’s history and character. I do plan to write, in detail, a story of Sam and Amelie, and how their romance came to be … but I’m not quite ready yet. This is a little piece of character study that I did to help understand Sam in my mind – who he was, what he felt, how he related to the other characters around him.


And if you’re asking WHYYYYY … I can only say that Sam told me it was the right thing to do. Would I do it again? Probably not, because at the time, I didn’t know that we’d continue Morganville for so many more books, and reach so many more readers. But choices get made, and there’s no going back. I think Sam would say that, too.

















SAM’S STORY





I don’t know where to start, but I guess I’ll start at the beginning, as boring as it is.


My name is Sam Glass – Samuel Abelard Glass, to my mother when she was annoyed.


I was born in 1932, a Depression-era child who grew up to a World War II teen, and a post-war adult. I turned eighteen in 1950, which in Morganville meant that I had to choose to either align myself with a vampire Protector, like my parents had before me, or strike out on my own without any kind of guarantees.


I’d like to say I was brave enough to do that. I wasn’t. I signed the contract, got the bracelet, and life went on as normal, at least in terms of this town, where vampires are a fact and living with them is a challenge everybody faces.


I started at the local college, Texas Prairie University, and when I was nineteen, I met Melinda Barnes, and I fell in love. She was a lovely girl, bright as a star, and things went fast. Too fast, maybe. At twenty, I found myself with a wife, and a baby on the way. My parents had passed on, so I had inherited the family home, one of the big Founder Houses in town. Melinda was dreaming of a houseful of kids, and as she got bigger every month with the child we’d made, I thought about it, too. I didn’t know if it was the right thing to do, having kids in Morganville, but I’d made the choice, and Melinda was so happy …


And then something went wrong, badly wrong, while I was in the waiting room at Morganville General Hospital’s maternity wing. In those days, fathers were expected to sit and wait, or pace and wait, or worry and wait. I paced, wondering how many hours I had left to go, wondering if those shrieks I could hear from beyond the doors belonged to Melinda. Feeling guilty and anxious and scared.


When the doctor came out, he came slowly, and the look on his face told me all I really needed to know.


Melinda had died in childbirth. They’d managed to save my son, though that had been close, too.


Married at twenty, a widower with a baby at twenty-one. We got by, me and Steven. I’d been terrified of having a baby to tend, but he won me over right away, the first look I had at his big china-blue eyes. So beautiful. I’d never understood what it felt like to really belong so completely to someone else, but little Steven became my world.


I wasn’t all on my own, of course – in the 1950s, nobody trusted a young man to properly raise a child on his own. I had plenty of help from the local busybodies – and some of it was welcome, I admit.


One day, I had a visit from the Founder.


I had never met Amelie, but I expected someone old, dry, chilly. Instead, she was beautiful, and quiet, and when she smiled, the world lit around me. It was a courtesy visit, a condolence call to acknowledge my loss and meet the newest member of the Glass family. She didn’t mean it to be anything more. Neither did I.


Instead, we became friends. Tentative friends, well aware of the huge gulf between us, but I sensed how lonely she was, and she could see the same thing in me. I was alone in the world, with Steven depending on me, and I suppose I was overwhelmed, too. Her kindness – and it was kindness, as strange as that might sound, considering who she was – seemed like water in the desert to me.


She began to drop by more often, helping with Steven, leaving her bodyguards at the door or dispensing with them altogether. With me, Amelie could shed the thousands of years and remember what it was like to be human. To simply … be.


By the time my boy turned three, I was in love with her. Not the kind of flash-point love I’d felt with Melinda; that had burnt fast, and faded. This was different, longer, richer. I knew it was stupid, impractical, impossible, but I could see, in unguarded moments, that she felt the same.


It might never have been anything more than a phantom, a dream that neither of us could acknowledge, except that Edgar Bryan went insane.


Old Edgar had never been one of the town’s saner residents; he’d been bounced in and out of mental treatments for years, and most knew to avoid him when he was ‘in a mood’. I don’t know how it happened, exactly, but I earned a reputation as a reasonable man, someone who could help calm down a bad situation; I’d dealt with more bar fights than I could remember, and even a few political arguments between humans and vampires.


When Edgar went around the bend, the first person they called was me. In fact, I got to the Barfly Tavern before the police, although I could hear the sirens wailing across town. Edgar had barricaded himself in a back room, along with six hostages, after he’d gone crazy and accused half the town of being out to get him.


It was already a killing matter by the time I got there. One of those he took hostage was a vampire – a young one, not nearly as capable of protecting herself as most of the others. And I knew her. Her name was Marion – she was so quiet and shy she barely registered as a vampire at all.


When Edgar started waving his Buck knife around at one of the bartenders, Marion stood up and stepped in between them. She had to, by Morganville’s rules – she owed the girl Protection. I wasn’t there, but I heard she was brave. She trusted that being a vampire was enough to protect her, because nobody could be that crazy.


Only Edgar was, and he killed her.


In Morganville, that meant that Edgar’s time was up; he was going to die for that, most likely in a medieval, horrible way. There was nothing I could do for the dead vampire, but I could try to get the other five people out without losing more of them to Edgar’s ravings.


It took all night, but I convinced Edgar to let the rest of them go – and it was a good thing I did. Amelie showed up before dawn, with her entourage, just as I took the last of them out to safety, while Edgar agreed to lay down his knife for good.


He snapped completely at the sight of her – maybe knowing that his life was over anyway. He went straight for her, screaming. If I’d been thinking at all, I’d have known that he couldn’t hurt her; she had guards, and she was far stronger and faster than he was.


But I wasn’t thinking. All I could see was Amelie, and the knife, and that horrible sight of poor Marion in the back room with her head lying two feet from her bloodless body.


So I played the hero. You can guess how that ended – with Edgar’s Buck knife buried so deep in my guts that the tip sliced through my spinal cord. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I’d stopped him before he got to Amelie.


I didn’t see what happened to Edgar, which I suspect was a blessing. I closed my eyes for a while, and when I opened them again, my head was lying in Amelie’s lap, and she was staring down at me with an expression of completely unguarded grief on her face.


There were tears in her eyes. Tears. That meant something, something so huge I couldn’t even put a name to it.


Before I could, I went away again.


The next time I came back, I was … different. It felt quiet inside, so very quiet, and yet I could hear everything, feel everything so intensely. Amelie’s cool fingers against my face, like silk and marble.


I tasted salt on my lips. Salt and copper.


Blood.


Amelie hadn’t made a human into a vampire in a hundred years in Morganville. But she’d done it to me. She’d done it to save me, for my son’s sake – or so she told me. But she knew, and I knew, that it was something else.


I blamed her at first. It was hard to understand the life – if you can call it life – that vampires lead, the cravings, the impulse to violence and cruelty. I’d never been a cruel man. It sickened me to find that in myself, and I fought hard to beat it down. Stay the kind of person I’d been in life. Be a peacemaker.


I tried to stay away from Amelie. Being around her awakened all kinds of emotions in me – and the stronger the feelings, the harder it was to control my worst impulses. Amelie kept me at arm’s length, rightly afraid that she and I would make each other too open, too vulnerable, and after what seemed like an eternity, I spent whole days at a time without feeling out of control and desperate.


But I missed her. I missed her all the time.


I was a terrible father in those years, but Steven turned out better than I deserved. He grew up strong and wild, and not a bit afraid of me, even when the black moods came over me. I suppose his love helped keep me the person I wanted to be, in the end.


At eighteen, Steven refused to sign a contract, and more than once, I was forced to come to his rescue when he got on the wrong side of one vampire faction or the other. A few years later, he fell wildly in love with a girl from out of town, Rose, and within a year after that, they were expecting a child. I’d been a father, a widower, a dead man, a vampire … Being a grandfather seemed too much, suddenly.


But just like when I’d held Steven in my arms for the first time, holding my grandson, Michael, on the day of his birth seemed to fill that empty space inside. Love hadn’t changed for me. I still loved my family. I still wanted desperately to protect that small, beautiful life.


Michael Glass. He was my grandson, but as I watched him grow, watched him settle into a kind, thoughtful, gifted boy with loving parents to guide him, he felt more like my own child. And I tried to give him the guidance I hadn’t been able to give Steven. From time to time, it even felt like I succeeded.


Amelie – Amelie and I are complicated. I love her, I know that. I would do anything for her, anything at all, and that’s dangerous to her as well as me. So we keep our distance, for the most part. She has to play the ice queen, especially now that Oliver’s in town and pressing her for control, and I understand that. I make her vulnerable.


I hate being her weakness.


When she turned Michael, I agreed with her decision, but I hated that, too – seeing his mortal life end, and my grandson being dragged headlong into this world of ancient politics and power. I wanted to protect him. I always thought that I could protect him from everything, but not even a vampire can promise that.


Not even a vampire should, in Morganville.


One thing about it, though: I don’t feel as alone.


Selfish as that is, I can’t tell you what it means to me.
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I wrote this story, again, as a kind of backstory exercise … This one was done to get on paper the story behind the death of Shane’s sister, Alyssa, and his family’s flight from Morganville, which was such a pivotal event in his life. I also wanted to see who Michael, Shane, Eve, and Monica were before, and after, those events, and before they met Claire … because even though Claire is the main character of the Morganville series, relationships between the other characters formed long before she arrived.


So here, in its entirety, is the story of that night told mainly from Shane’s point of view.

















GRUDGE





‘Heads up,’ Michael Glass said, and jerked his chin at something over Shane’s shoulder. ‘Incoming.’


Shane didn’t even need to look. Michael’s expression said it all – the kind of amusement only a best friend can have when your life is about to hit the brick wall. And there was only one brick wall who’d be walking towards him during the break between classes. (Well, two, but he didn’t think Principal Wiley was out to get him this week. So far.)


‘Oh, hey, Shane!’ said a girl from behind him. He already knew it was coming, but the voice still gave him cold chills. She was just being so nice. It was completely weird. ‘Funny running into you here.’


Shane slammed his locker door, spun the lock, and turned to face Monica Morrell, the crown princess of Morganville High School – at least in her own mind. And he wasn’t really all that sure she was wrong, which sucked. He didn’t like her. In a big way, actually. But she did have power, and power was important everywhere in Morganville … even in English class.


‘What, in the same hallway we both walk every day?’ he asked. He managed to keep most of his sarcasm out of it, though. ‘You need something?’ He was hoping he was giving off enough not interested, go away vibes to drive off a dozen Monicas, but from the glow in her eyes and the smile on her face, she was definitely not picking up the clue phone. She’d got some tanning thing done, and he had to admit, Monica was beautiful, in that predatory mean-girl kind of way. The kind that owed more to product than personality.


She stepped up very close, close enough he could smell the expensive perfume she’d drenched herself in, and dropped her voice to a low purr. ‘I definitely need something,’ she said. Monica was his age, sixteen going on seventeen, but she acted like she’d jumped over the teen years and straight to being some oversexed middle-aged cougar. Not that he had anything against oversexed middle-aged cougars; he’d take one of those over Monica any day. ‘Let’s find someplace quiet and discuss it.’


Somewhere behind him, Michael – who was unconvincingly sorting through books at his own locker, killing time and shamelessly gawking – made a choking sound. Shut up, man, Shane thought, but he couldn’t look away from Monica. She was too dangerous. ‘Yeah,’ Shane said slowly. ‘About that. I’m—I’ve got class.’ And he tried to back up and move around her.


She got in his way. Her smile stayed on, and stayed bright, but he saw a little flicker of impatience in her eyes. ‘Oh, come on, since when is Shane Collins concerned about class?’ she practically cooed. And before he could stop her, she came at him, backed him up against the lockers with a bang that attracted the attention of the fifty or sixty MHS students currently in the hallway, and …


And then all of a sudden she was all over him, hands in the wrong places, sliding up under his shirt, and she was kissing him, and for a long second his body was mostly saying, Mmmm, girl, warm, before his brain yelled Monica! and the whole thing went very wrong.


Shane grabbed her by her shoulders and shoved her back. Hard. Monica stumbled, shock all over her pretty face, and for a second he saw genuine hurt … but only for a second.


Then it was anger, turned up to eleven.


‘Oh, sorry, didn’t know you were gay, Collins! I should have known you and Glass—’


‘Hey!’ Shane said sharply. ‘Back off.’ Because she was already drawing a crowd, and there was nothing Monica liked better than a stage for her personal drama. Michael slammed his locker door, and when Shane glanced over at him, he saw that his friend’s face had gone very still. Michael could get really cold when he wanted, but the last thing he needed right now was Michael weighing in, especially when Monica was bound to push buttons. ‘Walk away. Look, I’m already doing it.’ And he did, shouldering his backpack and pushing past her in the general direction of his next class.


Monica followed. ‘That’s it? You’re just going to walk away?’ Her voice carried so well she really should have been a drama queen. ‘So you get me to do all those awful things and then you pretend like it never happened?’


‘Make up your mind, Monica – either I’m a perv hookup artist, or I’m gay,’ Shane said, and kept walking. ‘Pick one.’


‘You’re a walking social disease. I don’t have to pick anything!’


‘Certainly don’t have to pick me,’ he said, and flashed her a grin and a finger on the way into his classroom. ‘Not interested.’


And he figured, in his innocence, that it probably would blow over by the end of school.


Wrong.




 





There was no sign of Monica, or any of her posse, lurking around for Shane when school ended, which he figured was a good thing. Michael had headed off to practise guitar, as he did pretty much every day; Shane, on the other hand, was all about the slacking off, preferably someplace not his own house, but in a pinch that would do. Today, he thought he’d walk his sister, Alyssa, as far as the front door – because he was a good brother, mostly – and then see what kind of trouble he could find in one of the game shops, preferably the one that let him play for free, as long as he bought a game once in a while. His mum would gripe, because he probably wouldn’t show for dinner; his dad wouldn’t much care, because, like on most nights, he’d probably wind up at the bar and end up not caring about much.


Alyssa would care, but she was a big girl now, and she’d just have to get over it, the way Shane had got over all of the crap that came along with being a Morganville inmate.


He loitered outside the junior high gym until his sister came out – a leggy, willowy girl with a face that was going to be beautiful when it finally gave up the baby fat. For now, she looked … sweet.


And deeply amused.


‘What?’ Shane stayed slumped against the concrete wall. She slumped next to him and crossed her arms. Out on the grass field, the Morganville High Vipers football team was making an effort to look tough. Not very successfully.


‘You,’ Alyssa said, and laughed. She had a nice laugh, when it wasn’t directed at him. ‘I hear you got all up Monica’s nose today.’


‘She did it first,’ Shane said. ‘She was all over me in the hall. I guess you heard that, too.’


‘Hands down your trousers?’


‘What? No!’ His ears were turning red. He didn’t even want to have this conversation with his kid sister. ‘It wasn’t like that.’


‘So what was it like? Did she kiss you?’


Yes. ‘Kinda.’


‘Tongue kiss?’


‘Shut up, Lyss.’


‘Because tongue kissing Monica would probably give you some dire germs.’


‘I’m not kidding, shut up!’


Alyssa made a rude noise, but she let it go, pushed off the wall and started walking with long, easy strides. She was wearing gym clothes – grey shorts, a T-shirt Shane personally felt was too tight, and cross-trainers with little footie socks. She was sweet, and shy with everybody but Shane, it seemed like. ‘So, after the thing we won’t discuss, I heard you punched her.’


‘Do you really think I’d punch a girl?’


‘Well, it’s Monica.’


‘No. I pushed her off me, that’s all. Then she—’


‘Wait,’ Alyssa said, and turned backward as she walked, facing him. She was basically the only person Shane had ever seen who could walk backward as fast as forward. It was weird. ‘Let me guess. She said – uh – you were gay?’


Huh. ‘Yeah.’


‘Well, that’s her go-to insult for anybody who doesn’t drool over her like a total perv. Did she go to level two?’


‘You tell me.’


‘Did she Myspace bomb you yet?’


Shane blinked. ‘No.’


‘Wow. Bet she did. Bet everybody who owes her a favour has gone out and trashed your page.’ Alyssa executed a perfect twirl and fell back in step, walking forward. ‘Next thing she’ll try to get her big brother to arrest you or something.’


Richard Morrell was newly hired on at the Morganville Police Department. Shane didn’t know him well, but any Morrell was bound to be worse than he expected. ‘Great,’ he said. ‘Just what I need, a record.’


‘Tough guy,’ Alyssa said, and sent him a brilliant, sly grin. ‘Race you.’


‘I’m a tough guy. I don’t run.’


‘Loser!’ She stuck her tongue out at him and set off, long legs flying, her long brown hair whipping like a flag behind her. It was hot still in Morganville – autumn wasn’t making itself felt yet – and heat shimmering off the pavement made it look like she was running through water.


‘Crap,’ he sighed, and kicked it up to a jog, just to keep her in sight.


Today was a fairly typical day – nobody on the streets, doors and windows closed even during the day. And nobody lurking, at least visibly, to snatch Alyssa off the street. Shane didn’t worry so much about pervs in Morganville – although he was pretty sure they existed – as about vampires.


Because it was just a fact of life. Morganville had vampires. And he and Alyssa were both wearing bracelets – leather, with an embossed symbol – that identified them as being minors under the Protection of a vampire named Sullivan. Not that Sullivan was worth much. For a vamp, he did a crappy job of intimidating people, or taking care of them, or even just showing up when he was supposed to. Maybe he was a drunk, like Shane’s dad was. Who knew?


All Shane knew was that he despised the vampires, and when he turned eighteen, he was not going to sign up with one of the undead bloodsuckers. He was going to live free, live fast, and die young.


Speaking of which … ‘Lyss! Slow down!’ Because she was pulling so far ahead now he could hardly see her at all. She waved, jogged backward, and then sprinted around the corner.


He was maybe fifteen feet behind her when something rushed at him from the mouth of a dark alley, and dragged him into the shadows. Shane let out a surprised yelp and immediately tried to get himself on his feet, but whatever was pulling him, it was strong, and fast, and he was off balance.


A kick hit him in the ribs, and he rolled into a ball. Lyss, he thought, in despair. Keep running. If she looked back and didn’t see him, she might come back. She might get hurt.


He couldn’t let that happen.


Someone yanked his head back, and he felt sharp nails digging into his scalp. The perfume wave hit him a few seconds later, sickly sweet and familiar, and then Monica Morrell smiled nastily down into his face and said, ‘I forget, where were we? Oh, this is Brandon. He’s my Protector.’ She put her free hand on the vampire standing next to her, the one holding Shane’s left arm in a vice-like grip. Brandon had that dark, broody thing going, all black leather and pale attitude, and he looked like he really couldn’t give a crap about Shane or Monica, and ripping Shane’s arm out of its socket was just another day at the office. ‘He wants you to apologise.’


Shane gritted his teeth against a wave of pain from his shoulder, which was complaining it wasn’t supposed to bend that way. ‘I’m sorry you’re a vicious skank,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t punch you when I had the chance. How’s that?’


Monica’s fingernails dug deep enough in his scalp to cut, and she shook his head side to side, miming a no like he was her puppet. ‘Not what I was looking for, you jerk. Apologise. Now. And ask me out.’


‘Ask you out? Are you out of your freaking mind? Ow!’ Because that had made her nails really dig in. ‘Do you really think we’re going to hit it off, you crazy—’


‘I didn’t say I’d say yes,’ she said. ‘Fine. If you won’t apologise, then you’re just going to have to be a tragic cautionary tale for all the rude people. Brandon?’


She said it with a kind of bratty assurance, and she even snapped her fingers, as if she had the vampire right where she wanted him. Shane could have told her – without even knowing Brandon at all, except to avoid him – that she’d just made a serious mistake.


‘What?’ Brandon asked softly, and Shane felt the pain in his arm start to retreat. Brandon had let go of him. ‘Are you calling a dog, you spoilt little girl? Because dogs bite.’
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