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New Beginnings

 

Adan pulled his black cloak tighter about his lithe frame.  His breath frosted in the cold, dank air of the dark alleyway.  The moon was high but shed little light on the lands below. Perfect, thought Adan.  His gaze shifted toward the streets beyond the alley.  Soon, it would be soon.  He could feel it.  The taverns were closing up. The intoxicated patrons would be disgorged like so much vile waste, to sully the streets and dark alleys until next eve's revelry.

A shudder ran through Adan, but it was not from the cold.  The tremors always got worse before they got better.  He knew that.  He lived with that.  And he could fix that.  He just had to have patience.

His keen hearing picked up the sounds of footfalls, echoing dully against the tall, wooden structures on either side of him.  He remained still, waiting, blending into the darkness surrounding him.  In a moment, a young man stumbled down the alley, muttering softly to himself.  Adan drew a deep, slow breath, reaching out with his Vector magic.  Yes, this man had just recently taken a dose of hack, the drug Adan craved, the drug Adan needed.  He waited until the man was almost past him, before he stepped into his path.

The man stumbled to a stop with a gasp.  His gaze lifted to study Adan's face.  Though he was not a small man, Adan, at well over six feet, towered over him, and the man staggered backward to get a better glimpse, blinking rapidly, eyes obviously blurred from drink or drug.

"Good eve," Adan said quietly.

The young man frowned, as if unsure how to respond. He shrugged, and attempted to pass Adan.

Adan stopped him yet again, gripping his arm.  

"What do you want?" the man slurred.

"You," Adan answered quietly, and pulled the man toward him. His bite was vicious, his feeding more so, his lust brought on by his need for the drug in the man's blood. It had been too long since he'd fed. Lost in the euphoria of the hack that now coursed through his body, Adan released his grip on his victim. The man sprawled to the cold ground. Adan stared down at him for a few moments, then, snugging his cloak, he turned and melted into the darkness.
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Baris looked up from his journal at the sound of voices. Voices he knew.  A surge of joy coursed through him as his wife, Anika, led a tall, dark haired man into the study.  Baris rose, extending his hand.  "Jaeger!  What are you doing here?  It's been a long time."

The man smiled, accepting Baris' forearm embrace.  "It has."

"Did you bring Rhiannon?  And the children?"

"No, I'm afraid I didn't." He paused. "I...I need to speak with you on an important matter."

Anika tipped her head at Jaeger. "I'll fetch you a drink, then leave you two to talk," she said and quickly slipped out of the room.

Baris smiled and motioned Jaeger to a chair beside the desk, then lowered his towering, lithe frame back into his own chair.  "So, what's wrong?  Something with Rhiannon?"

"No, Rhia is fine." He let out a heavy sigh. "I came at the request of Darius."

Baris drew back.  A momentary surge of panic swept through him, and his hand reflexively moved toward his left arm.  "Darius?" he whispered.  "What does he want with me?  What have I done?"

Jaeger smiled, his gaze moving momentarily to Baris' arm, though he said nothing. He reached out to give Baris' shoulder a reassuring grip. "Old ways die hard. Do remember that Darius is not Cardiss. He does not have the same punitive rule as Cardiss did. Besides, you have done nothing.  Sovereign Darius only wishes your expertise, shall we say."

"My expertise?  What could I possibly know that he doesn't?"

Jaeger started to answer then stopped as Anika returned with two tankards of cold ale.  She sat them on the table, cast a quick glance at Jaeger, and left as quietly as she had come in.  

Jaeger looked at the closed door thoughtfully.  "Doesn't she like me?" 

Baris was startled by the words.  "Of course she does!  I think she's a bit intimidated by you is all."

It was Jaeger's turn to be surprised.  "By me?  Why?  I'm not even full Vector."

Baris managed a small smile, despite the fact that his heart was doing double time. "Perhaps intimidated isn't the right word. Embarrassed might be better. She's still a bit unsettled about all that occurred between her and I almost two years ago.  I have to admit, I'm highly embarrassed over that whole incident myself.  I wish I could erase it from my past, and my memory."

Jaeger took a sip of his ale and fixed his dark gaze on Baris.  "Well, actually, that's exactly what I'm here to discuss with you."

Baris felt the color drain from his cheeks.  "I thought you said that I'd done nothing wrong. Why would Darius..."

"I told you," Jaeger interrupted.  "He needs your exper...assistance with something.  It seems that there is another Vector who has fallen prey to the ravages of hack.  He is refusing to even acknowledge his pledge to the Sovereign.  He has basically gone his own way.  Darius would like us to intervene.  He doesn't want this to become a nasty state of affairs."

Baris digested the words slowly, trying to drown them with a large swallow of ale.  Just the mention of hack set his skin crawling.  He'd had enough of that torture.  The days he had spent under the influence of the powerful drug were only a blurred memory, but he could still clearly see the dead body of the boy he had taken as his consort during that time.  A boy who had died because of him. He had used the boy as a food source, but more than that, he has used the boy as a way to ease his own cravings for the hack. Even now, he could remember the euphoria that had swept through him each time he had taken the blood of a person high on hack. It was a euphoria not met by simply ingesting the drug in its leaf form. A shudder ran up his spine and he took another long pull on his ale, only wanting to distance himself from any more conversation.  "I...I don't see why Darius just doesn't take this Vector into the Lair by force.  It's his right as Sovereign."

"That has been the right of the Sovereign in the past," Jaeger agreed.  "But do remember that when Darius assumed the position of Sovereign, he gave the Vectors freer rein to pursue their own lives."

"Then why does he care what this Vector is doing?"

"Because this Vector is giving us all a bad name, Baris.  I don't need to tell you how tenuous our acceptance into this human society is.  One Vector out there doing ill deeds affects us all. We certainly don't want to get back to the point of being hunted and killed simply for who we are.  At least, I don't. And I don't wish to jeopardize my family either."

The words startled Baris.  "You think that would happen?  All of our spouses are witches.  I don't think common folk would dare to..."

"Think, man!"  Jaeger interrupted.  "Rhiannon's clan were hunted and killed for years.  In fact, it's only their association with the Vectors that has brought them any peace at all."

"Then perhaps the common folk having a fear of Vectors is a good thing," Baris returned.

Jaeger sighed. "To a point, I agree.  But only to a point.  I would much prefer that we were respected, not feared.  And I certainly don't like the fear this particular Vector is spreading about him. He has done a lot of killing. And he's not been too particular about his victims either.  From the reports, he's killed men, women and even children."

Baris drew a deep breath and rose, gripping his tankard with both hands.  He went to the window and peered out, though he focused on nothing beyond.  His mind's eye again saw the body of the boy he had commanded.  He couldn't get rid of the image despite the fact that he had been assured that Antyn's death was not his doing.  It had been an overdose of the hack that had killed him, something that probably would have eventually occurred with or without Baris being involved.  Still, the boy wouldn't have been attacked, nearly beaten to death, if it hadn't been for his relationship with Baris.  And he wouldn't have tried to calm that pain with more hack than his frail body could endure.  Baris felt almost as if he owed it to Antyn to stop this other Vector from claiming victims. Almost.

The thought of once again entering the dark and vile world of the drug abusers was not a pleasant one.  He didn't relish the thought of slinking through dark alleys, of rubbing shoulders with those associated with the drug.

"I'll leave you to think on it," Jaeger said, rising.  "But do let me know.  If you do not wish to accompany me, I shall have to go it alone."

Baris turned to fully face the man.  "Jaeger, you don't know what you're putting yourself into.  You may think you're strong, but just one wrong person to feed on, and you'll be swept into living hell."

"Then I'll have to be careful."

"You may not be able to sense those who have used the drug," Baris pointed out gently.

Jaeger drew himself up stiffly.  "I am aware of my human half, Baris. I am aware of my weaknesses. I have always compensated for them in the past.  I shall continue to do so.  Good day."  He gave a tip of his head and disappeared, using his Vector magic that would spirit him back to the Lair where he would report to Darius.

Just the thought sent quivers of fear through Baris, though what Jaeger had said was true.  Since his rise to Sovereign, Darius had allowed the Vectors to live their own lives.  Gone was the constant intrusion and brutally enforced loyalty of his predecessor.  Obedience was now done out of respect, not tyranny.  Still, Baris remembered all too well his time spent under the rule of first Sovereign Cardiss, then his High Chancellor Riden.  Old habits, and fears, did indeed die hard.

"Baris?"  Anika entered the room quietly, stopping before her husband. Her blue eyes held worry and fear. "What's wrong?  What did Jaeger want?"

Baris hesitated.  "He brought a message from Sovereign Darius, that's all."  Baris drew her into his arms, burying his face in her dark hair, savoring the feel of her pregnant belly against his hard, flat one.  "It's nothing."

She was quiet a moment, her arms wrapped about his waist.  Then she pushed back and looked up into his eyes.  "It was something.  Something that has disturbed you a great deal. Will you share it with me?"

Baris sighed, not because he didn't want to share with her, but because he didn't want to even think about those awful times.  He stroked her cheek gently.  "He wanted me to help him find another Vector.  Seems the man has gotten himself involved with hack.  Darius wanted me to assist Jaeger in curing this Vector of his addiction."

"And you will help?"  Anika asked, her blue eyes searching his.

"Help?"  He released her with a heavy sigh.  "How can I help, Anika?  I took that long road hack offered.  It was hell, Anika.  I don't want to travel it again."

"But why would you?  Darius isn't asking you to get involved with taking the drug, Baris.  He only wants your help in freeing another of your kind from its evil clutches.  You, above all, should know what this Vector is going through. Why won't you help?"

Baris studied her a moment, then returned to his desk.  He picked up the quill and fiddled with it, avoiding her gaze.  How could he tell her that even now memories of the hack stayed with him?  That even now, so many months later, he could still remember the euphoric rush the drug provided?  Yes, it had been hell purging it from his body, but while he took it, he had wanted nothing more than to continue to do so.  And perhaps he still yearned for it. He wasn't so sure that he could resist the lure of the powerful drug.  And that irritated him.

He had always prided himself on his Vector strength.  For most of his long life he had been in control.  The fact that Deirdre, one of his wife's clan members, could so easily seduce him, manipulate him with her magic, was bad enough.  But the ease with which hack had claimed him was too much for him to accept.  Yet, it had happened.  Baris wasn't so sure that it wouldn't happen again.  He just didn't want to take that risk.  Besides there was always the implant to contend with. Anika didn't know of that. Neither did Jaeger, or so Baris hoped. It was humiliating enough that he, himself, knew. He purposely kept his gaze from his arm, from the small, nearly invisible red patch of skin that belied the presence of the implant. It was his only punishment, his only payment for the men he had killed while under Deirdre's seduction. At times he felt as if he didn't deserve it, at times he felt as if he deserved so much more than having his Vector strength sapped by the presence of the implant. Your strength killed the victims, Darius had said. It seems appropriate that your strength is now the victim. Baris wasn't sure he agreed, but he'd had little say in the matter at the time. It was either the implant or a gaol cell somewhere in Terska. At least with the implant, he could be here with his family. Something those men he had killed were denied.

Anika approached him, and squeezed his shoulder gently. "It's your choice then, Baris," she said quietly.  "Now, come, dinner is ready."

"Let me finish my journal entries," Baris returned, his heart burdened with guilt.

"Don't be long, else it'll have gone stone cold.  Not that it matters much to you, since you seem to take your meals that way by preference."

Baris managed a small smile at her gentle teasing.  He was prone to spending far too much time at his books, and often made it to dinner late.  He took her hand and kissed the back of it, then released her.  "I won't be long," he promised, and bent to his books once again.  He didn't hear her leave.
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Adan woke many hours later, sprawled on his bed at the inn he had come to know as home these past few months.  He sat up slowly, his head reeling, his stomach tightening into a hard knot of nausea and hunger.  With a soft moan, he pushed to his feet, then gripped the bedpost to keep from toppling.  It took a few moments for the dizziness to pass.  When it did, Adan stumbled to the washbasin and splashed cold water on his face. The shock wakened him further, and he dried briskly.  

A soft tap sounded at the door.  Adan waited quietly, knowing the inn's maid would leave his breakfast if he did not answer.  When he was sure she was gone, he retrieved the tray, and set it on the sideboard.  Tea washed the foul taste of the hack from his mouth and throat, and Adan sank into a chair, realizing he had again slept in his clothing.  He took another long drink of tea, letting the hot liquid scorch his throat, then rose and went to the dirty window to peer into the crowded streets below.

Just months ago he might have been one of the many merchants, craftsmen, or even farmers that strolled the dirt streets and dusty boardwalks.  Working, struggling, slaving to make a modest means of support.  A cynical smile crept over Adan's lean face.  Well, no more.  That life was behind him.  Now, he simply took what he wanted.  This room, this food, the clothing he wore--all were procured through his Vector magic, his ability to make others succumb to his will, to bend to his need.

He straightened as a ruckus rose in the streets below.  A small knot of men had just exited an alleyway, staggering under a load they carried.  Once they were on the boardwalk, they stopped and lowered their wares to the ground, then stood back.  Despite himself, Adan caught at his breath.  The body of a young man lay on the weathered wood.  His face was a ghastly white in the morning sunshine.  His clothes were rumpled and dirty, and the men had to pry his death-rigid fingers from about his neck.  It was then that Adan saw the blood staining the man's shirt collar and skin.  He let the thin curtain fall back into place and backed away from the window.

It was the boy that he had accosted in the alleyway the previous night.  Only, Adan hadn't killed him.  He was sure of it.  He had taken only as much blood as he needed, only enough to ease his cravings.  He was sure that the boy had been alive when he'd left him.  He was sure of it.

He returned to his chair and sank down, ignoring the cries of disbelief and anguish that now sounded from outside.  It wasn't his fault.  It wasn't.  Something else had killed the boy, someone else.  Perhaps another drunk had overpowered him, someone looking for either money or hack.  A whisper of a memory ran through Adan's mind.  With trembling hand he searched his inner vest pocket, and drew out a small leather pouch.  It was the boy's.  He remembered that now.  Remembered how he had taken it from the youth before leaving him sprawled on the ground.  His fist tightened about the bag. It wasn't his fault.  He couldn't be blamed for another's act of violence.  He looked at his hand that was now shaking almost uncontrollably.  Without another thought, he opened the pouch and shook several leaves of hack into his mouth.  Then he sat back, closed his eyes, and let the drug erase his memories.
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"He did what?"  Baris could not keep his voice from rising in alarm.

Darius turned to face him, one eyebrow raised in question.  Baris swallowed hard and took a quick, deep breath of air.

"I apologize, Sovereign," he said at once, lowering his voice.  "It...it's just that, well, I expected him to wait."

"Wait? For what?  You made it clear that you didn't wish to get involved in this. In fact, I'm a little surprised to see you here at all. It's been three days since Jaeger visited you."

Baris flushed.  "I...I had to think it over. It wasn't something I could make a quick decision on.  But I thought Jaeger would give me some time."

Darius paused, then settled his lithe form into a hearthside chair.  He looked up at Baris, who immediately sat down as well.  "Jaeger did not wish to pressure you, Baris.  The decision to accompany him had to be yours."

"Did he go alone then?"

Darius shook his head.  "No, he took Vail with him."

"Vail?  Why him?  He's not a Vector."

"No, but he does know something of what you went through."

Again, Baris felt a flush creep over his cheeks.  Knew something? That was a decided understatement. If it hadn't been for Vail, Baris would most likely be dead by now.  The young witch had nursed him back to health, had comforted him during the horrific struggle to purge the hack from his body, had been there to support Baris when he had finally been reunited with his wife and child.  Yes, Vail knew something of his ordeal all right.

Still, he was not a Vector, and even though the young witch carried Vector blood, the magic he had was pale by comparison to a true Vector.  Baris wondered just how much help he would be to Jaeger.  He guessed that one of the reasons Vail was going along was to supply Jaeger with a safe source of blood.  Still, a knot began to form in the pit of Baris' stomach.  "Why can't you just bring the Vector here?  He could be helped here."

Darius leaned back in his chair.  "I cannot simply spirit away a man who does not wish to be spirited away, Baris.  He has his own magic, remember.  And he seems quite determined to use it against me."

"But that's treason," Baris mumbled.

Darius looked at him, startled, then laughed. "Were I a king, I guess that would be true. But I'm not. I am simply the overseer of the Lair.  I will not rule the Vectors as Riden or Cardiss did.  They were far too intrusive and punitive.  A man's life has got to be his own, Baris.  He must make his own decisions, make his own way.  That goes for the Vectors as well as for the humans.  Still, that does not mean we are a lawless society. We do have rules to follow. And when those rules are broken, as Adan as done, I must step in."

Baris cringed, understanding the double meaning.  He wished Darius had not mentioned the Vector's name.  Putting a name to him made him real, not just a problem that Baris could ignore. Adan.  He hadn't heard of the man before and he wondered how old he was, where he traveled, what his background was like, if he had others who cared about him as Vail and Rhiannon cared about Jaeger, as Anika cared about Baris.

Darius rose, gathering his dark robe about him.  "It's cold in here," he mumbled.  "It's always cold in here.  I need to see about getting some light and warmth into these old halls.  How Cardiss could stand this I don't know."

Baris glanced about the subterranean shelter.  The rock walls had been smoothed from centuries of hands touching them.  The domed ceiling arched high overhead giving the room a cavernous feeling, though it was quite small in size.  Darius had padded the stone floor with thick coverings of various furs, but still the cold oozed from the rockery.  Even the blazing fire in the hearth didn't seem able to curtail it.  Baris wished the whole Lair could be moved, somewhere where daylight and sunshine could visit.  But he knew that was impossible.  Vectors were born in the dark, they lived in the dark for the first fifteen years of their life.  It was only then that they ventured to the outside.  He remembered his first venture there clearly.

He had been terrified.  Terrified that the light of day would forever blind him. That the gentle breezes would somehow steal his own breath.  If not for his mentor, Cris, he would never have gone topside. It was Cris' gentle persuasion that had finally won Baris over.  They had taken several days to slowly climb the long staircase to the top. It had been necessary to allow Baris' eyes to adjust to the light.  But once there, what a sight.  

The Lair was located deep within a towering peak and, from the top, the view was incredible.  More incredible than anything Baris had ever seen.  He had stood for long moments staring, absorbing every piece of land that was revealed to him as the sun rose. It was the most spectacular thing he had ever witnessed, and he had actually not wanted to return to the bowels of the earth and his former home.

He wondered how long Adan had been topside, how old he was.  He wondered if Adan could still see the beauty in the lands around him, or if his only world was now the one created by the hack.  With a sigh, Baris approached Darius, who stood at the sideboard, waiting for his tea to brew.

"I'll find Jaeger," Baris said quietly. "I'll help him."

Darius glanced over at him as if he had expected the words.  "I can send you to him."

"No.  I...I need to say my goodbyes to Anika and Thale.  And to make arrangements to have her bled while I am gone. Did...did you know that Anika was again with child? Due soon as a matter of fact."

Darius' eyebrows rose in surprise.  "No, I didn't.  Congratulations."

Baris smiled, though he had sensed just a touch of regret in the Sovereign's words.  He knew Darius was glad that the Vectors were producing offspring of their own desires, yet at the same time, there were precious few who were now offering their seed to the creation of pure Vectors in the Lair.  Baris also knew that Darius could once again order them to do so.  Baris hoped he wouldn't.  Baris hadn't known his mother.  He knew only that his father had been Sovereign Cardiss; but then Cardiss was the father of all pure Vectors.  Cardiss had followed the Vector way for centuries--impregnating a Vector woman, then passing the embryo off to a surrogate human mother to be grown.  Baris had never known his surrogate--she had been killed just moments after his birth, as was custom.  It was a custom Baris had grown up with, been schooled on, yet it still left a print of disgust in his mind. 

In some ways he thought Jaeger was lucky.  Jaeger's parents had loved each other. Though his father had been a Vector, his mother had been a human, impregnated against Cardiss' will.  That both parents had spent their entire married life running in fear of retribution didn't matter to Baris.  He still thought that even those few years Jaeger had in a loving, two-parent home, was worth the fear and uncertainty.  Still, to see both of your parents killed was not something Baris wished to discover first hand.  He had never known which male Vector Chosen had carried him as an embryo--that was closely guarded information in the Lair.  And he had never known who his Vector mother was, the donor of the egg.  In some ways it left him adrift.  If it hadn't been for the mentorship of first Cris, then Jaeger, he would have felt entirely alone.  And now, Jaeger needed his help.  Baris would give it.

He tipped his head at Darius.  "I take my leave now, Sovereign.  Just tell me which city Jaeger has gone to and I will leave this eve."

"He is in Erster."

Baris caught at his breath.  Erster.  The very village where he, himself, had nearly died.  Cold memories washed over him, set him to trembling.  He barely controlled the tremor in his voice.  "Very well, Sovereign.  I will go there as soon as I see my family."  He hesitated a moment wondering if he should mention his implant, how it might interfere with helping Jaeger, then decided against it. This was his crutch to bear and he would not seek early release from his punishment. He tipped his head again, and used his Vector magic to Spell himself home. At least that much magic had been left to him.

Morning had arrived while he was in the Lair, and the sunshine sneaked through the shutters, warming the room. Anika was huddled on the settee and looked up with a startled gasp at his sudden appearance in the common room.  Baris knew at once that something was wrong.  She was pale, sweating, her face twisted with pain.  Baris knelt at her side, taking her hand.  She forced a smile to her face.  "It's the child, Baris.  He doesn't want to wait any longer."

"Oh," was all Baris could manage.  He picked Anika up in his arms and carried her into the bedroom.  Thale was asleep on the wide bed, his thumb tucked securely in his mouth.  He did little more than grunt, and turned to his other side as Baris laid Anika beside him.  "I'll get the midwife," he said quietly.

Anika nodded. "And have Trina come as well. She can..." She paused to let a pain pass.  "She can entertain Thale."

Baris nodded and strode from the room.  His stomach had been knotted up before, but now he felt as if he might be sick.  It was too soon.  The baby should not arrive for another month at least.  Baris shook aside the worrisome thoughts and hurried to the mid-wife's cottage.  She answered his insistent knock at once.

"It's Anika," he said, breathless from his jaunt across the village.  "Please, come at once."

The woman said nothing, but disappeared into the hut for her bag, and pushed past Baris on her way to his cottage. Baris took a deep breath and turned towards Trina's cottage.

Trina was already in the yard, tending to her garden, while keeping a watchful eye on her own three-year-old.  Baris was grateful he would not have to wait while she woke, dressed and fed her child. She rose at his approach.  "Baris!  What brings you here?"

"Anika, she...it's...she would like you to sit with Thale," Baris stammered.  "The baby is..." Dread stopped his words.

Trina's eyes went wide, and she wiped her dirty hands on her skirt.  "Come, Aron," she said to her son.  "Thale needs a playmate for a while."

The little boy let out a whoop of pleasure and grasped his mother's hand.  Baris turned and hurried back to his cottage, Trina and Aron trailing.  The midwife had already wakened Thale and told him of Aron's coming.  Thale met the little boy on the steps outside the cottage, no traces of sleep lingering in his dark eyes, although he was still wearing his sleeping clothes.  "Aron!" he cried. "Look!  I found a bug!"

The other boy laughed, and ran to meet his friend.  Both boys immediately took to the grass, in pursuit of a large, black beetle that was making hasty tracks away from the squealing toddlers.  Trina smiled and motioned Baris away.  He needed no urging, and hurried into the house.  

He was jolted by a shriek of pain from Anika.  Alarm gripped his gut and he started toward the bedroom, only to be stopped by another cry from his wife.  He drew a deep shaky breath.  He wanted to be with her, but his own fear was stopping him.  He had watched her give birth to Thale, and the memory of her birthing pains stayed with him yet.  He had thought he would lose her then, thought so now.  He took another step toward the bedroom.  Then another, each making his heart pound harder, and his breath come faster.  His head began to reel and he held to the wall to keep from toppling.

This is ridiculous, he told himself.  I'm not a child. I should be able to handle this, to be able to help my own wife when she needs me most.  He cringed at yet another cry, his mind swirling.  How could this be happening so fast?  He had barely left her to fetch the midwife, and Anika had seemed in little pain then. How could she have progressed so quickly?  

Something was wrong.  That had to be the answer.  Something was wrong with either the baby or Anika.  The despair in that possibility sent Baris hurrying into the room.  He was just in time to see the midwife wrap the infant in a cloth.  His mouth gaped, and his gaze flew to Anika, who lay upon the bed, pale and shivering. His gaze went back to the child.

"It's not crying," Baris whispered.  "Why is it not crying?"

"Give her a moment," the midwife said, then turned the baby over and clapped it soundly on the back.  

The baby gagged, coughed, then let out a small, feeble cry, no louder than a kitten's mewl.  The midwife clapped her again, then turned her over and gently cleaned out the tiny mouth and nose.  The baby took another shuddering breath, and squirmed weakly.

"She's a good bit early," the midwife said quietly.  "Don't know that she'll make it."

"Let me hold her," Anika said.  "Please.  Let me hold her."

The midwife stood and moved beside Anika, fairly shoving Baris aside.  He was well aware of her dislike for his kind, but for Anika's sake, he kept his barbed comments to himself.  He watched her place the infant into Anika's reaching arms, and waited for her to move aside.  She did so almost grudgingly.  At once Baris knelt beside the bed, peering at the tiny little girl.

"She's beautiful," Anika whispered.  

Baris took a deep breath, staring at the pale skin, the dark hair still plastered to the tiny head with birth fluids.  He reached out a tentative hand and gently stroked the infant's cheek.  She had stopped moving and lay still and quiet in her mother's arms.  For a brief moment, Baris thought she had stopped breathing.  Then he saw her small chest rise and fall.  Relief surged through him, but it was relief short lived.  

The midwife looked over his shoulder and grunted.  "It'll be a miracle, Anika, if the babe survives.  She's too small, too weak. Best prepare yourself."

Tears gathered in Anika's eyes, and tumbled down her cheeks.  "No, Adress, you're wrong. You have to be.  She's small, but so perfect.  Look at her."

The midwife shook her head and turned away to finish her work.  Baris shot her a chastising glance, then looked back at Anika and the baby.  "What shall we name her, Ani?"

"Aysha," Anika murmured, her voice heavy with fatigue.  "It means life. She will live, Baris.  She will."

"Yes, she will," Baris said softly.  "You sleep, Ani.  Let me hold her for a bit. Please?"

Anika nodded, her eyes already half closed.  Baris picked up the fragile bundle and held his daughter close.  He knew what she needed, but he wasn't about to do anything in front of Adress.  "Are you done here?"  he asked the midwife, hoping his tone wasn't too brusque.

She glared at him, and finished tending Anika. "I am.  I'll leave you both to your heathen rituals and dark ways."  She gathered up her supplies.  "I'll check back on Anika later this eve.  I'll bring the priest. If the child is still alive, he'll be here for a blessing.  If not, he'll be here for rites."

Baris clenched his jaw, again keeping his words of anger to himself.  He followed her to the door, where Trina looked up from where she sat on the porch.  Adress hurried past her without a word.  Trina rose, alarm in her eyes at the sight of the tiny baby.

"Oh, by the saints," she murmured.  "Is the child..."

"The child lives," Baris said, forcing conviction into his words.  "Her name is Aysha."

"Let me see!" Thale cried, rushing over, Aron following.

Baris smiled and hunkered down to his son's level. The little boy let out a small gasp, and touched at Aysha's pale face with one finger. Then, without a word, he leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on the newborn's cheek. Baris' eyes filled with tears and he straightened.

 "Please, excuse me a moment, Trina.  I told Anika I would be right back. Thale, wait here. I will fetch you in a few minutes."  Thale and Trina nodded in unison, and Baris hurried back into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

He sat down on the edge of the bed, tucking Aysha in beside Anika. For a long moment he studied the infant, torn by what he must do. Then, with a quick movement, he bit into his own wrist.  He let the blood flow freely for a moment, then took but one drop on his fingertip.  Without a pause, he then turned to Anika, biting quickly and efficiently into her wrist, not even waking her.  Her blood flowed warm and sweet.  Again, he took but a drop and placed it atop his on his fingertip.  Gently, he offered the mixed blood to Aysha. The infant pursed her lips, then began to suckle.  

He watched as her color changed, going from a deathly, pasty white to a creamy, rose-cheeked complexion.  She squirmed in her bindings, as if begging to be let free, and Baris obliged, loosening them a bit.  Aysha opened one eye and peered upward, though she seemed not able to focus on him.  Still, he smiled at this tiny treasure.  His daughter.
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Adress returned later that evening as promised.  The priest was with her, and judging from the look on his face, he seemed prepared to give last rites to the infant.  His eyes went wide when he saw Aysha suckling at Anika's breast.  

"Adress," he murmured, "I thought you said the babe was all but stillborn."

The mid-wife grunted, her eyes narrowing in distaste.  "She should have been, but who knows what to make of a Vector child."  She moved closer to the bed, and peered at the child.  After a moment, she addressed Anika.  "Might I examine her further?"

Anika relinquished the child, though it was all Baris could do to keep from snatching his daughter away from Adress.  He watched as the woman took the child nearer the window to study her.  After a moment, Adress picked up the lamp and waved it before the child's face.  Baris stiffened, ready to rescue Aysha at a second's notice, although from what he couldn't say.  Finally, Adress looked over at Anika with pursed lips.  Her tone was somewhat smug when she spoke. "The child is blind."

Anika gasped, and her gaze flew to meet Baris'.  For a second, he was speechless, then he strode to Adress and took Aysha from her.  He cradled the tiny infant to his breast.  "How do you know? She's but hours old.  She can't be expected to focus on anything yet."  

"She is blind," Adress repeated.

Anika let out a soft sob and reached for her daughter.  Baris hesitated, then placed Aysha into Anika's arms.  "It doesn't matter," he said tightly. "Even if she is, she is still our daughter and she is still beautiful."

Adress grunted again. "A blind woman has no life.  You'd better be prepared to safekeep her for the rest of her life."

Anger rose in Baris. "I was prepared to safekeep her the moment she was conceived."  He looked at the priest.  "You may give the blessings now."

The priest nodded and opened his bag.  From this, he took a white shawl and a small vial of water. He placed the shawl about his shoulders, and approached the child.  Baris frowned, touching his arm.  "What is that?" he asked pointing to the vial.

"It is sacred water," the priest returned.  "Taken from the ash grove and blessed at the altar."

"And you will do what with it?"

"Put but a drop on the child's forehead as a sign of blessing from the eternal one."

"You didn't do that with Thale," Baris pointed out.  "You merely spoke the blessing.  Why must you use this water?"

"See?" Adress spat. "I told you he would not allow sacred water to touch his child."

Baris ignored her, waiting for an answer from the priest.  The old man sighed.  "Women must be blessed with the sacred water to insure their fertility and obedience to men."

"Obedience?" Baris echoed in disbelief.  "My daughter will obey no man as though she were a piece of property. I will not allow her to be sold into slavery. You may give your blessing in word only, just as you did with Thale.  No water."

The priest cast a swift glance at Adress, then at Anika.  "This is as much your child as it is his."

Anika hesitated, clearly unsure what to do.  She looked down at Aysha, whose small face was tilted upward, eyes open, as if studying her, waiting for her answer.  Anika drew a deep breath.  "Words only, your Holiness."

Adress let out a snort of disapproval. "You have condemned her to a life of solitude, Anika.  So be it."  She turned and stormed from the room.

Baris clenched his jaw, and motioned at the priest to continue.  The blessing took but a moment, spoken in a voice so low that Baris could not tell what words were said.  When it was done, the priest quickly removed his shawl, dropped the vial back into his bag and took his leave. Baris was glad to see him go.  He shut and bolted the door, then went to check on Thale.

The little boy slept soundly, exhausted from his day of play with Aron.  He had spent the evening ooohing and ahhing over Aysha, touching her gently and kissing her tenderly on the forehead.  He had insisted that her second name be Illorie.  Baris wondered where he had come up with that, but Anika had thought it was beautiful and accepted it.  

Baris bent and kissed his small son, then snugged the blankets about him.  He had not thought he could love another child as much as he loved Thale.  Yet, a spot had been carved out in his heart for Aysha the moment he had seen her.  He smiled and returned to his room, where Anika lay, studying Aysha thoughtfully.

"Are you upset with me?" Baris asked softly. "About the water and the blessing."

Anika looked up at him.  "No. I am upset with myself. You're right, Baris.  I don't know why I never thought about the difference between the blessings before. It is a kind of slavery isn't it? I'm glad that Aysha will grow up independent, able to make her own choices.  She will not be subservient to anyone."  She hesitated, looking again at the babe.  "Baris, do you think Adress was right?  Do you really think Aysha is blind?"

"No," Baris answered at once. "Why would she be?  You were very careful of any herbs you took while carrying her.  You ate properly and got sufficient rest.  What could have caused anything such as blindness?"

Anika was silent for a long moment, then she forced a smile to her face.  "You're right, Baris.  There was nothing.  She'll be fine.  I know it."

But, despite his words, Baris wasn't so sure. Guilt raced through him, though he tried desperately to ignore it. He couldn't bring himself to tell Anika that the first liquid Aysha had taken was blood. He prayed that it had only been enough to save her life, not convert her. But he didn't know. Nor did he know why she had been pronounced blind, but he had a suspicion. A suspicion that sent cold chills through him. He covered Anika with the blankets.  "Do you want me to put Aysha in the cradle?"

"No. I want to hold her tonight.  I want to feel her warmth next to me."  She smiled up at him.  "And yours as well."

He couldn't help but smile.  He sat down on the edge of the bed. "I told Darius I would go for Jaeger tonight.  I need to return to the Lair and tell him that I cannot."

"Why not?"

"Oh, Ani, please!  I can't leave you now.  You know that."

"But Jaeger needs you, Baris."

"You need me more. He has Vail to help him.  Perhaps even Baul will follow."  It was a hopeful guess on Baris' part.  Darius had made no mention of Vail's Vector friend following him.  

"I don't want Jaeger to do this alone, Baris."

"I know, Ani.  Neither do I. But he is not alone. You sleep now.  You need your rest."  He reached over to stroke her forehead, tossing in just a bit of his own magic to make her sleep.  When he was quite sure she was asleep, he lifted Aysha from her arms, held the child gently against his chest, and cast a spell to take him to the Lair.

He went straight to Darius' chambers.  Two attendants stopped him in the corridor.  

"I need to speak to the Sovereign," Baris said quietly, his voice echoing dully in the dark tunnels. "It's urgent."

"And this is about what?" one of the men asked, though his gaze drifted to Aysha.

"My daughter."

"The Sovereign is supping with his consort," the attendant told Baris.  "It may be a wait to see him."

Baris sagged, looking down at Aysha, who slept contentedly in his arms.  He looked back at the attendant.  "Tell him that I've come about Jaeger."

"I would lie to the Sovereign?" the attendant asked with a guffaw.

The sudden sound startled Aysha.  She grimaced, then let out a soft wail.  Her eyes opened fully, and for the first time, she looked straight up at Baris.  He gasped, sure that she could see him.  Still... "It's not a lie," he told the attendant.  "This is about Jaeger.  My daughter is involved. Please."

The two attendants exchanged glances and soft words, then the one who had spoken, nodded.  "I will be back shortly."  He turned and disappeared into the shadows.

Baris looked again at Aysha.  He moved one finger before her face and watched in surprise as she attempted to track it.  Relief surged through him, and he chastised himself for listening to Adress.  Aysha wasn't blind. 

"Baris?"  The attendant returned.  "The Sovereign will see you now.  But if you have lied about your purpose, you will answer for it."

Baris took the warning to heart, and followed the attendant into Darius' chambers.  The Sovereign was seated on a plush settee, wine glass in hand, a beautiful woman beside him.  A woman Baris knew.  A woman he both loved and hated with an equal passion.

She smiled up at him, obviously sensing his discomfort.  "Baris, good to see you again. How long has it been?"

He wasn't sure what to say--long enough or too long.  He refused an answer to her question.  "Deirdre, you're looking well."

She took a sip from her wine and eyed him, a small seductive smile on her lips.  Just the memory of those lips on his sent his heart racing.  As always, his body began to react to her presence of its own accord.  And, as always, he scowled at his own weaknesses.  She had seduced him, driven Anika away from him, endangered his child and his wife, dragged him through his own personal hell.  Still, he could not resist her.  Whatever magic she had once worked on him was still a powerful magnet, drawing them together.  If not for the fact that she now belonged to Darius, she could easily have seduced Baris yet again. The thought was disconcerting to say the least.

She rose and approached him slowly, her gaze on Aysha. "Ah, Anika's child. A girl, the guards say.  Not much younger than our child, Baris."

Baris caught at his breath.  Their child.  Yes, his and Deirdre's. Another result of her seduction. The thought that he was father to a child he had never even seen sent guilt to torture him yet again. 

"Enough, Deirdre," Darius interrupted, his voice firm. "Go to your room.  Baris and I have business to discuss."

Deirdre hesitated, gave Baris one last smile, then left.  It pained Baris to see the normally fiercely independent woman controlled so.  But he also knew that with her strong magic, it was the only way to keep her from doing harm to others.  Darius had taken her on as his own personal challenge. So far, he had been able to subdue her, keep her in line.  Baris wondered if he would always be able to do so.

"So?" Darius asked.  "What is this news of Jaeger that you claim to have?  And what does it have to do with your daughter?"

Baris looked down at Aysha, almost forgetting he held her.  "I need your help, Sovereign. The midwife tells me that Aysha is blind, yet I cannot find it in my heart to believe so."

"And this involves Jaeger how?" Darius asked, though he rose.

"Please, look at my daughter, then I will explain."  Baris held out the infant, who was busy studying the flickering torchlight in the room.

Darius took her, looking directly into her gray eyes. For a moment, he said nothing, then he brought his gaze up to meet Baris'. "The child has had blood." It was a statement not a question.

Baris sagged. "Yes," he whispered. "She...she would have died otherwise." He knew the implication of the Sovereign's statement, didn't miss the look of contentment in Darius' eyes. Another Vector had been born. A halfling, true, but with Vector blood racing through her veins. Baris took a deep breath. "Her eyes?"

"Yes," Darius said softly, "she is blind."

The words seared through Baris' heart, left his legs trembling.  "But she is looking at you, at the lights..."

Darius nodded.  "She is using her Vector senses here in the Lair.  Outside of these walls, she will see nothing."

Baris found a chair to collapse into.  "It's my fault."

"Your fault? How so?"  Darius returned Aysha to Baris' arms.

"It was the hack. I was still taking it, weaning myself from it, when Anika conceived.  It's my fault."

"Ah."  Darius sat down as well.  "You may be right."

It wasn't what Baris had wanted to hear.  Somehow he had wanted Darius to dispute it, to tell him it was nonsense, that his addiction to hack had nothing to do with Aysha's blindness.  But in his heart, he knew it did.  He had done this to his daughter, his precious child.  Tears stung his eyes as he gazed down at the beautiful, tiny face.  "I will go help Jaeger," he said softly.  "No man should have to bear this guilt."  He rose shakily.  "I will return Aysha to her mother, but I have a humble request, Darius."

"Speak it."

"Anika will need to be bled while I am gone.  I trust few in her village.  Is there someone you can recommend from here?"

Darius smiled.  "Perhaps Jaden?"

Baris flinched but nodded.  Jaden was young, attractive, and attentive.  Baris just hoped not too attentive.  "Very well.  Could you send him straight away?  Then I will go to Erster and find Jaeger."

Darius tipped his head in agreement.  "Oh, one thing."  He came closer again, his gaze on Aysha. He paused a moment, then bit into his own wrist, drawing blood. He placed one small droplet into each of her eyes.

Baris frowned.  "What is that for?"

"It will allow her to see in darkness, even outside of the Lair, though in light she will still be blind.  It is all I can grant her."

Baris stared at the man in awe and gratitude.  "Thank you, Darius.  Thank you for this small gift."  He bowed and stepped into the corridor to cast his spell home.
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Adan narrowed his eyes, staring into the darkness beyond the alley, then once more began his slow, methodical pacing.  To the moldy, wooden wall of the drinkery, turn, back to the cold stone of the inn, and turn again.  Though his senses were on the alert for footsteps approaching, he was more than a little distracted.  There was another Vector in the city.  Where or who, he didn't know.  He was fairly secure in his remaining Vector powers to believe it wasn't Darius.  He had to believe that.  

He stopped his pacing for a moment, grimacing. He supposed he was being paranoid.  After all, why would Darius be interested in him?  He was no one special in the tight hierarchy of the Vector system.  He was an unknown.  As far as he knew, so were his parents.  He began to pace again, hands clasped behind his back in a tight fist.  So why was another Vector here?  To his way of thinking, Erster was hardly on the main path to anywhere.  That was one of the reasons Adan had chosen it.  That, and the steady supply of hack.  No, this little town seemed to be the end of a road, not the beginning. At least, for him.

Footsteps sounded at the far end of the alley, and Adan lifted his gaze.  Even in the darkness he could see quite clearly.  A young couple, so drunk they could barely support each other, stumbled toward him, no doubt intent on using the alley as a lover's retreat.  The thought disgusted Adan.  Who knew what filth and animal excrement the two lovers would wallow in trying to quench their sexual thirst.  With a quiet oath, he moved aside, blending into the shadows, letting the young pair stumble past him.

For just a moment, he was aware of their scent.  His hunger was strong tonight, driven by his anxiety and restlessness.  He supposed he could make a meal out of one, if not both, of the lovers, yet he resisted.  No, what he wanted was not just blood, but the special blood of those hack-addicted youth who wandered the foul streets.  So, he let the lovers pass, and slipped to the end of the alley to peer into the streets.
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