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January 30th, 2015

“Here it is,” Julia's voice was high and gleeful as she cast her eyes towards Rune, expectantly. “It's yours, for as long as you need it. Come to think of it, it should be yours, you're like the original Montgomery.” she added, one hand spread out ahead of her, pointing towards a large Victorian looking house, standing atop the mound they’d just driven up.

The cars were parked along the road, forcing them to walk the last few miles. Rune carried Finn in his arms, and had gone on ahead with an over-excited, over-anxious Julia. He looked at her and tried to smile, wanting to reassure her of his gratitude. His lips were set in a rictus that looked nothing like a smile, but it was a grin of sorts. Julia's face fell, and Rune looked away, towards the house, guilt building up inside him.

It was large, he noticed. The outside walls were painted a dark shade of grey with white trimmings, the shingled roof black and steepled, and a front porch greeted them atop of a small flight of white stairs. To his left stood a double door garage, connecting to the main building, while to his right, a smaller cottage looked cosy out there on its own, architecturally identical to the bigger house. He knew there’d be a small pool house round the back, and a swimming pool for which he saw no use at all, given the season. The ground was covered in fresh snow, and some of it piled up on the roof. It looked like the perfect winter scenery, under the dark skies and the bitter wind.

Sasha would have loved the house, Rune mused, and his eyes prickled at the thought of her. He kissed his son's forehead, trying to keep tears at bay.

“This is where you're gonna live, Finn.” he whispered. “Thank you, Julia.” He faced her, trying for a smile once more. 

He was tired and his body ached. Everything ached, all he wanted was to lie down in a bed or a sofa, his son in his arms for comfort, his senses so numb it kept his mind from straying to Sasha and the loss of her.

“Don't mention it,” Julia grinned and looked over to the rest of Rune's retinue. 

It broke her heart, seeing those long faces and sad eyes. They all seemed caught in pain deeper than it was good for anyone to feel. Ruth had filled her in briefly, during the flight back from the UK, telling her how Rune's friends had also lost their partners, one of them being killed by other vampires; the vampire girl's lover having chosen to simply leave her. Ruth had also told her Rune had seen his former lover try and fight a cancer, failing miserably and dying half a year before he met Sasha. Just the thought of it broke Julia's heart. He’d lost the woman he loved to a disease, then he found love again only to lose yet another lover. It was too much, how could anyone handle such pain? She was glad he had the little baby to keep him focused and sane. 

“There's the side cottage,” Julia pointed, as she continued to explain. “It's independent from the big house, my parents lived here when they first got married. I thought maybe Ruth and Thibór would like to...”

“I'm staying as close to Rune and Finn as possible,” Ruth cut in. 

Her voice sounded over protective, a far cry from when she’d last been in New England and found out Rune was her father. If back then she wanted nothing to do with him, now she stood by his side fiercely.

“I'd like to take the cottage, if no one minds.”

Julia turned towards Ruth's mother. Elsa was smiling, but she looked tense. “Sure, if you think you'll be more comfortable,” she replied. 

Ruth had told her Elsa was a witch, and the woman had already briefly questioned her about the possibility of meeting some of the Montgomery witches around town. Julia had been happy to comply, eager as well for Elsa to meet James, whenever he and Maddie came home on a break, which should be soon. 

“There's a large room in the attic, a more private one, if Ruth and Thibór...”

“Sure,” the can de loup replied, wishing to accommodate her. 

“Then let's go in,” Julia fumbled inside her bag and brought out a few sets of keys, handing them to Rune, for him to distribute as he saw fit. 

He looked at the keys as if he couldn't understand what to make of them, so Ruth grabbed the sets from his hands, with a sigh. They followed Julia inside, as she showed them around the ground floor. There were three large living rooms, a kitchen, and a dinning room with rounded French windows which opened onto another porch leading to a higher flight of stairs. These took them to the back garden, lavishly decked in white with the snow, where the pool stood empty and surrounded by stone built-ins resembling deck chairs and loungers. At a slight distance stood the pool house, smaller than the side cottage but big enough to store a number of summer amenities.

“I used to love this house, when I was smaller. Coming here always meant being with my cousins. It would mean Christmas, Thanksgiving, birthdays and anniversaries... But it was too big to live in, for Nana Pat, once she was alone.” Again Julia turned her eyes towards Rune, hoping for some sort of reaction, a sign he was actually there. There was none, so she looked back, catching the vampire girl's eyes, who smiled and nodded at her.

She guided them up the large flight of stairs to the first floor, showing them around the four bedrooms. First up was a smaller one, the dark green room as she called it. Then two similarly sized rooms, one with purple flowery wallpaper and the other painted a dark hue of blue. At the end of the corridor stood the large bedroom that once belonged to her grandparents'; a room that was airy and light, but cosy and warm too.

“I'll take this one,” Rune said immediately, finally showing signs of being aware of his surroundings. 

The light grey walls reminded him of the colours Sasha had favoured, along with the soothing light blues. The room looked somewhat like the one he’d shared with Finn's mother back in Port Eynon. As if Sasha had done all the decorating,

Julia sighed contentedly, having tried hard to make that room look like the master bedroom at Rune's cottage. She had photographed it and sent email after email to her assistant, so he could get the large master bedroom that used to be old Pat's ready, and looking familiar to Rune. She wanted him to feel safe, at home, and as close to Sasha as he could. The fact she managed to do it was a relief.

“There's a cot already,” Ruth noticed, entering the room at once, as if analysing the safety conditions inside it. 

Thibór tagged along and did the same.

“Yes,” Julia joined them. “I thought this would be a good room for Rune and the baby, it's got loads of light streaming in from the windows, a good en suite bathroom, and that big veranda there. I know it doesn't look like much now with the snow, but you wait until spring.”

Rune walked in, with Ash on his heels, while Adelaide stayed back side by side with Elsa. There was a strange tension between the two women, and Adelaide seemed to always make it a point of antagonising Ruth's mother, just ever so slightly, making sure she reminded her of how Elsa had robbed Rune of his own daughter for so many years. Elsa pretended not to hear most of the time, but had snapped once or twice at Adelaide, making the vampire grin victoriously.

The baby fidgeted in his arms, so Rune held him up higher, gazing into his dark green eyes. 

“What's the matter? Why are you so fussy?” he asked, voice soft and tender. “I just changed you, so there's none of that. Are you hungry, already? Or tired from all the travelling?” Pulling Finn closer, he kissed the baby and cuddled him as he whimpered.

“Yeah, I think he needs a rest. We all do,” Adelaide said, from where she stood at the door. 

Rune eyed her, his stare as blank as it had lately been.

“Right, then,” Julia walked back to the doorway, disturbed by a feeling she was trespassing on them. “I'll get the boys to bring up the luggage. Adelaide, Ash, would you like to pick a room?”

The two vampires eyed her in puzzlement. 

“We'll be staying here with Rune,” Ash replied. “At least for a while,” he added, noticing her shocked expression. “It's easier for us, to settle in,” he tried to explain, although he knew it made no sense at all. 

It wasn't like they needed to share sleeping facilities to settle into a new house. They simply didn't want to be alone, didn't want to leave Rune alone. If they all kept an eye on each other, there’d be no chance of one of them doing something stupid. Not that Adelaide was at any risk of doing so. But Ash was well aware both he and Rune might find themselves hitting a new low of despair, in the dark of night, which might set them off into giving it all up. Finn needed them alive and well, now that his mother was gone. Staying together in the same room would guarantee there was no one giving up on life, there would be no desperate measures, nor any loss of reason that might result in rash acts.

“But the young men can leave my luggage in that flowery room,” Adelaide added hastily, knowing there was no way they were able to make a can de loup understand the ties between a natural vampire and the ones he’d turned. 

Can de loups acted as packs and once there was a weaker element, they tended to leave it behind to fend for itself. Not so with turned vampires, they were fiercely loyal to their maker and even more fiercely protective of their maker's wellbeing. 

Right now, Rune's wellbeing was all Adelaide cared for, as well as Ash's, and she knew none of them were at a good place. She particularly worried about Ash, who, after losing Quinn, transferred his energies towards Sasha and the baby, bonding with her in an unexpected way. Her death had been hard on Rune, yes, and still was. But it had taken its toll on Ash too. His eyes were mere hollow holes in his face, he looked lifeless and forlorn. He went through the motions of feeding, bathing, pretending to sleep, but Adelaide knew him well enough to realise he’d drowned himself in a pit so deep, of self pity and despair, she feared she couldn't bring him out. The only moments Ash seemed to be revived were when he was taking care of Finn, just like Rune.

“Right, you must do as you see fit. Elsa, I'll get the boys to drop your stuff at the cottage, then. Here, you should take the keys,” Julia handed another set of keys to Elsa, who was already following Ruth and Thibór towards the last flight of stairs leading to the attic.

The Montgomery woman ran back down to direct the movers where to bring the luggage, and the rest climbed up after Elsa, not really very interested in seeing the last room; but because it seemed like the normal, sane thing to do, they tagged along.

The attic was large, and light flooded in from the rounded windows fitted around the walls. It was set in an open plan space, with a large king sized bed taking front place. There was a bathroom to the right, but close to one of the windows, a claw-footed tub stood reign. Rune's heart wrenched at the sight, Sasha had wanted a tub like that in their room, but he stamped down his foot, and ended up having his way. Now he hated himself for it, Sasha should have had her tub in the bedroom like she wanted. He hugged the baby closer as tears began to stream down his face. Turning round, he left the room hurriedly, everyone turning to look at him with pity in their eyes. No one knew what to do, so they stood there, staring at each other, until Ash took off after Rune.

He found him in the master bedroom, having placed Finn inside the cot where the baby lay softly mewling. Rune sat on top of the bed, shoulders racked by sobs,face red with anger and pain. Ash sat next to him and pulled his maker into the crook of one arm.

“I miss her too. I miss them both so much,” he whispered, eyes straying towards the windows. 

The deck chairs on the veranda were covered in snow, and the sky looked darker and greyer by the minute, as if a storm might be coming their way. Only a storm had already come, and turned their lives upside down, and none of them could make head nor tails of it. It seemed unreal, that Sasha was dead, that Quinn was dead, Quinn, who’d been the gentlest, the sweetest soul they ever knew.

Rune let his head rest on Ash's shoulder, allowing himself a good cry. He’d been holding pain inside, bottling up his despair, his heartache, but all along it was like being ripped apart. Everything seemed unbelievable, wrong, unfair. Unfair that Ash had lost Quinn because of a stupid vampire clan war that had nothing to do with him; because of the Maledectum rules that forced him to take a life he did not wish to take; it was unfair Quinn had paid with her life in the end. 

But it was even more unfair Sasha was taken away from him in that manner, when they'd held such high hopes for her; when everyone was convinced she’d be the most powerful and amazing preternatural being ever to exist. She was a witch, who retained her Fey blood, and there had been the possibility she was also a vampire. It seemed unfair her life was cut short like that, giving birth to the result of their love. Seemed unfair she ended up falling so short of her promise, her destiny to be a vampire blood witch who carried Fey blood in her veins, the one being who could have ruled them all, both Vampire Nation and the Maledectum. She could have been so much, and yet all she wanted to be was his, and a mother to his child. 

Maybe that was what killed her, her lack of ambition for her powers, for her gifts. She had such a hard time coming to terms with how unnatural she was, and how unnatural their love was viewed as; had such a hard time accepting she might be that strange, powerful being who would set fear, respect and distrust into the hearts of all the preternatural world. And in the end, she was none of it. She’d been a witch, yes, and a powerful one at that. She carried Fey blood in her veins, yes, and had weaved magic with it, tying them together with that blood, making him stronger for drinking from it, but she hadn’t been the supernatural being they all expected her to be.

In the end, she died giving birth to the child they’d both not known they wanted, the child they both felt they’d been guided by destiny into making. In the end, Finn had taken his mother's life so he could come to life, and Rune questioned if it would not fall upon their son to be what everyone thought Sasha might become one day. Looking at the baby, now that his crying fit had subsided, he was unable to resent the child. There was such a flood of love inside him for his son, such an overwhelming flood of love for that child, he couldn't bring himself to hate him for having been the cause of his mother's death. He didn't even think the child was responsible for Sasha dying. Because deep down Rune didn't yet believe she was gone, he hadn't yet fully accepted she would not be coming back. Even after having sat by her dead body for more than twenty-four hours, waiting for her to wake up, even after having kissed her goodbye, tasting those cold, dead lips, and even after having seen with his own eyes she was not waking up after the supposed time, he wasn't able to accept Sasha was truly dead.

Because Rune had dreamt of her, during the flight. 

He nodded off to sleep, and Ruth had taken hold of Finn without him even noticing. He’d been tired, so knackered, it was only natural he would fall asleep. And he dreamt of her, more of a memory, of her pleading with Rune, while Jamie rolled her away to the theatre where she’d be giving birth to Finn. He dreamt of her telling him she loved him and would always find him, and he’d cried out to her, begged her to come and find him, please, come and find him. He woke up to the sound of his son's desperate cries, and hurried to retrieve him from his daughter's lap, comforting and soothing the child as only he seemed able to do. The connection between the two of them was that big, Rune noticed, that he’d even considered if they were not both being haunted by Sasha's ghost. He put that option away with a derisive smile; knew death only too well to be sure that once it came, it would be the end. 

But he slept again, on the flight from Boston to Rockland. 

He’d dozed off once more, with Finn sleeping fitfully in his arms, and again Sasha found her way to him, came to him looking the same as he had seen her on that gurney where the nurses laid her after she died. Paler than her usual colouring, eyes feverish, with dark stains underneath, she looked bruised, lips tinged a dark red, as if there was dry blood all over them. When she spoke, it was the sound of her voice, telling him how Finn was such a beautiful baby, how Finn looked like his father. He told her Finn had his mother's eyes, and Sasha smiled, hair alive around her head like a halo, voluminous and shiny, and he’d been so certain she couldn’t be dead, not when she looked like that. Not when she was wearing her leather short skirts and high-heeled boots, her low cut tops. She couldn’t be dead, if she was still trying to seduce him.

A jolt had brought him back from sleep, hating that the dream was cut short, and as he looked down into his son's eyes, he noticed the gaze of happiness in them, and it served to convince him Sasha could not be gone, the task of coming to terms with her death made more difficult. He’d been eager to fall asleep again, so he’d dream of her once more, see her in his dreams again. If Rune had been certain he’d see her every time he slept, he'd easily give in to it and make sure he forced himself into a sleeping state just so he might have her near.

“I know you miss them,” he told Ash, while all he wanted was the bedroom to himself. “It's like a curse, innit? A fucking curse,” Rune vented his bitterness, not feeling better for it, but still finding some sort of comfort in self pity. 

“We'll get through it. I hope. You got through Gloria.”

Rune got up, as if a spring had been attached to him, forcing his body out of the bed. Ash knew immediately he’d said the wrong thing.

“This is nothing like Gloria, Ash. This is so far from what I faced back then. I lost Gloria many times, whenever we argued and fought, when she left me after I slept with Elsa, when she went behind my back and got together with Martin, and then while she battled cancer and decided she didn't want to fight any more battles. Her death came as closure, get it? I wasn't ready, no, but saw it coming, I realised there would be no other outcome. When I proposed turning her, and she said she didn't want to live like I did, I saw her end coming, and understood it would be final. Yeah, it hurt like a motherfucker, and back then I thought nothing could ever pain me as much, only I was wrong. I was fucking wrong.”

He walked towards the window and pulled the curtains closed. Snow fell outside, somewhere at the back of his mind he worried about Julia driving back to her seafront house, alone under that storm. 

“With Sasha, I never expected it. She did, though, knew it was gonna end like that, tried to tell me. I thought she might be scared, or being neurotic, over dramatic. Should have remembered her mother was a seer, as was her grandmother. Sasha knew she wouldn't come out alive. Knew she wasn't to raise her own son.” Rune turned to face Ash, and his eyes glowed like embers. 

There was madness in them, and a fever Ash had seen before, centuries before, when Rune had stood in that same small village and wreaked havoc, played with death. Chills ran down his spine, he feared for his friend's sanity. Losing Sasha on top of all the rest could come to be the final straw.

“I'm so sorry,” he whispered, and Rune smiled, a smile that was filled with pain and love.

“I should be saying that, Ash. How can you even face me? How can you not hate me? It all comes down to me, all this.”

Ash shook his head, Rune was not making sense. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“If Ruth hadn't come here, she wouldn’t have been killed, nor known something was wrong with Ingrid. It wouldn't come to the attention of the Maledectum, and you wouldn't have been forced to take her life. Which you never wanted to do.”

Ash snorted. “And how are you to blame for that?”

“Ah, that's the beauty of it all, Ash. I'm Ruth's father. But if that's not enough, you're stuck to the Maledectum because of me. If I hadn’t fallen for their trap, there’d be no hold over you. You were forced to join them because I was stupid enough to let them manipulate me, where it came to my mother.”

“Don't do this, Rune. They manipulated both, did what they felt they needed to do. It's their fault, not yours. I chose to join them and stay. Could've gotten out long ago, but I liked the power it gave me, the freedom it gave me. Unlike you, I was raised into being part of those who decide, those who actually rule the world. I like being a part of that,” he sighed, knowing deep down Rune wasn't totally wrong in his assumptions. 

Rune was a loose cannon had always been a powder keg ready to burst, and the Maledectum were aware of it, they’d seen it in him, so they set their trap. Sasha believed they wanted both Ash and Rune, and she might not have been wrong, because they’d gone for Ruth, when failing to get her father on board. They’d gone for Ruth and handed her the way to get to Sasha as well. But none of it was Rune's fault.

“And how can Sasha's death be your fault, huh?” Ash added, but repented his words immediately, knowing what Rune would say. 

Saw it in his eyes and face, a kind of sick, depraved, perverse pleasure, the anticipation of what he was about to say.

“I got her pregnant, didn't I? The baby, my baby, killed her. We read and heard enough, Ash, about vampires and witches, about a witch getting pregnant from a vampire and the consequences of that. They all had it bad during labour. There were deaths! Most, simply lost the ability of having other children, but even that was enough.”

Ash turned his eyes away. Sasha had stated her worries about delivering the baby and the effects it would have on her. She’d looked for him to find all he could on the subject, and Ash had tried finding accounts which held different endings from those Sasha already knew. He didn't come up with many, it was not common for vampires to impregnate other preternaturals, and commoners found it hard to get pregnant from a vampire, or get a vampire with child. 

“Come on, when the two of you realised it might pose a danger for Sasha, it was already too late. Did you really consider having her terminate that pregnancy? Because I'm sure she would have none of it, Sasha wanted that baby, she wanted your baby! You can't live like this, Rune, blaming yourself for everything. You need to let that go, to let her...”

“No,” he yelled, and the baby cried out. 

Ash bent down and retrieved Finn from the cot, shushing him. 

Rune's eyes were upon them, but they were lost, and empty. “I can't let her go, don't you see? Can you let Quinn go? Can you?”

Ash met his eyes without faltering. “Of course I can. I have to, she is gone. Quinn's dead and I'm hurting like hell because of it, but I came to terms with that fact. I saw her die in front of my eyes, she was looking straight into my eyes when she died. How can I not let her go if she's gone already?”

Rune covered his face with his hands. How did he tell Ash that to him Sasha wasn’t yet gone? How would  Ash ever be able to understand that to him Sasha wasn’t dead; that Rune was unable to get it into his head she was gone for good? How could he tell anyone that, and then stand there watching them all stare at him with commiseration, eyeing him as if he was crazy, distraught by pain? He’d never withstand that. 

“I don't want to do this without her.” His voice was low, so soft Ash hardly heard the words, but knew Rune would say them. 

It scared him more than anything, because Rune's pain mirrored his own feelings, most days he didn’t want to go on without Quinn. Most days he had enough of the world and life, despite the protective sigil Quinn had insisted on having him tattoo on his skin. Most days he wanted to simply go to sleep, and never have to wake up again. Then there were days, seconds inside those days, when Ash held Finn and sensed he still had a point to existing, because he’d made promises he needed to keep, and he’d promised Sasha he'd be there for Rune, he'd be there for Finn.

“Rune, this child needs you.”

Again, the light of madness shone in his eyes, now becoming darker because of the falling snow and grey skies.

“He has Ruth, Elsa. He has you and Adelaide. I'm sure Ruth would be happy to adopt him, with Thibór, if... I'm sure you and Adelaide would do the same. Finn wouldn’t be left alone. He’d be fatherless, and motherless, though, and I know what that’s like. Sasha knew what that’s like and would want none of it for her child. That thought is the only thing still holding me together, Ash. I just want to run away from here, from everyone. I long to lose myself once again in the woods, in Rovaniemi. I long to lose myself there and let my body disappear under the snow. But then I look at my son and see his mother in his eyes, and know I can't. I owe Sasha this much. See, I can't let go of her, not as long as her son still needs me. The day I let go of her is the day I let go of myself, and Finn will be an orphan.”

He walked over to Ash and took the baby from his arms. 

“I’ll try to keep a hold on myself, I'll try to... get through this. For him. But fuck, Ash, I feel like I’ve had enough, like I’ve lived enough. I want to rest.”

Ash handed the baby over, wondering what Rune truly meant, if he wanted to rest forever, or wanted to be left alone, so he could rest for a couple of hours. 

“I don't think you should be alone,” he said, and Rune's expression turned cold, darkened.

“I told you already, I owe Sasha this much. I'll raise our son. I’ll love and nurture him. But now I really want to get some shut-eye, Ash. I'm knackered, in every sense. And I do want to be left alone for a couple of hours, please.”

“Fine. Don't make me regret this.”

“Don't you make me regret this. You promised Sasha you'd be here for me, for Finn. Don't break your promises.”

Ash avoided his eyes once more, but left the room, shutting the door behind him. He was ready to stand there for as long as it took Rune to get some rest, was ready to keep every other person out for the duration. Because anything was better than going to a bedroom by himself, and anything would be better than being alone in a bed, trying to sleep.

*
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FEBRUARY 13th, 2015

Julia ran towards the coffee shop, trying to catch Ruth. As she reached her, panting from the effort, she smiled and walked inside while the other woman held the door.

“Good morning,” Ruth greeted, smiling back. 

She looked well, Julia noticed, rested and at ease. Unlike her father, who seemed to look worse and worse with each day.

“Good morning, how are you? Lemme grab us a coffee, huh?”

“Sure. I'm fine. This town is lovely in the Winter, innit? It hardly ever snows in Port Eynon, and in London, well, it turns to slush. But here, wow, it's true Winter wonderland.”

“How's Rune? And the baby?”

Ruth's eyes darkened slightly, and Julia realised her worries were pretty much shared by Ruth.

“That bad?” she insisted, and Ruth nodded. 

“It's been two weeks since we got here, he's still settling down. Finn's doing all right, though, that boy's a delight, I can't believe he turns one month today. I can't believe it's already been a month since Sasha... I swear, Jules, he's the only thing holding my father and Ash together. They would've collapsed by now if it wasn't for that baby. He sleeps most of the time.”

“The baby?” Julia handed Ruth a Styrofoam cup with a chai latte inside. She’d been quick to catch up on what Ruth favoured as a morning drink, since it had become a habit of theirs to grab a coffee together every morning.

“Rune.” Ruth took a sip and walked over to a table where she sat with Julia. Getting rid of her coat and gloves, she grabbed the cup and sipped some more of the scalding hot drink. “He spends most of the day cooped up in that bedroom, sleeping. Kicked them out, Ash and Adelaide. They were all sleeping there, together, the first week. Not that Rune did any sleeping, then. He sat up all night, watching the baby, or holding him. Adelaide told me this. She and Ash would be in bed, dozing off, but Rune would get up and sit with his son. He'd cry, too, some nights, from what she said. I thought it was good that he cried. At least he was letting it all out, you know? Not like Ash, he never cries... he seems so lost, he worries me.”

“Jason mentioned that as well. Being worried with Ash, because he's such a big deal in that thing of yours, those people you all belong to.”

“The Maledectum. And we don't belong to them, we work for the Maledectum. We're mostly scholars there. But yeah, Ash is one of the leaders, and he's been so out of it. I just hope he pulls together, soon. Rune should be helping him, but...”

“You can't expect your father to be taking on too much, Ruth. Come on, I only saw him and Sasha together through a computer screen, but the way he looked at her, it's only natural he's taking it rough.”

Julia gazed out of the window, following Ruth's eyes towards the street outside. Everything was still covered in snow, a few more storms expected to hit Oakridge Falls before February ended. She was tired of the cold, the snow, feeling a little envious of her own daughter who planned a trip to New Orleans for the Mardi Gras. After all that time, James' mother reached out to her son, inviting him and Maddie to visit her and Jimmy Vance in Nola during Mardi Gras. James was still thinking it out, and it had been Julia he turned to for advice on the subject, during their last visit the previous weekend.

Julia had been glad to have the young couple there. When she phoned Maddie, telling her about Sasha and Rune, and how he’d be staying at Oakridge with the baby, her daughter had been quite eager to fly home and see Rune settled. She ended up compromising with a short visit on the first free weekend she got, which had just happened. The young couple had arrived on the evening of the sixth, making it straight to the old Montgomery mansion. 

They were insistent on it, actually, as Julia picked them up from Rockland airport; so she drove them straight to the house she’d known so well as a child growing up there. She’d called Ruth ahead, to let her know Maddie and James insisted on seeing Rune. As they walked in, Maddie climbed the stairs with the ease of one who knows her way around only too well, James following behind, and as she reached the bedroom door, where her great-grandmother once held her private quarters before Madison was even born, Rune opened it, as if knowing the girl to be there.

Shock grabbed hold of Julia at seeing Maddie fly into the vampire's arms, him holding her tight against his body, whole frame shaking, increasing Julia's awe that he would cry so freely in her daughter's arms. The connection between them had not yet ceased to amaze her, Rune seemed better after Maddie's arrival. Along with James, they were ushered into the room to meet baby Finn, and there they stayed for hours. Eventually, they left and took off to Julia's for a sleep, but next morning there they were, Maddie always by Rune's side, while James took time to visit with his grandparents and ask Julia for advice on the matter of his mother. 

Julia had told him to go. Told him he should try and patch things up with Veronica, even if the rift wouldn't be healed so easily. She advised him to take Maddie, and book themselves a hotel room so they didn't have to stay with Veronica and Jimmy, even helped him book a place online. 

All the while, her daughter comforted Rune Sanderson; and she’d felt a small twinge of jealousy at the thought. Truth was, she wouldn't mind being the one consoling him. Despite knowing of his feelings for Sasha, despite being aware of how stupid it was to even allow herself those fantasies, something about Rune made her want to take him in her arms like a little boy and comfort him, cuddle him, make sure he would be fine. Yes, he was attractive enough; she had to give him that, but it went further than the attraction, she fell under the spell of an instinct to protect him, as if he’d been a weakling, unable to fend for himself. And she knew Maddie felt pretty much the same, minus the attraction. It was the Montgomery blood in them, working out what centuries of genetics had poured into them, that Rune was their sire, their ancestor, Rune was their beginning. And the Montgomerys had failed him more than once, already.

“You're right. I miss her too. I miss her so much, Jules. We'd be sitting here, the three of us, chatting away. She'd be gushing over Rune and blushing because he's my father, complaining that I shared too much information on my sex life with Thibór, she'd be trying to set you up with someone or other... and all the time, she'd be stressing over being away from the baby, but rejoicing on being with adults.” There were tears in Ruth's eyes as she spoke, and Julia realised how Sasha had truly been ingrained into all those lives, how she’d been such a huge part of them all, even though they’d not known her for long. “And since Maddie and James took off, all he does is sleep. And then he cries in his sleep, and once I went into the room to get Finn, because he needed to be fed, and Rune was sleeping, but he was talking to her.”  

Julia flinched, pity rising up her stomach to her heart. It was moving, that a man should love a woman so much he’d rather be asleep, so he could have her back in his life inside his dreams. It was dismal he’d lost her, when he’d loved her that much, the whole sad business reminding Julia of her own state when Chris had died. She’d been a mess herself, there’d been days when she didn’t even get out of bed, despite having Maddie to consider.

“Look, these things take time. I mean, when I lost Chris, I was helpless.”

“When my husband died I was a mess, Jules. I really was. Rune's mother saw me through it. Shit, she wasn't his mother, I keep forgetting, but back then she kind of was, you know? Gloria Sanderson was there for me, and if only because of that, I wish I could be there for him. But the fact that the woman he lost happened to be my best friend, and the fact he happens to be my own father... I wish he wouldn't shut me out, but he's doing it to every one, shutting everyone out. I’d be on the phone with Gloria for hours, crying and cursing and being plain miserable over Grant. He shuts up, won't speak. Like Ash. They don't let anyone in, not even Adelaide. It kills me to see them like that, it kills me to see Rune like that. Sasha would want me to be there for him, she begged me to be there for him, because she knew.”

“I asked around, about Lila Montgomery, Sasha's grandmother. And I also asked around about Walter Rose, her grandfather. Lila was a seer. My own grandmother used to talk about her, and Maddie remembered a few details. How Lila knew things, and how the others terrified her with stories of vampires and the Shadow Man. Rune. I dunno, I'm sure Sasha must have had it in her blood. She must have been able to see stuff too.”

“Rune believes she did know, she had die for Finn to be born. Ah, this is such a mess. He's way too depressed, Jules, and this is coming from someone who’s been through the same thing. I wasn't this bad. Ash is even worse, and I have no idea what to do.”

“You need to give them time. And you make yourself available for them, we all do.”

“This just makes me question everything. Is this my destiny as well? With Thibór? I mean, I’ve been seven years mourning Grant, not letting anyone into my life for fear of losing again, and when I finally do, I get turned into a fucking vampire, and my head's been spinning constantly with one thought alone: am I gonna lose Thibór, one day? Is he gonna grow old and die on me? Is he even gonna want to be with me, knowing I will probably outlive him? Will I want to be with him, knowing I will have to see him die?”

“Ruth, please, don't do this to yourself, honey. What will be, will be.”

Ruth hung her head down and hid a sigh. “I'm trying not to get affected by this, I swear I am. But I find myself constantly obsessing about turning Thibór, you know? Only I can't do it myself, I can't turn him, things will change between us.”

“Change?”

“Yeah, when Rune turned Ash and Ade, the feelings between them changed, they became like siblings to my father, where once they’d been his lovers. I don't want to have my feelings for Thibór changing. ”

“Rune and Ash were lovers?”

“Yeah. Rune was always a bit of a sleep around, from what I gathered.” She laughed warmly. “But it doesn't shock you that he was once my mother's lover? Only that he and Ash...”

“No, look, I'm fine with it, I mean, I'm very open-minded and used to have a few gay friends when I lived in Cali...”

“Oh come on, you say that like you had gay friends because it was the thing to do. Being a society lady who brunched, drank mimosas and had gay friends.”

“I actually was. God, I was such a loser. Didn't know anything, I was completely in the dark. It kind of shocks me a little, to think of Rune and Ash in those terms. But hey, who am I to judge? So if you can't turn Thibór, maybe Rune can. Maybe Jason can, they've been friends for ages. But that's not something you should be focusing on now. You should focus on being there for them, if they need you, and things will sort themselves, where it comes to you and Thibór.”

“The voice of reason,” Ruth joked, but her eyes were warm and tender as she took Julia in. “Thank you. I needed this, needed to be away for a little and talk. Can't talk to anyone around that house, except for Thibór. Even mum seems to think I'm being selfish and dramatic when it comes to Ash and Rune, says if I sorted myself out when Grant was killed, they will also sort themselves out. I hope you’re right, I really do.”

She did hope they were right, and that it was only a question of time until Ash and Rune began to heal, but the truth was it had been over a month since Quinn had died, and thirty days since they’d lost Sasha, and all she saw was them getting worse, never better.

*
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FEBRUARY 13th, 2015

Rune had dropped off to sleep almost instantly, thanks to the herbal mixture James provided him with. He’d told the young couple about his dreams of Sasha, and how real they had been, when he fell asleep during the flights from Europe. He hadn't slept again, since setting foot inside the Montgomery mansion, and it was driving him crazy, not being able to doze off, to rest, not dreaming of her. Maddie had been certain Sasha was trying to send him some message from beyond, and James agreed with her. Both had been under the impression of it being imperative for Rune to sleep, so Sasha would come to him in spirit and tell him what she needed to say. 

So James mixed him a blend of herbs he could boil and drink to aid his sleep, with Valerian, passiflora and California poppy at the top of the list. The first time Rune tried, it worked like a charm. He’d fallen asleep in less than half an hour, and duly been granted Sasha's presence in his dream, so vividly he could actually smell the scent of green apples in her hair. 

That had been Sunday evening after Maddie and James left back to college. He repeated the experience Monday morning, after having taken care of Finn, when he’d put the baby down for his morning nap. And then in the afternoon as well. As he found himself seating up for most of the night, he’d ended up going for another dosage of the herbal tea, as soon as he put Finn down after his last feed. Tuesday and Wednesday were no different, and Sasha had been as clear and as vivid in his dreams as she’d been in real life. She came to him looking bruised, blood dripping from her lips, she’d looked the same as that very first dream he experienced. She’d been silent all along, and he’d been the one talking, begging her, pleading with her, that she come find him.

Now he slept through, on the morning of the thirteenth, the day that marked his son's first month, the day that marked her death as well. He’d straight away put the baby down for his nap and drank the tea. Sleep came quickly, as he lay in bed, being slightly cold. He knew she was there, in the room, the back of his neck prickling and itching. This time, it didn’t seem like he was dreaming, not at all. He was sure she was in the room, with him, with them, and as he opened his eyes, there, at a corner to his left, a haze bending over the cot where Finn was sleeping.

“Sasha,” he called out, and she materialised in front of his eyes. 

It was Sasha, as she’d been when he first met her, all hair and eyes, tiny, thin as a reed. She smiled and moved closer to the bed. 

“Sasha, you found me,” he insisted. “What took you so long? Are you really gone? Why are you here? Are you haunting me?”

She smiled. Perhaps he was dreaming, after all, maybe his mind was hypnotised by the herbs James had given him, maybe he was seeing things. But then she spoke.

“Rune.” 

His body tingled, his back arching while he lay sleeping in the bed. His lips let out a moan, and the baby fussed.

“I can't believe he's one month already,” she continued. “He's such a lovely baby. You're doing a good job with him. I always knew you'd be a great dad, Rune.”

“Sasha, he needs you. Why can't you come back? Are you some sort of a ghost, is that it? Are you part of my imagination?”

He could feel the prickle on the back of his neck where he had the tattooed sigil Sasha had drawn for them. His sleeping body moved over the bed, and his hand reached for the tattoo, rubbing it gently. It always prickled when Sasha was nearby, and she’d said hers prickled too when he was around. His mind registered that feeling, but his sleeping brain made nothing of it.

“I miss you so much, Rune,” she said, coming closer to the bed. 

She looked incorporeal, barely there. If he reached out to touch her, he was sure his hand would pierce right through her. 

“Why haven't you come for me? I want to be with you, with our son. I want to see my baby, want to hold him. Why haven't you come for me?”

Her face changed, from the pinched elfin looks to a mask of deathly danger. Teeth became fangs, eyes grew colder, she was feral and vampiric, threatening. He shuddered in bed, but couldn’t understand what his mind was playing at.

“I! WANT! MY! BABY!” she roared, and Finn cried out, waking Rune up. 

He was shivering and sweating, hands shaking, legs weak. Still, he got up and ran to the cot, picking Finn up and cradling him to his body.

“Shush, shush now, Daddy's here...” he crooned, holding his son tight. 

The baby soon settled, large green eyes staring up at Rune, so much like Sasha's. 

“You saw her too, didn't you?” he asked, and fancied he could see the reply in his son's face. 

Yes, the child had seen or sensed Sasha as much as Rune. His mind raced fast, trying to pick up every detail of what he had sensed, seen. There was still a lingering smell of apples in the room, as if Sasha washed her hair and walked around, leaving the scent trailing after her. He’d experienced it plenty of times before,  recognised it for what it was easily enough. But she hadn't been there, she’d been in his head, in his mind. Then how did the baby also see her? How did the baby also feel her presence? What the hell was going on?

Sitting down on the bed, he lay the baby next to him, and touched the back of his neck. It had prickled, he was sure, as if Sasha was close by. The thoughts streaming through his head sounded wild, if he were to say them out loud. He’d been there, seen her dead body. Waited for her to wake up, for over twenty four hours, and she didn’t come back. She did not come back. She hadn’t been a vampire. Couldn't be alive.

And yet, it felt far too real, far too vivid. The moment she transformed into a vampire before his eyes she’d become more corporeal, but looked as if she wasn’t in that room with him. It seemed as if he was watching her from afar, as if she’d been somewhere else and he was spying on her. He closed his eyes, trying to focus his memories and his mind. There had been a bed, hadn't it? Sasha had been sitting up on a bed, wearing pyjamas. Silk pyjamas, nude coloured. The bed had been a four poster, mahogany or ebony, and had there been restraints holding her wrists? Had there been a drip on her vein? 

He got up, walking to the window, shoving hair out of his forehead. His heart beat fast, breathing coming out in rasps. On the back, Finn contentedly mewled away. Sasha wasn't dead, she couldn't be. If she was a vampire witch, might not the hatching time be different? What did they really know about it? He’d read Erszebét Bathóry's history in the Maledectum files, what did it said? She died, but when her husband returned, she was alive again. How long had it taken her husband to reach her, from the moment she fell off that horse, breaking her neck? What did it say? Count Nadasdy reached his in-laws' home three days after his wife's accident. 

Three days.

They’d waited only twenty-four hours. Then Theo Devereaux stormed in and took Sasha's body. He’d been very quick at claiming her body.

What if he knew? What if he’d known what Sasha was, and how long it would probably take her to wake up as a vampire? What if they were made fools of, and Sasha was alive, being held prisoner by her own father? What if he’d travelled all the way across the sea and left her there, in Europe, probably in Essex or even in her London flat, restrained, chained to a bed, but alive, alive?

Picking his mobile, he searched through the contact list until he found Sasha's landline number. He pressed the green and let it ring. No one remembered to cancel the phone subscription, nor the water and light supplies, nothing was taken care of after her death. They’d all just run away. And her father seemed to have done quite the same, Rune pondered as the phone rang and rang until it went into voice mail. He could hear her voice, directing him on what to do: 'Hi, this is Sasha, I'm not in, leave a message, will you?'. Her husky voice, her posh accent. He couldn't quite resist dialling again so he could hear her voice once more. But she wasn't there, the flat had burnt down. They weren't holding her in London, if they were holding her at all. Which they must be.

He dropped the phone and held a hand to his son, who grabbed one of his fingers with baby strength. The child cooed, forcing an automatic smile out of Rune.

“Your mum's alive,” he whispered. “I'm sure of it. She wants us to find her, and so we have to.”

He couldn't yet bring himself to speak to the others about it. Could almost see Ruth's reaction, knew she’d be stressed and anxious, thinking her father had finally gone over the rails and lost it completely. He knew what he needed to do, before bringing the matter up to the rest of them. 

He needed proof. 

He’d have to sleep again and get Sasha to leave him proof she was still alive. Something he might show the others and make them believe. He would have to go back to sleep, but he’d wait for the end of the day, so he was sure not to be interrupted. And then he'd talk to her, and she would have to listen. She would have to do as he asked if she wanted him to find her. She’d have to leave some evidence she still lived.

*
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FEBRUARY 16th, 2015

The long table on the dinning room was set, every single resident of the Montgomery mansion seated at it, but only Elsa and Thibór seemed to be eating dinner. A large roast rested in an oven tray, of which only the two non vampires were partaking. No one looked particularly hungry, and the overall mood was heavy, depressive.

Adelaide scooped the insides of English tomatoes with a spoon and eating them, watching Ruth play around with a chicken leg and a few Brussels sprouts. Ash and Rune shared a bottle of wine between the two. The silence in the room was daunting, broken only by the sound of cutlery and a baby sleeping. No one seemed to be actually there; despite their bodies being present, their minds seemed elsewhere.

“Ash,” Rune's voice broke the silence, very low set, as if he didn't bear to speak any louder. 

Ash stopped midway through polishing off his drink, cold sweat breaking out on his back. Some sort of premonition grabbed at the edges of his mind, and he saw no good coming out of it. Still, he turned his eyes to Rune, inviting him to proceed.

“Can you get hold of Countess Bathóry's Maledectum files?”

Ruth snorted, her father looking at her sideways, through barely open lids.

“Of course,” Ash replied, and drained his glass, filling it up once more.

“You read those files?” Rune insisted.

“Thibór did,” Ruth cut in, despite seeing the shades of irritation on her father's face.

“How long did it take her to wake up, do you remember? Was it two or three days?” 

Ruth dropped her cutlery on the table, the loud clatter echoing through the walls. “What is this, now?” she seethed, face red with fury.

Rune ignored her. “Ash? Do you remember if you read those files?” 

Ash's eyes seemed to come momentarily alive, as he focused them on Rune's. He could see what he was getting at, and the flicker of hope igniting in his chest was hard to restrain. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I did read them. Yeah.” He couldn't remember, for the life of him, what he’d read on those files, but knew he’d discussed them with Sasha, with Ruth too. Couldn't remember if there was any indication of how long it had taken the teenage countess to return from death, though.

“It doesn't say,” Thibór added. “I mean, it's not specific.”

“Ash, it mentioned her husband having received a message, saying his wife had fallen from her horse, didn't it?” Rune pushed on, trying to jog his mind. He acted as if Thibór hadn't spoken. “And it said that when Count Nadasdy finally reached the home of his in-laws, three days after having received the message, Erszebét was alive and well, didn't it?”

“I think so. I'm not sure...”

“Yes, it took Nadasdy three days to reach Ecsed, where she was staying while visiting her parents. But it would have taken just as much for a message to reach him, relating his wife's accident. So that means he arrived in Ecsed six or seven days after Erszebét fell from the horse. It doesn't really say if she died immediately, though.” Thibór pretended Rune didn't keep ignoring him. 

He knew why the vampire acted that way, he was trying to keep Ruth quiet. Thibór had seen how she was getting on her father's nerves, every time she tried to force him to accept, come to terms with Sasha's death.

“So she might have taken as little as twenty four-hours to wake up a vampire witch, or as long as seventy-two, right? Because when her husband got there, she was perfectly well, claiming only a sprained ankle. Wasn't even going through the furies of the change...”

“N-no,” Thibór's voice was cautious now, as he turned his face to Ruth's in a questioning glare.

“So Sasha could still have been going through the change herself, when we left her body at the hospital, after those first twenty-four hours.”

There was ice in Rune's voice. No one dared speak. The implications behind his words were far too many, and none of them cheery.

“Sasha could still be going through the change when her father claimed her body and took it away,” he insisted. 

Ruth hung her head down, trying to contain and control her fury.

“You mean he burned her alive? Undead?” Ash sounded horrified. “That's... that's unthinkable, Rune, don't even go there.”

“Theo would surely have known?” Adelaide pushed her plate away and reached for the wine. “After all, he was her father, must have known there was a chance of her being a vampire witch.” The silence intensified, like a heavy veil being dropped over them.

“Sasha's still alive,” Rune finally said. 

His voice seemed to echo loudly in the room. No one dared face him, or contradict him, despite the fact they were all certain she had perished in that hospital, a little over a month ago. But no one felt brave enough to try to force Rune into accepting it.

No one except Ruth.

“Enough of this shit,” she hissed, fists banging softly on the table top. “I can't bear this anymore, Rune, for fuck's sake. Sasha died. She died! You need to accept that and move on. Stop clinging to a hope that isn't real, please, stop torturing everyone with this. Let me grieve her, let me heal, Rune. Let yourself heal. She's dead. She was cremated, I...”

“You saw her body inside that casket? You saw her body thrown into the fire and being burnt down? Was it her body, did you actually see it?” Voice rising, Rune stood up, the chair underneath him clattering to the ground. Finn woke and whimpered slightly, eyes searching for his father. “YOU SAW SASHA'S BODY?” he yelled, and the baby started to cry. 

Adelaide scooped him from the cot, shushing him.

“You're out of your mind,” Ruth cried. Tears streamed down her face, her shoulders shaking. “Please, please stop this, you're completely crazy. If she's alive, then where the fuck is she? Why hasn't she come after you; after Finn? She loved you more than anything else in the world, and that baby too, do you really believe that were she alive, she wouldn't be here, by your side? Don't you realise how deluded you're acting?”

“Ruth, that's enough,” Elsa chastised. She’d caught hold of her daughter's hand, trying to impart some comfort, but Ruth shook herself free.

“Tell him, then, tell him it's enough. Why are you doing this?” she hissed once more, face transfigured by fear and pain. The baby cried louder. “Don't you see what you're doing to everyone, to your own son?” she reached out an arm in the baby's direction, and Rune winced.

“Honey, sit down,” Elsa coaxed. 

Ruth pretended not to hear, her face set, eyes on Rune's, tears still falling and smudging her make up.

“You need to trust me on this one, Ruth,” he pleaded, though his eyes were steely, his voice cold. 

It should have come as a warning for her, for all of them. 

Ruth shook her head. “You shut yourself inside that room all day, all night, it's like you're not even living. You sleep all the time, that's all you do, you sleep, and dream of her constantly, and speak to her in your dreams, but she's not real, can't you see? She's not alive. She. Is. DEAD!”

“Fuck you,” he yelled, one hand swiping across the table, throwing dishes and cutlery through the air. 

Everyone winced, and Elsa jumped up in a fright. Finn bawled louder, despite Adelaide's efforts to calm him.

“Fuck you all, if you think I'm wrong.” Kicking the table, he darted for the door and left the living room, unaware of the distress in his son's wails.

No one moved. The table teetered on its legs, but stood. Adelaide cooed the baby and walked around the room, trying to calm him, but Finn wouldn't stop crying until Ash picked him up. 

Elsa was the first to move, pushing her chair back, walking off after Rune. An hour seemed to have, passed since he’d stormed out, but only mere seconds had gone by by. Elsa discerned the sound of his footsteps up the stairs and followed him, calling out.

“William.” She knew he'd be in a right state, and no witch in her right mind would dare face a vampire so out of control. 

He might jump her, drink from her, and deplete her. She wasn't afraid, knew well how to stop him and get him to behave. It was a blade stuck to her insides, knowing the only thing that would stop him acting crazy was the mention of Sasha. Not even their child together held such power over him, nor the child he'd had with Elsa. Only Sasha would do, only saying her name would make Rune attain some sense of reason. She heard him stop on the first landing and sped up to catch him.

Rune stood next to the railings, back to the wall. His face was pale, and he looked sick. Elsa couldn't help pitying him, but her mind still latched on how he was weak, how he was frail, after all. A man she had always pictured as a force of nature, and in truth he was a powerless little boy in the face of the kind of adversity he was going through. The same had happened with Gloria's death. He’d delved into alcohol, seeking solace at the bottom of a bottle, unable to face her death, come to terms with it. And now, not even the fact he had a baby to care for seemed to help.

“You need to take a hold of yourself,” Elsa said, and strangely enough he nodded. Still, he wouldn't meet her eyes. “Ruth's having it rough as well, William, she loved Sasha...”

“Stop. I know I'm right, Elsa.” His voice cracked, and she climbed up the last few steps, wrapping her arms around his skinny body. “I know I'm right. Ruth doesn't want to accept it, none of you do, but Sasha is alive. She’s been coming to me in dreams, lately. Begging me to find her, talking about Finn. She's alive, Elsa, and she's trying to help me find her, even Maddie and James think she's been trying to send me a message.”

He was getting himself in a right state again, so she simply caressed his head and back, noticing how oily his hair felt. She didn't like it that short, had always known him with his long locks of curls trailing after him, and couldn't understand what had possessed him to chop it all off. Ruth had his hair, only in her mother's colour. The same thick, lush hair, all waves and soft curls, only Rune's was dark and Ruth's was light. They also shared the same lips, Elsa noticed, thick and pulpy.

“Hush, now,” she whispered. 

But what if he was right? Elsa had seen first hand how powerful Sasha was as a witch. And her father a vampire, like Ruth's. What if Rune had a point, and a vampire witch took longer to come back to life than a regular vampire? Plus, Sasha had Fey blood. Anything might happen, where she was concerned. If she was alive, and being kept away from Rune, Elsa was sure she’d find a way to get in touch with him, to reach him, even if through magic. 

“If, and that's a big if, William; if Sasha is indeed alive, Ruth's got a point. Where is she? Why isn't she here with you? Why didn't she go back to the cottage? You would have still been there, even if it had taken her five days to return as a vampire.”

“They did something to her, Elsa, Theo and that wife of his. Sasha feared them, didn't want them near Finn. They claimed her body and now they're holding her somewhere against her will, I don't know why.”

“You do realise how mad that sounds, how insane?”

“No,” he pulled himself free of her embrace. “No, Elsa, it fucking doesn't. Sasha is unlike any other preternatural. The mere fact she might be a vampire witch would be enough for any preternatural faction, with world dominance ideas, to want to get hold of her.” He ran his hands through his hair, his face. 

His eyes were blood shot, he was thinner than ever before, looked haunted all the time an on the brink of despair. 

“Listen, I have no idea what her father wants with her, but he knows, he must know for sure there was the possibility of her returning as a vampire witch. And look at their timing, they only showed up when she got involved with me. They claim they were running from VN, I actually believe it. What if VN knew about Sasha, about what she could eventually become? They're riddled with factions, you saw that for yourself, what with...” he sighed, voice catching in his throat as he remembered how Quinn had been killed, how Ruth herself could have died that very same night. “What if her father was only trying to keep her safe, huh? What if he was indeed protecting her, and that's why he made such a point of claiming her body; what if that's why he threatened Ruth claiming he’d get to Finn?”

“So what you're saying is that Sasha's father wanted her away from you? But why? I mean, from the files Ruth gave me on, you're so ancient, so powerful. And feared, William, you're feared. Right here, in this town, where most people are either your relatives or your descendants, they fear you. Surely Theo Devereaux is aware of being related to you, surely he must know no one could protect Sasha any better than you...”

“Why do you suppose I gave up on being Bill Devereaux for good? Far too many preternaturals would like to see Bill gone, once and for all. I never know who’ll come after my head. When Sasha first told me she was a Devereaux, I thought she’d been sent to kill me. That's why I took off and she went to Ireland with you. If another vampire put an end to Bill Devereaux, their status would rise. If they wanted to branch out to a scion of their own, they’d be allowed. After all, they’d have been the ones killing Bill Devereaux. Sure, there are vampires much older than me, but where are they? Hardly anyone knows, they're so well hidden. The older we are, the more prized we become. We simply disappear, and it's the best thing we can do. Sasha made a mistake by telling Theo she was living with Bill Devereaux. If he really wants to keep her safe, he’ll want to keep her away from me. She'd be a target, just as Ruth is. Both could be easily used to get to me.”

Elsa was sure Sasha would make a much better weapon than Ruth. Despite Rune having run off to the USA when Ruth had gone missing, she was sure he'd be a lot more frantic about Sasha than he was about Ruth.

“What if that's precisely what he's doing, William?”

“You need to stop calling me that, Elsa. William Montgomery is long dead and gone, you're well aware of it.”

“Fine. Rune. What if that's what Theo’s doing? Holding Sasha hostage so he can get to you, to Finn? Look...” she didn't quite know how to put things. For starters, wasn't even sure she believed Sasha might really be alive. “Let's just pretend that yes, she came back a vampire, for argument's sake. This makes her a vampire blood witch, and she had Fey blood. You're a vampire, an ancient one. Your blood must be very strong by now. And the two of you have a child. Can you imagine what your child might be, Rune? What if what Theo really wants is the baby? What if this baby could become some sort of weapon, in the future, a way to control all other preternaturals?”

Rune eyed her, trying to make sense of what she said. “He's holding Sasha to make me go after her? He’d have told Ruth he has her. He told her he'd be coming for Finn, he’d have told her he had Sasha, and try to force me to go after her. With Finn. No. Theo's keeping her away from me. From us. He knows there are Maledectum members with me. Ruth, Ash, he knows about them. Sasha would be a weapon in their hands as well, Elsa. He wants to avoid that. But she's alive, I'm sure of it. And the only way I’ll know where she is and how to get to her, is if I sleep. If I sleep and she comes to me, in my dreams. Because I know she's there, with me. She's there, my tattoo pricks like it always did when she's close. I have to sleep so she can tell me how to find her.”

“That binding spell is pretty strong,” Elsa mused. 

She’d studied both tattoos plenty of times, marvelling at the beauty of Sasha's work, the elegance in it. Besides the runes, she’d placed other magical symbols along both tattoos, strengthening the magic, empowering it, making truly binding. There was the Helm of Awe, signifying protection and might; the Vegvisir which prevented one from getting lost and meant she and Rune would always find each other; and other staves thrown in together, binding man and woman in the person of both Sasha and Rune. If she was alive, the spells on those tattoos alone would guide her to Rune, even if only in spirit.   

“Do what you feel you have to do, only take it easy on your daughter, Rune. She's suffering too, worries about you and Finn, misses Sasha so much.”

“I know, Elsa. I only wish someone would believe me, you know? I wish Ruth would believe me and stop looking at me as if I'm a mad man.”

Rune stepped away from her, went back down the stairs, Elsa following him. Entering the dinning room, it seemed frozen in place. The plates and cutlery were still all over the floor, the table askew, chairs over turned; and everyone was just standing there, as if in expectation. He was aware of them listening in on his conversation with Elsa, but couldn't care less. Headed for Ruth, he noticed her wincing and flinching, as if in fear. It broke his heart, that his own daughter should seem afraid of him, regarding him as an unpredictable possibility for danger and chaos. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her as tight as he could without scaring or hurting her.

“I love you,” he murmured and placed a kiss on her forehead. 

She looked up at him, nodded, eyes wide and trusting. Rune let go. Walking over to Ash, he picked Finn from his arms. 

“I'll be in my bedroom, after I feed Finn,” he said, and left without looking back.

A collective sigh seemed to escape from everyone's lips. Thibór felt himself jogged into action, and started picking up clutter from the floor, aided by Ruth. Elsa pulled up a chair and sat herself.

“Mum,” Ruth started to speak, but Elsa stopped her with a gesture.

“Give him time. Ruth, he might be right, you owe him at least the benefit of doubt. I know you don't want to get your hopes up, so you don't get hurt all over again.”

“It's his hopes I don't want to be getting up, mum,” she hissed, voice as low as she managed, so Rune wouldn't overhear. Which she knew was in vain, his hearing as a vampire far out-passed her own. “It's him I don't want to be going through all this again!”

“Child, you forget what you told me of Sasha, when you asked that I train her? Said you’d never met someone who exuded so much power.”

“I saw her do a spell on the cottage,” Adelaide broke in. “It held true. It still holds true,” she added, mind running ahead of her. “Elsa, correct me if I'm wrong, but... doesn't a spell break if the witch who cast it dies?”

All eyes turned to Adelaide. Rune stopped at the foot of the stairs, where he was preparing to go up to his room, a bottle held over Finn's mouth who was drinking happily. He inched closer to the living room door, eyes wide, lips parted. Running his tongue through them, he found he could hardly breathe.

“Yes,” the older woman said. “No matter how powerful a spell, if the witch who cast it dies, it’s broken. Unless it's been cast by a coven or a circle, then it will weaken but persist.”

“Sasha cast that spell alone,” Adelaide went on. “When Jason and Julia visited, Rune had to come out of the cottage to could invite them in. Sasha told me she cast the spell in such terms, only those who carried Rune's blood could enter the cottage at will. Meaning her, me, Ash and Ruth. Even Quinn was forced outside by the strength of it, I saw it.”

“She was laughing, claiming there was an invisible wall preventing her from going in. Joked with Sasha about it, and Sasha kept saying how sorry she was, again and again, that only Rune could ask her in,” Ash's words were barely audible, bringing along a memory of Quinn true to form for everyone who’d known her well. 

Outside the dinning room, hiding in the dark, Rune’s heart wrenched inside him, and knew Ash was feeling just the same.

“The spell still held,” Adelaide insisted. “When Jason and Julia came over, Sasha had already died. Her father had taken her body and cremated it. If she was really dead, then the spell would have been broken. They would have been able to walk in at will. The spell being still active, must surely mean Rune’s right, and she isn’t dead.” Adelaide's voice became frantic. 

Her hands were shaking, heart thrumming and she couldn't even understand why. She’d been against that relationship from the moment she noticed Rune's eyes upon the small dancing figure on the dance-floor at the Dungeon Lair. Had seen how entranced he became by the tiny woman, and hadn’t approved of it. Was even more adamant in her disapproval after meeting Sasha and realising she was a witch, knowing nothing good ever came from a vampire falling for one. But when she found out Sasha was pregnant, everything had changed, and Adelaide had become protective of the woman, even coming to like her. She was surprised to realise missing her just as much as she missed Quinn.

Rune stepped into the dinning room, looking shaken. His eyes were feverish, hope shining deep inside them. He looked towards his daughter, and there was such despair in his eyes Ruth winced again.

“Ruth...” he whispered, as if begging.

“Go,” she urged him. “Go, sleep, dream of her. Let her find you or whatever it is she's doing, I'll look after Finn.” She reached out her arms, and Rune placed the baby in them, kissing the boy's cheek, then his daughter's.

“Thank you,” he mouthed, and ran out of the room, up the stairs, elated that finally they’d all seen the light, finally they’d all understood there was no way Sasha could be dead.

*
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FEBRUARY 16th, 2015 - later

Rune entered the bedroom, heart thudding against his ribcage. He didn't know what to do, now everyone seemed to believe him. Taking a steadying breath, he walked over to the dresser, on top of which he kept a kettle, so he might prepare Finn's bottle without having to go to the kitchen. He grabbed it and entered the en suite bathroom where he opened a faucet.

Filling the kettle, he took a long look at the mirror. The bags under his eyes looked dark, purplish, but he could hardly remember a time when he didn't have them. Perhaps the few months spent with Sasha, living in a bubble of happiness, deluding himself that everything would be all right and life was going to be perfect from then on.  He was thinner, again, and couldn't recall having seen himself so emaciated. Aside regularly feeding on blood, which Adelaide provided somehow, probably with Julia’s help, he didn't remember the last time he'd eaten.

Ruth was right, all he did was sleep. Locked inside that room, Rune turned to sleep as a way of detaching himself from reality, and the fact he dreamt of Sasha so constantly, justified him seeking solace in the act. But his daughter was also wrong in her assumptions, Sasha must still be alive, trying to reach him so he’d go and find her. With thoughts only of getting himself to bed, Rune prepared the herbal tea James had left him, and drank it all in one go, retching from the high temperature of the tisane. 

Not bothered to undress, he got rid of the high-top converse sneakers he was wearing, and pulled himself on top of the bed, staring at the ceiling, arms folded neatly over his stomach. He willed sleep to come and grab him, to no avail. His mind stayed wide awake, eyes refusing to shut, limbs fidgeting. Turning on his side, he faced away from the window, an effort to block the luminescence. It was snowing again, and aside from the light coming in from Elsa's little cottage, all was dark outside. Still, the moon shone bright in the sky, he could almost feel it calling him to go out and get lost in the swirling snow, the cold, the wooded areas where he’d searched for Ruth the last time he'd been there. 

Images of Finland flooded his mind, taking him back to times in his life where he’d felt comfortably numb, dead to the world and the world dead to him. Not that he was happy then, lost in the woods near Rovaniemi, amidst the snow. He had not been as happy as with Sasha, but he’d been numb. There was no emotion: no joy, yes, but no pain either. The despair that grabbed him every other second of his waking days did not exist, once he lost himself in the snowy woods. His brain would shut down, and he’d go from one action to the other with no thoughts at all. He missed it, that comfortable feeling of white out conditions being all there was to his life. A blank canvas of sorts. Where no one could reach him, and no feelings would haunt him, nor lure him out of his mental caves.

But he wasn't there, and now he sensed a prickling at the back of his neck, where the sigil Sasha had designed for him was tattooed.

And then she was there, her body facing his, small, lithe, hands underneath her head, the same old 'come on' smile over her lips, as she lay there in bed with him. Rune let out a sigh and smiled back at her. 

This couldn’t be a dream, there was no way this was a dream. He’d been wide awake, thinking of Rovaniemi and the snow, eyes wide open. He hadn’t fallen asleep, not for one second. Sasha simply materialised there, and although she looked slightly gossamer, she also seemed quite corporeal.

“Hey, love,” Rune whispered, trying to ascertain if his mind was playing tricks on him, desire making him see what he most longed for; or if she was really there.

“Hey, babe,” Sasha replied, and it was her voice, husky and warm whenever she was horny. “Where's Finn?”

Her asking about the child put a large smile on his lips. “Ruth has him. So I might get some rest.”

She nodded, in an understanding manner. 

“So we're all alone.” In a second, she was straddling him. 

Her hair fell down by the sides of her face as she bent to kiss his lips, caressing his cheeks, tickling him. Rune laughed. Sasha grabbed his lower lip between her teeth, nibbling softly, and he moaned.

“I miss your lips. I miss your hands. I miss your eyes, when you look at me with all that hunger,” she whispered, and he pulled himself up, trying to catch her mouth and kiss her. She pulled back and laughed. “Easy, cowboy...” her voice was a rush of adrenaline in his veins, making blood course faster and heart whack louder. 

His body stirred back to life, and as she pushed her hips forward, Rune noticed himself getting harder. Realised she’d sensed it too, by the way her smile became mischievous and open. Then she kissed him, tongue parting his lips, entering them, ravaging, as if in violence. Rune hugged her tighter, Sasha grinding against him, and his mouth was hungry for all of her, not just her lips. He kissed her cheeks and licked her neck; bit her chin, her flesh, wherever he caught it, and she felt real, she felt alive; she was actually there; not a spectre of his imagination, a haunting of his dreams; Sasha was truly there, in his arms.

Grabbing the ends of his sweater, Sasha pulled it over his head and helped him out of it. Her tongue ran a thread of fire down his neck, over his chest, where she bit a nipple, pushed him down onto his back. 

Rune laughed again, threw his hands up in defeat, but then pulled her back to him, and it was his turn to get her out of her blouse, take off her bra, it was his tongue playing around with her breasts, and it was her back that he pushed onto the bed, as he pulled her pants down and slid his hands through her knickers, bringing them to her ankles, throwing them on the floor. Her legs were shaking in anticipation, making his lust grow harder. 

Bending down, Rune parted her legs and kissed the insides of her thighs. His tongue entered her, and Sasha arched her back, moaning loudly. She her moist and ready, her scent all that was familiar to him, her taste all he knew and had longed for, through those weeks. As she writhed against him, hips pushed up and forward, he traded his tongue for his fingers. Knew what she liked and how she liked it; it came naturally to him, the way he touched and pleasured her, and the sounds coming from her lips were as familiar as the warm touch of her skin. Rune pulled himself up and kissed her, Sasha throwing her arms around his neck, bringing him to stand on top of her. Her breathing turned raspier as she panted, he knew she was about to come, so he sped up the rhythm of his fingers, kissing her more forcefully than before, and when her back arched against his hand, he could tell she was done.

Sasha sighed deep and let her hands slide down his back towards his buttocks. She slid them inside his leather jeans and laughed as she found some sort of resistance.

“What news is this, Rune? Underwear? You got yourself a pair of briefs?” she giggled, and he joined her.

“It felt... wrong, going around commando without you here,” he replied, and that was the truth. 

It had seemed wrong, disrespectful of her memory, especially after what had happened with Katherine. Sasha eyed him, as if reading his mind, and her face darkened. 

“I...” he started, wanting to justify his actions, his feelings, his mistakes. 

She touched a finger to his lips, shushing him. Unzipped his pants, pulled them down his buttocks, along with the underwear, and with her hands guided him into her.   

Rune knew it wouldn't take him long to climax, he’d missed her so much, he couldn't bring himself to slow down and make it last. He wanted to enjoy the feeling of her legs wrapped around him a little longer, but knew he couldn't make it. A jolt down his kidneys and legs told him it was over, and he let his head fall down over her collarbone,  breathing laboured, heart going back to its normal rate.

“I love you,” Sasha whispered into his ear. “I miss you. Rune, I miss you.”

“I miss you too, I love you. Can't stand being without you any longer, Sasha.”

“Then come get me, please.” Her voice was pleading and urgent in the silence of the room.

“Where are you? I have no idea where you are. Are they keeping you in Essex?”   

Her eyes carried a confused expression in their depths.

“I was there at first. I was... in pain and confused. Later I slept, and wouldn't wake up, except for brief moments. I saw trees running ahead of me. There were bumps in the road. Then, dark skies and white, fluffy clouds. Finally there was heat, it was hot, the fan always going on, round and round above my head, such a clatter. And the music, blaring, loud, outside.”

“And where is that?” Rune insisted, voice gentle and soft. 

Sasha shook her head. “Can't you hear it? You have to listen to the music, Rune, that's where I am.”

He wanted to tell her there was no music, everything was perfectly still, but then his ears caught it, very distant, a hum at first, then the sound of a guitar,voices singing. He strained harder to listen and try to recognise the song, it was some version of “Don't fear the ripper” he’d never heard before. 

“Listen to the music,” she insisted, and he shook his head. 

Still made no sense.

“But where, Sasha? You need to tell me where you are!”

“I'm where the jazz bands play,” she whispered, her body becoming less corporeal in his hands, loosing density, becoming translucent, more diaphanous.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Rune pleaded, trying to hold on to her, but she was already gone, and he was waking up with a jolt, body lurching upright in bed, bringing him to a sitting position. 

He looked around, trying to push sleep from his eyes. 

The room was freezing cold, which never happened. He made sure he always kept a comfortable temperature because of Finn. He looked around, and she was nowhere to be seen, nor felt, the place was empty except for him. She might not even have been there, it might have all been a figment of his imagination if not for the fact that the bed looked as if a couple had just made love on it, which they had, and he was half naked, pants down to his knees.

Covering his face with his hands, he silenced a cry of despair, tried to bring back the memory of those previous minutes. She’d been there, they made love. He’d felt her body, tasted her, been inside her. She had talked to him, told him where to find her, hadn't she? 

What did she say? 

She mentioned heat, somewhere hot. 

So Sasha must be in the southern hemisphere. And had mentioned a fan, working constantly above her head. 

Africa? Had they taken her somewhere in Africa? 

Or could she be in Australia?

She’d also said something about a jazz band playing, and there was music playing, yes. But it hadn’t been jazz. It was Blue Oyster Cult's “Don't fear the ripper”, wasn't it? Not their version, though, it had been a duet he never heard before. 

Sasha had told him to listen to the music, but she’d also spoken of jazz bands. Could she be in New York? Was that it? Blue Oyster Cult hailed originally from New York, he’d seen them live while living there with Gloria, during the late sixties and early seventies. They used to go to numerous jazz bars around the Village, back in those days. Could that be it, Sasha's way of telling him she was in New York? It was Winter, would be nearly as cold as in Maine. Must also be snowing, so why the fan, why the heat?

It was too confusing. He needed to talk to someone else; needed to tell the others about what had happened. Perhaps they could make some sense out of it. Pulling up his pants, he shoved the light sweater over his torso and walked out of the room. The house was silent, but he sensed people still up. Making as little noise as he could, Rune went down the stairs, and peered in at the dining room door. It was clean and back to normal: chairs pulled up to the bare table, curtains drawn. He walked back and tried the living room. Ash and Adelaide sprawled side by side on a sofa, covered with throws, a movie playing on the big flat screen. 

As they sensed his presence, their heads turned towards the door, eyeing him. They sat up and made room for Rune, Adelaide patting the seat next to her for him to take.

“Ruth took Finn upstairs, on the carry-cot, but says it won't do for him to sleep the whole night in it. I told her I'd get you to pick him up as soon as you woke, but we didn't know how long you’d take. Did anything happen?”

Rune sat down next to her, pulling the throw over legs and bare feet. Ash moved further so he might have more space. Grabbing the glass of wine from which the other vampire was drinking, Rune took a swig, and winced.

“Yeah,” he mouthed. “She was there. I mean, she seemed to be there, really. It differed from the other times. The other times it was as if I was looking in on her, as if she might be somewhere else, you know?”

“Like you were skyping?” Ash asked.

“Yes, that's just about it, like we were skyping. She was not in the same room as I was, though I could see her clearly. This time...”

“This time you saw her here, in your room,” Adelaide added.

“I felt her there, Ade,” he said, and looked at her, daring her to contradict him or tell him he was crazy. “She was in that bed with me. We...”

“Don't,” she whispered. “You were sleeping. I looked in on you, and you were asleep on top of the bed. Alone.”

“She was there. I touched her, could scent her, I even tasted her. Her whole body, her skin. She was there, Adelaide, I was inside her and...  fuck, I'm telling you she was there!”

“Did she say anything worth it? Anything that might tell us where she is?” Adelaide looked far from being convinced, but the last thing she wanted was to get into an argument, and have Rune snap like he had with Ruth.

“Yeah. Said she was where the jazz bands play.”

“New York,” Ash voiced, with enthusiasm. “Remember that jazz club we used to go to, back in 71? The one in the Village. Gloria loved that place.”

Rune nodded. “Yeah, that was the first thing I thought. New York, the Village, those jazz clubs in the seventies. Only Sasha never knew New York in the seventies, and has no idea I used to go to a jazz bar there, back then. She wouldn't use that as a clue.”

“What I don't understand...” Adelaide interrupted, sitting straighter. 

A noise stopped her from continuing, and they all looked over to the door, Ruth and Thibór being just outside, Finn sleeping in his sister’s arms.

“Everything OK?” the can de loup asked, and Rune nodded them in. 

Getting up, he retrieved his son and sat back down again, now changing places with Ash and pulling his legs up on the sofa's chaise longue. Ruth covered him with a throw and placed a pillow underneath his arms, so the baby had some more support.

“As I was saying,” Adelaide made to continue once Thibór and Ruth sat together on a large armchair. “Why would Sasha not come straight out and say it? Tell you where she is, I mean. Why the need for clues, for deception?”

“Wait, she came to you again?” Ruth questioned. 

Rune assented.

“Told him she was where the jazz bands play.”

Thibór eyed Ash, eyes squinting in an attempt to concentrate. 

“That could be anywhere, really,” he said. “Are you sure she isn't in the UK?” 

Rune shook his head. “No. She's somewhere she's never been before. Was in Essex, previously, but they flew her out of there. She mentioned clouds and travelling, so she must have been on a plane. I think she was heavily sedated, must have been going through the change, because she said she was confused and in pain. Then talked about the heat and having a fan constantly whirring above her head. I thought they might have taken her to Africa...”

“South-east Asia,” Ruth ventured.

“Sasha knows most of South-east Asia. And part of the Middle East too. She also knows Egypt and Marrakesh, so perhaps Africa is also out of the question? Would she have recognised it if she were taken to, say, Nairobi? I dunno.”

“I had no idea she'd been to South-east Asia,” Ruth insisted.

“You do know she lived in Dubai for five years? She travelled all over the south east of Asia back then, whenever she had vacation time. And the Middle East.”
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