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    Thanks Tash, you always know when I need a steer.
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Chapter 1 – An Usual Morning
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The manor wall in his sights, Tom dashed the last few yards, took a running leap, and landed squarely on top of the dry-stone construction. Taking a deep, satisfied breath, he pivoted on the spot and sunk into a lazy crouch. Arms dangling over his knees, he surveyed the dark cliff-path along which he had just run. Coming up to 6am on the rainy, early September morning, he felt his senses beginning to mute. 

Dr Cheringham insisted that the sun's power on him was psychosomatic, that there was nothing in his blood-chemistry that could account for the way he felt weaker and therefore less dangerous during the day, but it hadn't made any difference to the way his vampire went to sleep at dawn. Still, Tom had been trying to take his doctor's advice. He had been experimenting with hanging onto his nighttime skills as long as possible, exploring what science didn't really understand, and so Tom hung onto his shift. Viewing the path in the silver-greys of his night vision, he waited.

It wasn't long before he saw Max's form, arms pumping, resolve out of the darkness, and he grinned as his sensitive hearing picked up the soldier's hard breathing. He was still smiling cheekily when Max skidded to a halt in front of him and practically doubled over, taking in several well-trained, but somewhat laboured breaths.

"You...," Max began, waggling a finger at Tom and gasping, "run off like that...," another breath, "again, and I will...," he straightened up this time and took a smaller draw of air, "call a security alert down on your ass."

Tom laughed, the threat was mostly an idle one, since Max was grinning ruefully back at him and shaking his head. He liked the American, who had become one of his babysitters since The Powers That Be had moved into Penbride Manor and taken over his life. Ex-special forces, the man was one of the few who had a hope of keeping pace with him on the nightly runs. That was, of course, if he didn’t decide to take the brakes off completely, then, like now, he was uncatchable. 

The runs, in the generally unpopulated night were his only foray into the outside world. A precaution while both he and those around him tried to work out what had happened to him when he had drunk his vampire-father, Raxos' blood. He didn’t often push his luck by running out on his minders, but he was in a good mood, so he teased, "Aw, but you wouldn't want your strapping husband to know that you can't keep up.”

"He already knows," Alec's dry tone drew Tom's attention as the man walked up to the wall from inside the manor grounds, night-vision binoculars in hand.

It wasn't really a surprise that the other half, literally, of his team of handlers had been observing the run, but it still irked a little. 

"I thought I was the one who could creep around at night," Tom covered with a quip,

"All that MI6 training comes in handy, he's a sneaky bastard," Max chuckled and leant over the wall, giving his partner an easy salute in greeting.

Alec just nodded back, always much more reserved and professional around Tom than his husband, but Tom's empathic skills couldn't mistake the bond between the two highly trained men. He wasn't sure how Max and Alec had got together, since relationship history was way beyond the banter that made up their nightly sojourns, but, as two of the people Tom spent the most time with, he had become accustomed to their ways.

"Off," Alec beckoned Tom down from the wall, stepping back as Tom landed almost instantly beside him.

Max vaulted the chest-height structure as well, so Tom found himself flanked by his two chaperones as they walked back towards the manor house. He didn't count himself as short at just over six feet, but between the two soldiers, he felt a bit like a hobbit. Strangely, that made him feel more secure as the night power in his body sent a shiver down his spine.  

"So, what was it this time?" Alec, tone flat, interrupted the odd little moment that had begun in Tom's psyche.

If he hadn't known the man better, Tom would have thought he was in trouble, but Alec nearly always sounded like that. Running off when his nighttime impulses took him over was something that had happened on a few occasions. Hence, it was a legitimate question for one of the many reports Tom's new 'best' friends kept on him. However, this time had been different, and he replied with just the slightest hint of childish petulance, "He said I was slacking."

He elbowed Max, the playful side of his wild nature coming back to the fore.

"Hey!" Max objected and, not unexpectedly, elbowed back.

"Now, now, kiddies," Alec warned. "I'll put that down to it being past your bedtime, but anymore and it's 100 laps for you, Captain, and you'll be sent to your room, Tom."

"Oo, I love it when you're domineering, Major," Max threw right back: Alec outranked Max, he was actually his boss, but since, as far as Tom had been able to work out, neither of them had actually been working directly for their respective government employers since they'd taken on the Coombedown-watch assignment, Alec only pulled rank when he was speaking as head of the manor security.

Tom laughed, even though Alec was more or less right. It was already an hour past the time he normally turned in and it was making him hyper. He let go of his shift then, and the world went gloomy, but it felt a little safer. He'd settled into a strict routine since Oscar Penbride had turned the manor upside down to create a refuge for him. It saw him rising at around midday to join the daytime world and falling into bed at 5am. However, today was a special day, Sean's first day at the local grammar school, a big culture shock for his privately educated almost-little-brother. 

Tom wanted to be awake to see the teenager off. It wasn't that Sean was going to be alone, he would have Phil and Rob, his fellow vampire-children, keeping an eye on him, but Sean had been there for Tom over the last almost-two difficult months of self-discovery, especially helping him work through control of his telepathy. Tom wanted to return the support. 

Strolling round the back of the manor, they walked into the old stable yard where the trio parted company with a simple goodbye. Tom turned towards the manor proper, preparing to head upstairs to his top floor room for a shower, while Max and Alec turned towards one of the two stable blocks that ran either side of the yard. The building had been turned into barracks for the small contingent of government employees who now called the manor home. As Tom trotted up the couple of steps to the back door, he was almost swept out of the way by a set of golf clubs. 

Tom side-stepped and greeted their owner, "Good morning, Colonel. Off for a hole or two?"

It was a pretty obvious statement, everyone knew Colonel Burgess, the unit commander, headed out to the nearest golf course as many early mornings as he could manage. Tom, however, did not often see the man at this hour and he smiled brightly.

"Morning, Franklin," Burgess replied with a nod and a touch of his flat cap: Burgess addressed every male by his last name and reminded Tom of an old-fashioned school master, even though the man was only just north of forty. "What are you doing still up?"

Tom was just about to reply, but the light dawned in Burgess's eyes and the man grinned.

"Ah yes, young Penbride's first foray into the local educational establishment," the colonel nodded knowingly. "Wish him the best from me, will you, Franklin?"

"Of course, Colonel," Tom agreed.

Polite greetings over, the two parted company, Burgess towards his Range Rover and Tom towards his shower.

***
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It was largely quiet in the manor as Tom took the stairs two at a time on his way up to his third-floor home. The early hour meant everyone was still in their rooms, so Tom was alone until he headed up the modest back stairs that led to what were called the attics, but which had once been home to servants as well as storage. When Tom stepped onto the polished floorboards that lined the hallway, his own silent progress was joined by a small companion. Patches, one of the manor cats, diminutive even for a domestic moggie, and covered in black splodges that had earned him his name, fell in beside Tom. His tail straight up, apart from a small twitch of the end he gave what Tom knew by now was a disapproving meow.

"I know, I'm sorry I'm late," he shrugged at the animal, "but you do get the bed to yourself for the next hour or so."

At that, Patches trotted ahead of Tom, tail still twitching as he headed towards his door, down at the far end of the corridor. As was often the case, that left Tom to wonder how much vocabulary the cat actually understood. The entrance to his room stood slightly open, since Tom hardly ever closed it, being the only resident of the top floor, and although he found Patches on his bed at many random points during his day, the animal always met him in the hallway at bedtime: it was their ritual. 

Tom glanced up at the small, blinking camera in the hallway just up from his door, he couldn't help giving it attention; it wasn't the only one in the manor now, but in the plain corridor, there was no decoration to hide it, and it was another reminder of how things were now. Quickly, he ducked into his room and found Patches already kneading away at the duvet. Making himself comfortable, the cat settled right in the middle of the double bed that took up most of Tom's room.

***
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Fifteen minutes later, Tom pulled on some loose sweatpants, a T-shirt and trainers before heading down the two flights of stairs to the first floor where the rest of the manor's inhabitants would soon be getting out of bed. He wasn't surprised to hear movement from inside Sean's room. The previous evening, Sean had been acting like any typical fourteen-year-old and getting nervous about the impending judgement of his peers. Tom knocked quietly on the door and heard the expected, "Come in, Tom."

They recognised each other pretty easily just by proximity these days, their training sessions having acquainted them with the feel of each other's minds. However, without even trying that morning, Tom could feel Sean's tension. He understood all about popularity, he'd been in the 'It Crowd' at school, being one of the breakfast club DJ's for the school's radio station. He wanted to help Sean fit in. However, when he opened the door and found Sean in front of the mirror, he couldn't help himself, he laughed. Sean gave him a withering look, but it didn't help, because Sean looked one step away from a scarecrow. Shirt half in, half out of his trousers, trousers hung so low on his hips that one tug would have pulled them down, collar half up and half down, tie at a very odd angle and dark curls spiked.

{So how do I look?} Sean asked right into his mind, a challenge to dare make fun sent right along with it.

"Like you're trying too hard," Tom replied out loud with an easy grin and, closing the door behind him, crossed over to Sean.

Sean sagged at that and made a face.

"I don't know how it's done around here," he admitted with an anxious sigh and submitted when Tom took hold of his collar. "I want chaps to like me."

{You'll be fine,} Tom assured sincerely as he straightened the collar. {Just be yourself.}

Sean's eyes narrowed on him then and Tom paused.

"Okay, maybe not all yourself," he agreed, "but be genuine. They'll sniff out a faker from a hundred yards."

Sean huffed and stepped away. The grey around the kid's eyes told Tom all he needed to know about how much sleep Sean had managed that night.

"But I'm the stuck-up rich kid at best and vampire spawn at worst," he admitted, only half looking at Tom.

"The village kids will not say anything," Tom replied, very sure on that point. 

He hadn't been down into the village since he'd moved into the manor, but he knew Coombedown was not about to share its secrets with outsiders, not even school friends.

"But will they talk to me?" Sean asked mournfully, his insecurities in full force.

"Well, we can do our damnedest to make sure they do," Tom forced a smile and hurried on to practical things. "Shirt in or out, not both. Tie, straight, but undo your shirt top button. Trousers, up an inch or so."

Tom watched as Sean adjusted his clothing and nodded approvingly as each change was made. However, then he was left looking at the spikes of Sean's hair. His friend's hair was normally a wild mop of curls, not the most fashionable style, but it suited him. Tom picked up a brush and handed it to Sean.

"Don't try being something you're not," he reiterated his message.

Sean grimaced, but did start to drag the brush through his hair.

"I really am no good at this," Sean bemoaned. "I'm getting it all wrong."

"Rob and Phil and Luke will look after you," Tom assured confidently. "Hasn't Rob already offered to introduce you around?"

Sean waggled his head in a sort of affirmative.

"So, have you got all your books and stuff ready?"

Sean waved at a brand-new backpack on the bed as he struggled with gel, brush and curls with his other hand.

"Grandfather gave me a fountain pen yesterday, said it had been his when he started his secondary education," he added and paused mid tangle with a bemused little smile on his face.

Tom was glad Oscar and Sean had been growing closer since the vampire attack that had shaken Coombedown to its foundations. There had been far too much stiff-upper-lip going on in the Penbride household before that. 

Sean's smile spread into a wide grin then and he added as he began brushing again, "And Mummy gave me a pencil case she made herself."

That didn't surprise Tom: L'ise was an artist through and through, the manor's windowsills and alcoves were already filling up with her paintings and sculptures in only two months of residency. Tom really admired her work.

"May I?" he asked, indicating to the backpack and its precious contents.

Sean nodded with no little pride if Tom judged right as he delved into the front pocket. He pulled out a pouch exquisitely embroidered in dark purples and blacks and ran his fingers over the tiny strokes in admiration. The forms were abstract, but Tom read strength in them. His eyes were drawn to the focal point of the pouch, the button closure, and he smiled as he looked down on a tiny raven. 

{It's for courage,} Sean's thoughts slipped into Tom's as the boy wandered over to stand at his shoulder.

{It's beautiful,} Tom replied in kind and put it reverently back into the rucksack.

"It's my first day away from her this whole Summer," Sean admitted with a tight little breath. "It's going to be strange."

Tom patted his friend on the shoulder and stomped on a familiar, but irrational pang of envy.

"I'll make sure she doesn't miss you too much, Mate," he covered with a touch of humour and Sean snorted a laugh.

Dragging the brush through his hair one last time, Sean turned away and announced, "Come on, let's go see if anyone is at breakfast."

***
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Bag and blazer dumped in the entrance hall of the manor, Sean and Tom headed to what Oscar had decided should be called The Refectory. It was at the back of the house and had once been a morning room, but since the powers that be had moved in, it had been converted into a small dining hall for the unit, because it was only a corridor away from the kitchen. The actual inhabitants of the manor, the Penbrides, the Franklins and Colonel Burgess and Dr Myao didn't always use The Refectory, having their own private dining room if they wanted it, but Sean informed Tom as the boy led the way that he liked the bustle of the dining hall at breakfast time. Tom, who never saw breakfast normally, was not going to argue and so they wandered into the oak-panelled, sunny room.

The weather, as it was wont to do in Cornwall, had done an about face and turned for the better, and the glasses Tom now habitually wore to protect his light-sensitive vision during daylight hours darkened their tint in response to the sunshine. Sean squinted as the dormant traits that all four vampire children had grown up with showed themselves and Tom handed him the spare pair of glasses that he kept in one pocket or other just in case.

"Thanks," Sean replied gratefully as he slipped the more standard pair of sunglasses onto his nose, "I left mine in my bag."

Tom just smiled.

As they walked up to the long sideboard where breakfast had been laid out on warming plates under protective hoods, Tom nodded to the early risers who were already seated at the tables. There were a couple of the lab technicians, Colin and Dorothea, and some of the intelligence/security personnel, Mary, John R and John K. Tom had made a point of learning everyone's names early on, it had made him feel more comfortable with the flood of strangers who now directed his life. Greetings done, he turned to the business of breakfast. Since he should have been in bed, Tom wasn't really hungry, but he took a plate and a piece of toast to keep Sean company. However, as he took a seat opposite his friend at one of the many small tables arranged round the room, Tom couldn't stifle a yawn and, knife in hand, Sean paused and fixed him with a stare.

"You can go to bed, if you want," the boy offered, with at least partial conviction.

Tom shook his head and leant back in his chair.

"I'll be fine," he replied and, picking up his toast, prodded, "So, what is on the agenda for today?"

"History, Maths, double Art, French, English and then I've signed up for engineering club," Sean rattled off the timetable. "I'm also picking up some Latin and Greek prep from Mrs Harrison, Head of Classics. She said when I met her last week at the new pupil induction that she was looking forward to working with me, since she doesn't get to teach ancient languages as official subjects anymore."

Tom chewed on his toast and smirked at the little puff of academic pride from his friend.

"What?" It didn't take Sean very long to pick up on Tom's amusement.

"Just don't say that in front of your new friends," Tom teased lightly.

However, Sean's face fell, and Tom realised he should have left the sensitive subject alone.

"You think I shouldn't have asked to keep up with stuck-up subjects?" Sean revealed his insecurities again as his knife and fork dropped to his plate.

Tom leant rapidly forward and put a hand on Sean's arm.

"You are who you are, Sean, and any proper friend will accept that," he calmed earnestly.

"Well said," L'ise's soft but sure tones joined him, and, glad of an ally, Tom sat back again and glanced over his shoulder at where the petite, dark-haired woman was standing with a coffee in hand.

L'ise smiled at Tom, patting him lightly on the shoulder as she moved past, but then she concentrated on her son as she sat down at the third of the four chairs of their table.

"Don't be afraid of this, Darling," she soothed, leant in and kissed Sean's forehead. {Embrace every moment. I know I did.}

As he saw a frown ghost across L'ise's features, Tom was suddenly reminded that fourteen was the age L'ise had been stolen from her life in order to sire a child for a monster. However, that expression was gone, lost in a bright smile as L'ise sat back from Sean and squeezed the boy's hand. 

"I'm just nervous," Sean shrugged back.

"And that is only natural," L'ise nodded positively, "but you will be just fine."

"I suppose it's all a bit trivial compared with the Summer," Sean shrugged again.

"Not at all," L'ise countered lightly and sipped her coffee. {New school, new friends, it's a big step.}

{But enjoy it,} Tom added.

{I will,} Sean nodded, picking up his cutlery again.

***
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Tom, Sean and L'ise spent a good hour at breakfast. They talked trivia some of the time and occasionally returned to discussing school, but by the time they stood up at 7:30, Sean seemed to be looking forward to the day. From Coombedown, it took two buses to get to school and the first bus stop was up the top end of the long lane that led down into the village, so it had been arranged that Luke, Rob and Phil would pick up Sean from the manor at 7:40 for the walk to the stop. Thus, when Vincent Marings' Land Rover drove up with the other three on board, Sean, blazer on, backpack slung deliberately casually over one shoulder, was waiting for them on the gravelled turning circle in front of the house. L'ise and Tom were standing just behind him on the manor steps.

Phil smiled and waved as she got out of the back of the vehicle, but Tom didn't need to see behind her dark glasses to know that she was not looking at him. Both Phil and Rob had visited the manor regularly since the scientists and doctors had moved in, because their progress back from almost-vampire to almost-human was being charted with as much interest as Tom's permanent changes. However, Tom had spoken only briefly to either of them and the ghost of the wild desires Raxos had urged out of him and his cousin stood between Phillipa and him every time Tom tried to move beyond polite hellos. If he was honest, it was the fear that his violent passions had not all been down to Raxos that held Tom's tongue, keeping him away from his childhood best friend. It also didn't help matters that Tom and Luke were not even on speaking terms. Tom set his face to neutral, which was the best he could do, when he watched the person who had tried to torture information about the vampires out of him, get out of the other side of the Land Rover and head quickly round to be with Phil.

"Morning!" Phil breezed and wrapped an arm around Sean and added in a whisper that not many would have heard as she gave him a hug, "No need to look so nervous."

Sean laughed a little too hard.

"Good morning," L'ise greeted, walking down the steps and giving Phil a hug in her turn.

Tom chose to stay in the background as L'ise greeted the others as well. However, he was being observed, not by Luke or Phil, who seemed content to ignore him, but by Rob. It wasn't that much of a surprise, he'd found himself the centre of Rob's attention a few times over the last couple of months. The terrifying events with the vampires in Penbride Mine had left their mark on Rob and, although Tom had not really known the boy before their respective worlds had been turned upside down, he judged he had not been quite so quiet and serious before. He was a youth of few words, and he kept his thoughts guarded around Tom, leaving Tom unsure about whether he sensed hostility from Rob or not.

The observation lasted only a few seconds that morning, however. Luke murmured something to Rob and younger brother immediately joined older brother in greeting Sean. The Fishers were always a united brotherly front, irrespective of the fact that Rob was adopted. 

"Well, off you go then," L'ise encouraged the quartet back down the driveway to the gate. "Don't want to be late on your first day of the year."

Sean gave his mother a quick peck on the cheek and the foursome was off. She walked back up to join Tom, watching the departure from beside him, waving occasionally when Sean glanced behind.

"He's going to be fine," Tom leant close to his friend and whispered the mantra they'd been repeating to Sean all morning.

"I know, I know," L'ise breathed, but there was a hiccup in her voice, {but I've only had him such a short time.}

"Come on, before you burst into tears," Tom urged, wrapping L'ise round the shoulders and guiding her gently back into the house.

"Oh look at me," the young woman chastised herself and dabbed her eyes with a tissue, "I'm all over the place."

"That's allowed," Oscar Penbride announced, stepping out from where he had hidden himself behind the door frame, and opened his arms to his daughter.

Tom let L'ise go, and she walked right into the offered embrace. She let out a small gasp and buried her face in her father's cardigan. Tom smiled silently at Oscar, who nodded back and then, involuntarily, Tom yawned.

"You must be exhausted," Oscar observed and Tom had to admit he was flagging.

"I think I'll head up to bed," Tom agreed, yawning again around the last few words.

"Thank you for staying up," L'ise told him, reaching out from within her cardigan cocoon and patting his arm.

"Wanted to," Tom replied before heading towards the stairs.

Normally, Tom was happy to take the stairs two at a time if he wanted to get somewhere in the house, but by the time he reached the top of the main flight and headed to the back stairs to go up the further two flights, he was plodding. Tiredness was creeping into more than just his muscles. Sleepily, he let his mind drift and the mental defences he'd worked so hard to develop slipped just enough that the buzz of the place seeped under them. It was why he had chosen to keep his room on the top floor, that and the fact that his favourite place in the manor, the roof, was only a few steps away. He was grateful as he left the second floor behind. The background murmur of minds did not dissipate completely, one floor could not accomplish that, but it did dim things enough that Tom could let go. Mostly asleep by the time he reached his room, he climbed under the covers, which earned him a disdainful lift of Patch's head, but they both settled quickly. Gratefully, Tom left the world to itself.
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Chapter 2 – Little Mountains
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Tommy held Papa's hand as they walked slowly back towards the home room. He wobbled a bit, because everything was blurry, and he kept thinking about the taste of the blood in his mouth. It was gone now, clean like his face and hands, that Papa had wiped, but he was still tingling with the excitement of chasing the rabbit and he kept remembering the bite. It took him a moment to realise they had stopped. He just stood there when Papa crouched down to his level. Papa smiled at him. Tommy blinked back.

[You did well tonight, Tommy], Papa praised in the French that he only used with Tommy, and he felt pride that was not his own slip into the back of his thoughts.

The happy feeling slowly made Tommy smile too, but it was one of those funny times when he knew it wasn't all him. As that taste of blood came again, he licked his lips instead and the world went silvery for a little while. Papa watched him closely until the brightness went away before standing up again. Tommy slipped his hand back into Papa's big, rough palm and they carried on walking.

Papa opened the big, heavy door into the room where L'ise, Phillie and Robbie were, and Tommy's nostrils flared as their scent hit his nose. Papa pushed him gently through the gap he had made and Tommy came to a halt as soon as he was let go. He stood where he was and looked around the room as the door closed behind him, his senses full of the life close by. The others looked back, L'ise nursing Robbie, and Phillie at her feet holding a book she had been reading.

"Tommy?" Phillie asked and she sounded wary as she finally put her book down and stood up.

Tommy blinked at her, not really seeing, but knowing his best friend. She walked over and he smiled dreamily as she took his hand. He went when she took him over to the other side of the room to L'ise and they sat down together, face to face, legs crossed, knees almost touching.

{What's the matter, Tommy?} Phillie asked right into his head.

Tommy just continued to smile: Phillie felt nice, and he reached out to touch her face. Phillie shrank away from his fingers and frowned. She felt frightened and Tommy didn't like that, so he put his hand back in his lap.

"You feel funny," Phillie told him and then bit her lip like she did when she was worried.

"Hmm," Tommy agreed without thinking very much, because the taste was back again.

He remembered the blood running down his throat. It made him feel big and strong and he liked it. Phillie's eyes widened when everything went silver again and Tommy could hear her heart beating faster. He reached out and put his palm on her chest, feeling the fear that he knew was for him. It didn't upset him this time.

"Tommy, I don't like this," Phillie told him, her voice small as she trembled where he touched her.

Tommy just giggled as Phillie, all of her, ran through him and he closed his fingers around her blouse, holding onto her as she tried to pull away. He growled a warning; he didn't want her to go. Phillie wasn't listening. She twisted away from him, ripping her top to get away and Tommy pushed himself over his legs and onto her. Phillie squealed, pushing up at him, but he knew he was stronger, much stronger than her and he wanted to play.

However, almost as soon as he had her, Tommy didn't anymore, because arms came around him and lifted him quickly off Phillie. He growled and complained and scratched, but L'ise held firm, wrapping herself around him and pulling him close. He could feel her fear too, and he could feel when he hurt her and that sang to the taste in his mouth, but there was something else too, distant life, new and strange and something deep inside Tommy stopped him from hurting that. His growl became a whine as things stopped making sense. He wriggled, but his claws went away. With them went the dreamy excitement and that left a hole inside that made Tommy shiver. Confused and suddenly tired, Tommy began to cry. L'ise's hold went from hard to soft and Tommy went with her as she took him back over to her chair. He climbed into her lap, buried his head and let the tears fall.

***
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Tom woke up with a vague sense of melancholy, but he was used to the aftereffects of his memory-dreams now and he pushed the old feeling away. He glanced at his bedside clock, or rather, he looked at where the clock had been, because his bedside table was mostly empty, only an overturned lamp remained half on and half off the table.

"Patches," Tom moaned: it wasn't the first time the cat had upended his possessions.

However, the feline vandal was no longer in his room, so Tom was left muttering to himself as he leant over the edge of his bed and reached for his clock. Putting it back on the table, he read the time: nearly two in the afternoon, way past his normal schedule, but he was still a little sleepy, so he clambered out of bed slowly, pausing in a sitting position on the edge as he looked across at his desk under the window and, more importantly, his laptop and the dream diary it contained. The dream diary had been the idea of his psychologist, Dr Asako Myao, another of the team drafted in to support and analyse the vampire children. He was almost too sleepy to bother with the outlet for his memories, but the shadow of emotion from his dream hung around him and it had surprised him how much keeping the diary helped channel those emotions to a safe place. Thus, yawning, he stood up and slumped down in the swivel chair in front of the desk.

His battered old laptop flicked on as he touched the mouse and revealed the already open document of his dream diary. It was pretty much all he used his computer for now, except the odd game, because he'd steered clear of all his online identities since The Powers That Be had given him his laptop back with a heavy suggestion that he might not want to interact with his old life just yet. They hadn't gone so far as blocking the internet, but he was well aware any activity on the manor network was being monitored.

Rubbing his left hand as it ached a little, Tom took a moment and relaxed the stranglehold that waking had placed around his thoughts. As Asako had encouraged in their sessions, Tom then let the images flow as well as the feelings that came with them and rather than talking, poured it all out onto the computer. What he wrote didn't always make sense, it depended on what was left in his head from sleep, but his dream of being stuck between two worlds resonated strongly with him and was still vivid, so Tom typed quickly, haunted by the strange leftovers of Raxos' influence on him as a child. His logical head knew exactly why this memory had surfaced, seeing Phil again. The knot of anxiety she always formed in his chest tightened as he annotated his memories with his adult reactions as well.

Tom found the whole process surprisingly cathartic every time and, within a few minutes, he had filled the page with his latest thoughts and was feeling much more awake. Only then did he take a deep breath, rub his face and lean back in his chair. A quick flick over the remote on the desk beside the computer and the very expensive full-blackout blind behind the desk began to rise, leaving a thinner gauze in its wake. The light was still bright enough to force Tom to squint out at the view of the manor gardens and the drop to the village beyond, but the second film meant he could actually look out at the late summer day.

As he viewed it from the top of the isolated manor house up on the cliffs, Coombedown felt very far away to Tom and he was glad, because there were demons he had yet to face down among the neat little cottages. Still, he didn't want to dwell on those dark thoughts, so he just sank into the view, the rolling fields dropping down into the coombe the far side of which he could see. The beach was beyond his line of sight, so he let his eyes drift upwards to the church that stood opposite the manor on the other cliff top.

He'd never been overly religious, attending through school and sometimes at Christmas, but that wasn't why he'd be visiting sometime in the future. His reason had much more to do with penance than praise, since that is where he knew Fran was buried next to Michael, the son she had lost when Raxos had begun Coombedown's nightmare by killing him and kidnapping Emma. The short, bubbly woman had let him into her home when his father had begun the second phase of the horror, given him sanctuary at the pub on the beach and believed in him. One of the realities Tom had to live with was that he had been the death of her. That scar more than any other nagged at Tom. He stood up, turning away from the window when he could take the reminder no longer.

Forcing himself back into the routine that made him feel sane and safe, Tom headed to his bathroom to make himself presentable for the day.

***
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Tom was just pulling on a t-shirt when he felt a familiar presence approaching his door. 

"Come in, Dad," he called out.

Chris Franklin opened the door a little way and stuck his grey head around the panel. He smiled brightly at Tom and greeted, "Good afternoon, sleep well?"

Tom nodded, since his memory dreams were such a common occurrence now that they weren't worth mentioning. He sat down on his bed and waved his dad into the room before he grabbed for his socks.

"I'm late for my session with Asako," he huffed as he hurried to finish dressing and glanced at the clock which now said 2:15. 

"That's why I popped in," Chris offered; "When you didn't appear for lunch, Asako said she'd move your appointment to 3:30 to give you time to have a proper meal. And your mum and I decided to wait for you. Felicity has left us some cold meat and cheese in the kitchen."

Tom practically beamed at his dad: he was starving. His stomach in charge, he carried on pulling on his socks and trainers at pace. Shoes on, he was about to dash for the door, but Chris gave him a grin and pointed to his head. Tom grabbed a brush and pulled it through his tangle of hair. As well as speeding up his heeling, the enzyme in his blood seemed to be increasing the rate at which his hair and nails grew and his once neatly cut style was now way past his collar. Still, he didn't see himself visiting a barbers any time soon, so he just hooked the stray strands behind his ears and put up with it.

"Better?" he checked, waggling his head.

"You'll do," his dad replied and opened the door all the way.

Slipping his protective glasses onto his nose, Tom fell in beside Chris as they walked towards the stairs.

"Sean get off alright this morning?" Chris asked, his tone not quite as casual as he was trying to sound.

"Fine," Tom nodded, resisting the urge to jog down the stairs as his stomach rumbled, "he was nervous and L'ise was a bit tearful, but the others will look after him."

"Thought it best to leave you and Louise to it, too many of us would just have made Sean more nervous," Chris offered out the reason not everyone had been at breakfast.

"I guessed as much," Tom agreed. "Even Oscar didn't appear until after Sean had gone. Then he looked after L'ise."

"It must be strange for her not having Sean here."

Tom nodded again and hummed agreement as they carried on down the back stairs towards the kitchen. However, if truth be told, his mind was more on his stomach than the conversation. He'd always had a good appetite, but since his vampire had evolved, his human side had also gained a focused attitude to food. When he was hungry, he could get somewhat fixated. He was therefore a few steps ahead of his dad when they arrived in the back hallway that had once been for servants but was now just the quickest way to the kitchen. He could smell both the heady scent of meat and the acrid notes of cheese on the air, and he couldn't help it, his mouth began to water. Along with the hint of freshly cut bread, it meant Tom's stomach was growling evermore loudly when he turned the corner and headed into the kitchen.

The place was huge, big enough to create banquets in times gone by. At mealtimes it did now have a contingent of four staff to feed the unit, but the place was empty after the lunchtime rush, except for Pauline Franklin. His Mum was just putting down a large pot of tea onto one end of the oak table that matched the proportions of the room in which it was housed.

"Hello, Darling," she greeted, and Tom wandered over and pecked her on the cheek, but his attention quickly strayed to the cold platter the cook, Felicity Granger, had left out for them.

Pauline took his diverted attention with good humour and, patting him on the shoulder, she aimed Tom at the nearest seat. He went with the gentle push and reached for a hunk of the multi-seeded loaf that had no doubt come from the kitchen oven that morning. He was already buttering the doorstop by the time his parents sat down, but Chris quickly mirrored him.

"Anyone would think the pair of you had been starved," his mum teased lightly as she reached for the tea pot and began pouring mugs of steaming refreshment.

All the aromas stormed Tom's senses and he sunk his teeth gratefully into the bread just as Pauline passed him his mug of tea. He murmured his thanks around the rich taste of butter and wholegrain, but his sound quickly became a contented little huff as the flavours went down his throat. He savoured the moment, much more aware of his body since his changes had begun and willing to indulge his senses. It was nowhere near as intense as when he drank blood, but his nighttime needs were hours away yet and he relaxed into his chair as the first human hunger pangs were answered.

He noted his mum watching him, a little frown of not-quite-worry on her brow. Pauline had always been an attentive mother, and Tom understood why now, knowing the harsh realities that had led to his grandparents adopting him. However, since the night she and Chris had had to tell Tom about Raxos and what the monster had done to their daughter Emma, his mother, Pauline's attention had been more focused and ever so slightly anxious. Tom, however, just grinned at her and chewed his mouthful, safe in the protected little world Lord Oscar Penbride had provided for him.

"So, any plans for today?" Chris asked as he helped himself to some of the meat platter.

Tom swallowed the rest of his mouthful as he shrugged. His routine tended to revolve around the pre-organised meetings the analysis of his condition demanded. It was Thursday on a week when Dr Cheringham was up in London, so that meant a session with Asako in the afternoon, some free time before dinner, then a lab physical with Clive in the evening after the sun went down, and finally a midnight run with Alec and Max and then some time to himself before bed. Tom listed off his appointments and went to take another large bite of bread.

"Not got anything arranged for your free time before dinner, then?" Pauline asked in a way that stopped Tom from taking that bite.

He put his food back down on his plate and looked from his mum to his dad and then back again, since it was always easier to read his mum.

"Why?" he asked, suspicious of the way Pauline glanced down at her plate plus the nerves he could read from her.

"Since it's such a lovely day, we were wondering if you'd like to come for a walk with us, down to the village and maybe on the beach?" Chris tried to sound light as he asked, but they all knew it was not such a casual question.

Tom shook his head instantly and firmly, his spine prickling with discomfort as the boundaries of his careful routine were threatened.

"It's just the Summer will be over soon, and the weather will close in, so we thought, y'know, one last excursion, just the three of us," Chris carried on.

It hadn't been just the three of them since Raxos had torn their average London family apart and forcibly transplanted them to Cornwall. They now shared their lives with tests and reports and security protocols and CCTV, all in the name of making sure Tom didn't do himself or anyone else any harm. Oscar Penbride had sacrificed the privacy of the manor for him and Tom was grateful for that. Still, he missed the close-knit unit he, his mum and his dad had once been. That stopped him from shaking his head a second time.

"We could go along the cliffs and up to the hills if you'd prefer," Pauline offered hopefully.

Part of Tom was tempted, very tempted, but the idea of leaving the manor without his minders filled the rest of him with dread. 

"I don't think I can yet, Mum, sorry," he admitted in the end, a sinking feeling in his stomach.

"Oh well," the woman replied quickly and brightly, trying to smile, "never mind. Another day then."

"Yes, another day," Chris offered as well.

The very rapid ease up of pressure on him let Tom relax, but he couldn't help feeling guilty and disappointed in himself. First bite taken, he wasn't nearly so hungry anymore and he stared down at his food.

"Come on, Darling, don't dwell, it doesn't matter," his mum patted his hand and her touch conveyed sympathy right to Tom's empathic sense.

"Eat up," his dad joined in as well, his smile slightly sad at the edges, but genuine.

Tom had found his new life was full of little mountains, some he conquered, some he didn't, and so he forced the current failure to the back of his mind. He reached for a slice of cheese and put it on his plate before he looked back up at his parents and nodded.

***
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"I was too scared to go out for a walk with Mum and Dad today," Tom admitted the guilt that hadn't gone away since lunch time.

He turned from the second-floor window that looked out over the stables and to the hills beyond and grimaced at Asako, who, as usual, was sitting in her comfortable, high-backed leather chair. There were several others arranged in a circle, one which should have been for Tom, but he preferred the freedom of moving around the room when he was talking to his psychologist. Asako, her dark eyes neutral, but supportive, nodded for him to continue and Tom sighed. Leaning back on the table that stood under the window, he vented a little of the frustration he felt at his own reactions.

"I was looking forward to heading out into the world, going to uni. Why am I so bloody scared now?!"

"You're the only one who can answer that, Tom," Asako replied, insanely calm as always: Tom didn't know if it was some kind of stoic Asian upbringing or just psychologist training, but, of all the people he came into contact with at the manor, he found Asako the most difficult to read. It wasn't that she veiled her thoughts from him, in fact, in their first session, she had encouraged him to connect with her whenever he needed to and, her thoughts were as calm as her countenance. He did find it comforting to focus on them from time to time. Yet, they were so ordered that they didn't tell him anything.

Tom knew no answers would be forthcoming from his psychologist, but he didn't need them.

"I don't want to hurt anyone," he concluded for himself.

"Are you no longer confident in your assertion that your vampire sleeps during the day?" Asako took Tom by surprise with that observation.

"Dr Cheringham and Clive both keep telling me that there is no reason that I should feel that way," Tom huffed and paced over to his own chair, leaning on the back of it.

"But you still do?"

Tom nodded and then shook his head and growled at himself.

"I don't know. Science says one thing, I feel another...mostly."

"Does it matter?"

Tom took a step backwards and regarded Asako hard for that suggestion. She merely held his gaze, mind curious if he judged right, but offering no more. His instant reaction was that of course it was important, but Asako's prompts always made him think. It took him a few moments, but then he shook his head again, biting his lip as he realised his fears were far too fundamental for any conflict of logic to impact them.

"I killed my father, I ripped his throat out," Tom returned to the base of all his fears and leant more heavily on the chair back, staring at his hands for a moment. 

Yet, he looked up again, at his counsellor, just to check. The night he had fought Raxos on the cliff tops was a well-visited topic and Asako had never shown any shock or disquiet, but Tom always looked for it, since it twisted fear in his stomach every time he thought about it.

"You were defending yourself," Asako prompted, which surprised Tom again, because her opinions were few and far between.

"I still put my claws through his neck," Tom recalled, his stomach turning and his fingers bending rigid as he felt the moment again.

"Guilt and fear are two different emotions," Asako pushed some more, and Tom closed his eyes.

"Are you saying it's guilt of what I did, not fear of doing it again that's stopping me?" he rationalised desperately.

{Perhaps,} Asako thought very clearly, even though she didn't say it and Tom was forced to open his eyes again to check on her expression: neutral as always.

"Fear of guilt, maybe," he gave a little credence to the thought, however, the idea just left him confused.

Pushing himself away from the chair, Tom stalked back over to the window, settling his attention on the horizon.

"I don't want to spend the rest of my life scared," he growled.

"We all do that," Asako laughed lightly, and she was actually smiling when Tom glanced over his shoulder in shock.

He glared at her for making fun. However, the smile did not go away.

"Well, maybe not all the time, but we all have our demons," the psychologist observed. "Yours may seem just a little darker than most at the moment."

"And I'm the one making them dark," Tom inferred from what Asako didn't say and went back to looking out of the window, illogically annoyed at that idea.

Silence fell again, this time longer and more contemplative as Tom's pique eased away. Asako often made him feel uncomfortable in his own skin, forcing him to think about things he didn't want to. Today was going to be no different.

"Why can't I get past it?" he asked eventually, still examining the hills.

"You are doing well, Tom, but working through the trauma you have been through will be a long process. Do not worry about timescales," Asako reassured.

Still, there was a ‘but’ in her mind, if not her words and Tom turned to face it.

"However, challenging how you feel may be beneficial."

"Like going for a walk with Mum and Dad," Tom concluded, unable to help the fear that created in his chest.

Asako inclined her dark head and smiled at him again.

"Think about it for a day or two, decide on your own boundaries. We can talk about it again in our next session, if you like," his psychologist soothed Tom's immediate anxiety and, taking the bull by the horns, he nodded his acceptance of the idea.

"Good," Asako concluded their discussion and reached to the table beside her to pick up the tablet that lay there. "Now, shall we look at your dream diary?"

Tom wandered back to the seats and sat down. He leant forward over his knees and waited as Asako opened the file. Only he and his psychologist had access to the intimate document, and he valued Asako's insights into his psyche, but he always found the moment she opened it an anxious one. Asako's gaze quickly scanned his notes from the previous two sleeps and then she looked up at Tom again, expression and emotions in neutral.

"So, want to tell me about them?" she prompted.

Tom put his fingers to his lips and thought about it. The previous sleep's offering had been vague emotions, nothing really definite, so he concentrated on the dream he had captured that afternoon.

"I saw Phil this morning," he offered out as the crux of his dream. "I didn't even say hello and then I remembered that."

He waved at the tablet.

"Turns out I make a habit of hurting Phillie."

"So, are we into guilt or fear territory here?" Asako probed with brutal directness.

"Oh, definitely both," Tom replied quickly, running his fingers through his hair as admitting it released some of the tension that thinking about Phil caused him.

"And do you know how Phillipa feels?" Asako continued, raising her eyebrows questioningly when Tom glanced at her.

Tom shrugged.

"We don't talk anymore," he sighed.

"But you want to?"

Tom nodded.

"I still keep feeling like we're kids, that we're still best friends," he let out some more tension. "She wasn't scared of me then."

"You think she is now?"

Tom took a deep breath and sat up straighter.

"I don't know. I mean, I must have scared her back then, lots of times, that dream is evidence enough, but she was never really afraid of me when we were little, I know that, I feel it." The thoughts poured out of Tom. "And part of me wonders why she would be afraid of me now, but...but, it's not just fear."

Asako nodded for him to continue when he paused.

"How much was Raxos and how much was us?" he referred obliquely to the intense, passionate moments he had shared with Phil when their unfettered instincts had mixed with adult desires.

"Maybe you should discuss this with Phillipa," Asako suggested calmly and caused a torrent of hot and cold to run over Tom.

"We need to be able to stay in the same room with each other first," he scoffed back defensively.

Asako fixed him with one of her contemplative looks and he waited. Eventually, she revealed, "I have a session with Sean, Rob and Phil this evening at six when they return from school. Why don't you join us as well?"

It wasn't the first group discussion Tom had been invited to, but, as with the others, he began to shake his head.

"That would make Phillie really uncomfortable, and I don't think Rob is my biggest fan either," Tom dismissed.

"Exploring your feelings is not always meant to be comfortable, Tom," Asako countered. "I do think it would be beneficial both for you and them if you shared some of your experiences with the others. Our group sessions have been helping all three to come to terms with what has happened and who they are now, and I know Sean, especially, would benefit from your presence."

"But they'll just be talking about school," Tom tried another objection, but the look from his counsellor told him what he already knew, that he was looking for an excuse.

He chewed his lip as the idea sunk in and Asako merely watched him, offering nothing more: sometimes the woman could be infuriatingly inscrutable. 

"You think it would help?" he eventually checked, torn between the chance to reconnect with Phil and the possibility she'd reject him outright.

"All of you," Asako agreed, inclining her head slowly.
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Chapter 3 – Conflict and Observation
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After he left Asako, Tom spent the next hour and a half pacing his room and otherwise stressing about what he had agreed to. Still, he turned up outside her door once more at a few minutes before six to hear laughter coming from inside. He cursed under his breath: he had hoped to get there first and be installed in the furthest corner by the time the others arrived, but it appeared they had arrived early. The atmosphere felt incredibly buoyant, no sign of the nerves of the morning, and it was mainly Rob and Sean that Tom could both hear and feel. Phil was there, but her emotions were muted, and Tom knew under his skin that he was expected, at least by one of his own. Balling up his courage, Tom knocked.

"Come in," Asako called warmly.

Sean was kneeling up and looking over the back of his chair and Rob was peering round the side of his when Tom walked in. Sean beamed at him; Rob's look was neutral. However, the third of four chairs arranged in the semi-circle in front of Asako held Phil and she hid in its high wings.

"Hi," he greeted lamely.

"Come and join us, Tom," Asako welcomed and waved him to the seat on the immediate far side of Phil. "As I mentioned, I asked Tom to join us today, everyone."

"'Bout time," Sean let his opinion be known loudly.

"Not Asako's fault I haven't been before," Tom bit the bullet and went with honesty as he sat down in the offered chair.

That shut Sean up and the boy raised his eyebrows in surprise as he sat back down. Rob seemed to have already assumed that from the even gaze he levelled at Tom. Asako, Tom thought, might have even looked guardedly impressed with his opening gambit. Phil, however, remained staring at Asako, lips fixed into a thin line.

"So," Asako took the reins, "who wants to start?"

Asako's most basic rule was that any topic was a good topic, but silence reigned, and Tom felt like the fly in the ointment as he upset the group dynamic. Rob glanced at Sean, Sean at Tom and then Phil, but all of them ended up looking back at Asako. The psychologist smiled.

"Alright, may I suggest that you tell us about school then, Sean?" Asako directed gently.

Sean beamed again and Tom relaxed a little. The youth was practically bouncing in his seat as he launched, "Other chaps and even a couple of girls spoke to me."

Rob snorted a laugh at that. Sean kicked at his shin.

"You might be Mr Popular, but I have to work at it," Sean complained, but not too much.

"At least you're used to getting flashes of thoughts and feelings from other people," Rob threw right back, rubbing his leg and wrinkling his nose. "The lunch queue was an experience!"

"Did it bother you?" Asako prompted.

"Mostly no," Rob replied, sitting back and thinking about it. "It's not like it's a constant thing, not like Sean, or Tom," Tom was surprised when Rob acknowledged him and glanced his way, "but it would be nice to know when it's going to happen."

Tom and Sean exchanged a look then and Tom gave Sean a quick nod.

"If it's bothering you in a crowd, you need to find a quiet place in your head," Sean advised, which won him an enquiring look from Rob and even a glance from Phil. "Tom and I practice it all the time. I have a tree from when I was a child."

Sean then glanced purposefully at Tom and Rob followed the younger boy's lead.

"And I remember a lullaby my mother used to sing me," Tom added and Rob's eyes widened just a little at the admission. "The calm places help us concentrate and block out other people's thoughts."

"Once you get good at it, you can do it without really thinking about it," Sean took up the mantel once more. "I can show you if you'd like."

Rob nodded enthusiastically and then glanced from Sean to Tom.

"He's the expert," Tom supported. "I still have to think about it."

"Thanks," Rob finished back with Sean, "that would be great."

"Phil?" Sean leant forward and drew the girl's attention.

Phil did not look happy to be drawn into the conversation and she stiffened just as she was about to turn her head and glance Tom's way.

"Maybe, thank you," she replied eventually.

"Is there anything you'd like to share with us about today, Phil?" Asako forced the issue.

If Tom could have slunk away then, he would have, because he was in no doubt that he was the reason Phil was so uptight. However, all he could do was sink back into the recess of his chair and hope she would ignore him. So far, things did not bode well for ever managing to talk to his friend again. Eventually, though, Phil lifted her chin and replied quietly, "It was nice to be back into a normal routine."

Tom knew all about the comfort of that type of support structure, but he bit his tongue and kept silent, knowing interjecting would only make Phillie more uncomfortable.

"Yeah," Rob agreed, "it was a bit strange getting on the bus with all the others, but by the time we got to school, it was just like last year. Dom hasn't talked to me all Summer, but on the bus he came and sat next to me and told me he was sorry that his mum wouldn't let him talk to me and we played football at lunchtime."

The fact that other people's lives had been torn apart by the vampires had not passed Tom by, but apart from those who lived in the manor, Rob's happy little admission was the first example Tom had had close up. It appeared the children of Coombedown were more forgiving than the adults. Tom had moved past the irrational anger he had harboured for Dom, the boy whose blood had raised Raxos, and he was glad at least one of them was managing to patch up friendships.

"Is Dom okay now?" Tom asked, buoyed by the happiness emanating from Rob.

Immediately, though, his heart entered his throat, because Rob's eyes flickered with disquiet and the boy's contentment threatened to dissipate. However, Tom saw and felt Rob put the brakes on whatever thoughts Tom had inspired and, although Rob looked a little disturbed, he replied, "He gets nightmares, he told me today, and I told him about mine, but physically, he's better."

"My colleague, Dr Wyatt, has been working with Dom," Asako interjected, leaning forward and patting Rob's knee, "but it is good that you two are talking and sharing things again."

Tom had only seen Dr Wyatt in passing, since the man spent all his time down at the village counselling the villagers, but Clive had murmured approval of the guy on the few times he'd mentioned him. 

Rob seemed content with Asako's observation and settled back into his chair. Tom also sank back and tried to find an inconspicuous pose. Asako, however, was not going to let him get away with that.

"So, Tom, how was your day?" the psychologist pressed with an unassuming smile.

"I slept through most of it," Tom gabbled back hurriedly, caught out by the question and feeling Phil bristle beside him. 

Maybe it was too soon to be discussing things so frankly.

"My fault," Sean announced, waving his hand in the air, but he didn't sound overly bothered.

"So, unlike everyone else, your routine has been upset today," Asako went fishing, Tom could always tell when she was fishing, because she raised her left eyebrow just so.

He nodded, not quite sure what the woman was fishing for yet. He considered concentrating a bit more on Asako's thoughts to find out, but squashed the idea as it tweaked his moral compass. Instead, he glanced down at his hands.

"I just hang around the manor anyway," he shrugged, inordinately interested in the hand his father had crushed as he flexed it, because the recently healed bones of his wrist ached at him.

"Haven't seen you down in the village all Summer, do you ever go down at night?" Rob surprised Tom even more and he glanced wildly up at his questioner.

Rob looked genuinely curious and was apparently unfazed by Tom's shock: so, the youngest Fisher was full of surprises. It was the sincerity in Rob's even gaze on him that settled Tom, and he realised how absurd his disquiet was. He shook his head and laughed quietly at himself.

"No," he eventually began, finding that it took an extraordinary amount of courage to carry on and admit, "I haven't worked up to that yet."

"You're afraid?" Rob checked incredulously.

Tom's hackles rose at that. Emotions worked his mouth as he snapped back, "Yeah, well, last time I was down there, I was tortured..." His brain caught up with what he was saying just before he snarled his unresolved anger about Luke, but he'd said enough, because Rob's expression closed down and he knew the short moment of communication was gone.

His senses prickling, Tom glanced to Asako for rescue and caught the woman's own surprise settling out of her manner. That was too much for him and Tom decided retreat was the better part of valour.

"Look, I'm sorry," he glanced obviously at his watch, "but I have another appointment with...Graham," he pulled one of the technician's name out of the air.

No-one believed him, but no-one said anything either, so Tom pushed himself rapidly to his feet and fled for the door.

***
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Feeling cowardly, Tom closed Asako's door behind him and turned to head down the corridor. However, the last person he wanted to see was striding up the hall and Luke came to a halt when he recognised Tom. It took only a second for Luke's brow to furrow and his animosity to spike and it was far too late for Tom to try and find his protective place to block out the ire that came his way. Still, he wasn't going to run, not from Luke, so, purposefully, he began to walk down the carpet towards and past his antagonist. It wasn't a surprise when Luke held up his hand right in front of Tom's path and Tom came to a rapid halt with Luke's palm inches from his chest, since he had no wish to experience Luke's anger more directly.

"What the hell were you doing in there?" Luke, brother and boyfriend, demanded, voice low with warning.

"I was invited," Tom hissed back, his own animosity in charge of his tongue.

"I don't want you near Rob, or Phil," Luke bristled, using his couple of extra inches in height in a show that would have been intimidating if Tom had bothered paying attention to it.

"Or what?" Tom pushed his face close to Luke's and postured right on back.

Luke didn't immediately have an answer to that, and his eyes blazed silently for a few moments. Tom glared, but really didn't know where to take their little confrontation next either.

"You're dangerous," Luke eventually made his gambit and Tom saw red.

"I'm not the one who put my hand to torture!" he snarled the accusation that was still in his mind, only just resisting bodily shoving his opponent out of the way.

Luke's eyes widened in shock and he stepped back. Not something Tom was expecting and he watched closely as Luke's cheeks flushed as all the man's confidence washed away. It didn't take more than a cursory brush of Luke's mind for Tom to understand why ,and Rob's reaction made sense as Tom realised victory was his.

"Oh, not something you've shared with Phil or Rob then?" Tom went for the jugular and Luke blanched.

Tom grimaced a smile and stepped back up to finish the job.

"Keep out of my way, Fisher, unless you want them to find out exactly how enthusiastic you were," Tom whispered, cutting off each word and making sure it hit home.

Luke couldn't look him in the face and the mixture of fear and revulsion from his enemy did not sit well with Tom, so, his point made, very quickly, he backed off. Turning on his heel, Tom stalked back the way he had come, forcing his head up and his shoulders straight. Still, his heart was racing. He didn't feel like he'd won much as his stomach lurched with the rushing of his own emotions and the left-over ghosts of Luke's.

***
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Tom retreated up the back stairs to his room and tried to forget the encounter with Luke in the pages of a book. However, the book was half resting on his legs and the bed, and he was staring into the middle distance when his contemplations were interrupted by a visitor. He wasn't really thinking about anything in particular, having long-since begun to drift in his subconscious, and he was far enough gone that he jumped when Sean stormed into his room without knocking. The book slid to the floor and Tom swore, which brought Sean to a halt, eyes and mind blazing, but on hold for the moment.

"Evening," Tom muttered, swinging his legs off his bed and reaching down to pick up the paperback.

Tom could feel Sean glaring at him as he retrieved the book, but nothing happened until he straightened back up and cast his attention to his friend.

"Why did you lie and run away?" exploded out of Sean then and he waved his arms frustratedly.

"Phil and Rob needed some space," Tom replied, finding himself surprisingly calm as he got up to return the book to the shelf next to his desk.

{You mean you did!} Sean accused, his anger bristling into Tom's brain.

{That too,} Tom replied in kind, but he smiled at Sean as the impromptu meditation of the last half hour kept control.

"But you and Phil need to make up," Sean revealed the real reason for his annoyance and a little frown of worry furrowed his pale brow.

"It would be easy if we'd just had an argument," Tom replied a little harder than he intended and found he did have a bit of his own frustration hovering under the surface.

Sean watched him for a moment then and Tom sat back down on the edge of the bed. He patted the spot beside him and almost instantly, Sean filled it.

"What happened between Phil and me," Tom began.

"Was all Raxos' fault," Sean interjected quickly and Tom caught himself smiling sadly again.

Tom shook his head.

{Not all Raxos?} Sean asked tentatively and Tom was sorry for the loss of certainty in his almost-little-brother, "but I felt what he was doing to you."

"That was part of it," Tom accepted, not really wanting to think back to the control that had guided him into the dark, "but he used thoughts and feelings that were already there."

Tom tapped his temple and Sean pursed his lips, disquiet growing. Tom let him think that admission over.

"You wanted to be with Phil?" Sean finally checked, voice small.

"I was," Tom paused and decided to be more direct so thought at Sean instead, {am attracted to Phil, and she to me. Raxos wouldn't have been able to manipulate us otherwise.}

Another short silence as that sunk in, but then Sean shifted round in his seat and fixed Tom with a challenging stare.

"You think it might happen again?"

Tom shook his head rapidly and then caught up with the certainty in his reply: it surprised him.

"Then why are you two avoiding each other like the world would end if you just held a conversation?" Sean posed the obvious, exasperated question.

Tom laughed, because, looking at it from an outward perspective, it was absurd. Yet, he couldn't just dismiss the difficult thoughts and feelings he faced whenever Phil came to mind.

{I started it, I betrayed her,} he eventually concluded.

"Complete bollocks!" Sean objected, stood up and stamped to the other side of the room.

He spun round, arms folded in front of him, eyes blazing.

"I didn't realise what was going on before, but now it makes sense. You know what I see when I think about the two of you since July? Guilt, guilt that you wanted each other, guilt that you still feel things that are completely bloody natural. You're a chap, you're allowed to fancy girls and Phil's allowed to fancy you, it's not a crime. And Luke should get over himself if he thinks you're going to act on it." 
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