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Chapter 1

 

There was a body in the bottom of the lake, and Vlad had no idea how it had gotten there.

He stood on the bank, where the cat-tails crowded around the shaggy lawn, and stared at the faint white arm flapping in the current below. Every once in a while, a fish passed in front of it, or algae, obscuring it from view, but then it appeared again, looking all the more like a piece of debris instead of an arm.

Except that when he had tasted the water, he had tasted death.

The moonlight shone down on the water, and for a moment, he wondered if anyone else would be able to see the arm until morning when human eyes could see more clearly.

"You called?" Reginald's voice had lost its edge of suspicion soon after Vlad had been forced to make Anna into a vampire. There was no love lost between them, but respect had replaced some of the distrust, and Vlad had known it would be Reginald who responded to his call.

"There's a body in the lake," he said simply. "I wasn't certain at first, but the water tastes of death." 

Reginald stared at him for a moment, then nodded. "Can you show me where? If we go out on a boat?"

"If you have spells to combat the darkness, you might be able to see it from here," Vlad said. "There may be more than one. I can't tell."

"More than one?" Reginald frowned. 

"I'm not sure the taste would be so strong if it was a single body," Vlad said, and pointed to the middle of the lake. "There." 

The arm waved. Vlad fought against an almost overwhelming urge to wave back.

"Oh," Reginald said. "And you just--saw it?" 

Vlad's lips twitched. "Interrogating the only witness?" he asked lightly, knowing that Reginald was only doing his job. "I often walk around this lake. It's near my house, and it's usually fairly empty at this time of night. I've never seen anyone near here, before you ask. And the body wasn't in the water three nights ago, which is the last time I was here." 

"Or bodies," Reginald muttered. 

"Or bodies," Vlad said, watching the faint form in the water. "I hope not, but I thought you would be the one to call." 

"I'll have my men drag the lake," Reginald said. "It might take longer than a night to find everything, if there is anything else to find." 

Vlad nodded. "You know where to find me if you have any other questions," he said, and turned to walk away. 

"Vlad--" 

It was the first time Vlad remembered Reginald actually speaking his name. "Yes?" 

"How did you see... How did you see the body in the water?" 

Vlad wanted to say that it had waved to him, but that wasn't quite true. He'd been resting his leg, which still ached, standing there watching the night birds fly across the dark water, letting his mind run free to chew on the peculiar problem of what was to come. He'd been invisible in the shadows, content to step away from the world for a moment and contemplate civilization from the outside again. 

Where vampires belonged.

The white of the arm had caught his attention first, and long before he realized what it was, he had watched the waving form, wondering why someone had sullied his solitude with their trash.

He could have explained all of this to Reginald, but he did not want the policeman to have such an intimate understanding of a vampire's mind or moods. "It reflected the moonlight," he said softly. "And it did not belong. I didn't realize what it was until I tasted the water." 

Not quite the truth. But Reginald would have other concerns once the body was freed from its watery grave. He wouldn't have time to pick apart Vlad's explanation, or wonder why he had chosen this particular lake or this particular place to wander at night. 

In truth, Vlad liked to believe that walking helped the stiffness, and would eventually entice the wound to finally heal. At least he'd healed enough to eschew the cane. Most of the time. He had stood in one place--waiting for Reginald to arrive--long enough to wish that he had it now.

"Thank you," Reginald said, two words which must have cost him a lot of pride to voice.

Vlad inclined his head. "You're welcome." He glanced at the sky, which was still dark enough to be night. "I should get home." 

"I know where to find you if I have any questions," Reginald said with a nod. "I'll let you know what we find." 

Six months ago, that sentence never would have left his lips. Six months ago, Anna had been alive and not tied to the night like Vlad. 

Six months ago, he'd abandoned his castle out in the country and moved to the city to hide. And nothing had been the same since.

At a mortal's pace, Vlad walked away from the lake, his movements hampered by the growing ache in his hip and the vain urge not to limp while Reginald was watching. He made it as far as the sidewalk before abandoning all pretenses and sinking down on a nearby bench. It was only second nature to blend in with the night so the occupants of the carriage that swept into the park did not notice him at all. 

 But the second carriage that pulled up in front of him had no such blindness. 

"Do you wish to ride, my lord?" Willie's face was perfectly blank, which probably meant that Maggie had sent him.

"Are you my nursemaid now?" Vlad snapped, and pushed himself up. He couldn't help but sway backwards as the ache in his hip became more of a throbbing inferno; he'd definitely overextended himself tonight. "I would prefer to walk. Go home." Peevishly, he limped forward, and had to grab hold of the nearest wall--or else collapse into an ungraceful heap on the ground. 

"My lord--" Willie sounded perfectly miserable. 

"My name is Vlad," Vlad snapped. 

"Yes," Willie said. "I realize that. And you've not lived this long by indulging in stupidity." 

For a moment, Vlad could only stare at him, his mouth agape at his words, his mind more shocked than angry--at least for now. "What did you say?" he asked, certain that he'd heard wrong. Perhaps in addition to his hip, he was also losing his hearing. That would just be the icing on the cake. After all, no other vampire had survived a silver wound. Why did he believe he would be so lucky?

Willie closed his eyes. "I'm sorry. I spoke out of turn." But his voice--and his apology--lacked conviction, meaning that he had meant what he said. 

In silence, Vlad opened the door and climbed into the carriage. Willie was...well, he was right. He had pushed himself and pushed himself until he had nothing left to push, and for what? He was no better off now than he had been six months ago. The wound had not completely healed, he had none of his prior strength or speed, and if the vampire hunters showed up at his doorstep, he'd be hard-pressed to avoid them.

"You were gone longer than normal," Willie said from above, not raising his voice, since he knew Vlad could hear him. "She gets worried."

"I know," Vlad said, and leaned back against the seat. The rocking and jarring thumps as they drove over cobblestones did nothing to help the throbbing pain, but a small part of his mind admitted that it wasn't necessarily a terrible thing to ride home, especially on a night like this. "I found a body in the lake, and I had to call Reginald." 

For a moment, he thought Willie hadn't heard him. And then, incredulous, "A body?!" 

Vlad closed his eyes. "Or bodies," he said. "It was a bit hard to tell. Don't be surprised if we get a visitor later on; he said he'd let me know what they found." 

"Yes, my lord," Willie said, resorting to his habitual response. 

They rode the rest of the way in silence.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, safe in my bed, but also trapped in my body again, lying under my covers, but also lying in an abandoned kitchen with Noel Warrington bending over me, his voice whispering in my ear. 

I can never tell what he's saying in the dream, but I know what he said well enough. "This is what we call stasis. The state before one becomes a vampire. I've been told you can survive for days like this." 

And I always have to smother a scream. 

The nightmares have made many a sleepless day, but I don't really have to sleep now. My body doesn't require sleep, but my mind doesn't want to give it up, so I pretend that I'm napping instead, and sometimes the dreams don't come at all.

But most of the time, they do. And I wish I knew what to do about them. 

Perhaps part of my problem is that when Noel drank my blood, he also changed my life. According to Vlad's book and everything else I had read since my change, Vlad had only two choices. Make me into a vampire, or let me die. He'd chosen the former, which meant that my status had shifted; while the people of Chelsea could grudgingly accept a vampire princess, they would not--ever--accept a vampire queen.

Which meant that when my father died--or even before--I had to figure out something to do with my life, because my family's long tradition of ruling Chelsea would die with him.

Val would be king; that much was already almost guaranteed. And I didn't mind much at all. Really, I didn't. Perhaps it was the change; this new disconnect from things. Perhaps it was because I couldn't help but realize that if I lived long enough, even Chelsea itself might fall to dust.

I had no idea how Vlad had lived so long. I was having trouble making it through my first year. 

In the end, I busied myself by learning how to utilize my newfound talent. I discovered that I could 'borrow' pieces of the spells around me to use for myself, so my personal wards rivaled even Reginald's, since I borrowed most of mine from him. And I walked. I walked around the kingdom, sometimes with Val; sometimes alone, and I watched the people around me until I had a pretty good idea of how things worked out on the street. 

But even with that knowledge, what Vlad found in the lake... I stood on the opposite shore, completely hidden from view, as Reginald's men dived deep under water and filled their body bags until five lay lined on the grass and it was almost too close to dawn.

Val's house was closer, so I fled there instead of home, and arrived on his doorstep just as the first faint light of the sun peeked over the trees.

"You cut it a bit close, didn't you?" He pulled me inside and shut the door behind him. "Does anyone know you're here?" 

"I lost track of time," I said, which wasn't exactly the truth, but was close enough. "Vlad found a body in the lake, but there were five so far when I left." 

Val turned to stare at me. "Five?" 

"So far," I repeated, and then, because I couldn't help but ask, "How's Rue?" 

"Not any better than he was two days ago," Val said with a small smile. "But you can tell him what Vlad found while you tell me if you'd like." 

My father's doctors hadn't quite given up on Rue, but they had released him to his brother's care where he lay--with periodic visits by the doctors--unconscious, no closer to opening his eyes than he had been six months ago, or so it seemed. Someone who wasn't quite a vampire had stumped every doctor in Chelsea, and quite a few wizards as well. 

"I'll do that," I said. "And who knows? Maybe a bit of a mystery will entice him to wake up." 

Bear raised his head from where he lay beside Rue's bed and thumped his ropy tail as I walked into the room. Rue lay in the same position I had seen him in two days ago, his shadows only a faint outline around his body, his eyes closed. He breathed and drank just fine, and his wounds had healed, but the silver's poison had trapped him inside himself somehow, and no one knew how to free him.

I pulled up a chair and took his hand. "Val wanted me to tell you about the bodies Vlad found in the lake," I said, keeping my voice gentle and low. "But first, I'll tell you about what they're going to do with your father's house." 

His hand twitched in mine. I waited for a moment to see if there would be any other sign of his awakening, but it didn't happen again. "Daddy had the house torn down, of course; it was becoming a bit too difficult to ward against sightseers. But all of your things are safe." My father had packed the contents of Rue's room himself. A handful of books. A sketch of a little girl who had to be his dead sister Caraway. Minerva had possessed quite a bit of jewelry; that had been packed away too, for Rue to dispose of or keep as he wished, if he ever woke up.

"I found a picture of your sister Cara," I said, and tucked the framed picture between the fingers of his other hand. We were operating on the belief that he could both hear and feel, and since I had once been trapped in my body unable to move, I felt a strange sort of kinship with him. "I'll put it on the table beside your bed before I leave." 

When Val walked into the room, I switched my story to what Vlad had found beside the lake, and how I had watched Reginald's men bring up five bodies instead of just one. 

"There aren't enough people in the city for five people to go missing and no one to notice," Val said, and sat on the end of Rue's bed. "Where did they come from?" 

"Reginald will find out," I said, but without missing persons' reports, he'd have just as difficult of a time finding their identities. "It's funny, though; I'm pretty good at smelling death nowadays. And I didn't smell anything at all. Even when they were bringing up the bodies." 

"You said Vlad had to taste the water to know for sure," Val said. "Did he know you were there?" 

I shook my head and gently stroked one side of Rue's face. "My wards have gotten better. Even Reginald didn't know I was there." 

I'd be the first person to admit that it was a bit liberating to be able to slip in and out of places unnoticed after having him follow me around for so long.

"You can stay here all day, obviously," Val said. "But I have class this morning; do you mind sitting with Rue?" 

"I don't mind at all." I told him the truth. Rue's silence helped soothe my mind, and I had already told him about my nightmares. Telling him meant that I wasn't just keeping it to myself--although Val knew as well--and hopefully helped him realize that he wasn't alone. 

If he could hear us. The doctors weren't sure of that at all.

Val's house was almost warded better against sunlight--or any other stray ray of light--than Vlad's home or the castle. He'd left nothing to chance for Rue's eventual awakening, and the fact that his brother had yet to awaken meant nothing at all. 

We never spoke about what might happen if Rue never woke up.

He smelled--strange to my new nature; a mixture of human and vampire instead of one or the other. But his hand was soft in mine, and he was so vulnerable just lying there that I couldn't help but hope that he would have his happy ending and wake up whole.

"I'll be back before lunch," Val said. "Are you sure you're okay?" 

"I'm fine," I told him, and smiled to show him that my mind would not dwell on the bodies in the lake. "I'll sit here and read him a story. You do have something I can read to him, don't you?" Normally, I brought my own, but I hadn't intended to stop by or stay all day until the bodies in the lake caught my attention.

He returned with a book of fairy tales. "This is all I have, but I'll stop by the library on my way back and find you something else." 

"What do you talk to him about?" I asked curiously.

Val flushed. "All sorts of things," he said after a moment. "But mostly I try to let him know that he's not alone." 

I felt a surge of something from him, as if he'd choked back the rest of what he really wanted to say, but I didn't push him. He had been under a lot of pressure lately.

We all had.

"Thanks, Anna," he said. "Let me know if anything changes, okay?" 

"I'll have you dragged away from death itself if he opens his eyes," I promised, and opened the book as Val walked out the door. "Once upon a time..."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"You shouldn't have disobeyed." 

He heard the voice before he understood the words, and tried to open his eyes. One wouldn't open, it was swollen shut from the other's kicks. Something--a hand, he thought--stroked his hair and he tried to pull away.

"You shouldn't have disobeyed," the voice said again, still soft, still whispering.

He whimpered. The hand tightened in his thatch of red hair, and he whimpered again.

"Speak to me," the voice ordered, and he recognized it now; hard and clipped; his Master's voice. He tried to cringe away from her, but she did not loosen her hold. "Speak to me." 

For the first time in his short life, he knew what those words meant. He opened his mouth--even that seemed wrong, somehow--and exhaled, tasting blood in the back of his throat.

"What...What do you want me to say?" The words echoed in his skull.

"Tell me your name, little pup," his Master purred, stroking one side of his bruised face.

Memory came up with a gap where his name should be. He realized now that he saw things differently, too; the room around him, his Master, her fine gown. Smells weren't as strong, either. And he felt oddly naked and cold on the stone floor.

"I don't know," he gasped as a streak of pain seared through his chest. He squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the pain to pass. He wanted to growl, but his throat didn't seem to be fit for growling anymore. Something wet leaked out of his eyes, and his mind supplied the salty word as tears. 

"Your name is Martin," his Master said, and released his hair, letting his head fall back against stone. He hardly felt the pain.

"Martin." It didn't feel like his name, but he had no reference to build that feeling on. If his Master told him his name was Martin, then Martin he would be. "What... What happened?" His voice broke on the last word and his tears flowed faster, obscuring what vision he had and turning the colors into smears.

"You're human now, my pup," his Master murmured, and stroked his hair again. "And you will be my servant, Martin. My first success. What do you think about that?" 

He only heard the word human. Humans were great hulking brutes or his Master. Humans kicked and beat him. Humans fought with each other more than dogs did. He clutched naked human arms to his knees, curled naked human knees to his chest and sobbed.

With a small sigh, his Master motioned to someone behind her. "Clean him. Clothe him. And give him some food."

His stomach rumbled at the thought of food.

"Yes, milady." The voice was soft and kind, much different than his Master's voice. 

Martin opened his eyes as a girl bent over him, holding out her hand to help him up. She had dark, curly hair, and she wore a simple dress, blue, he thought, even though he didn't remember seeing the color before. And he tried his best to climb to his feet, but his legs didn't want to hold his weight and it felt all wrong, somehow. He sagged against the girl, who quickly stepped away to let him fall onto the floor again.

His Master was gone now; Martin heard her footsteps echo off the walls of the corridor outside.

"What did they do to you?" she asked.

"I disobeyed," Martin whispered, but he couldn't remember what he had done to deserve this; couldn't remember his crimes.

The girl sighed, glanced at the door, then bit her lip. "You can't go upstairs looking like that," she said. "Especially now that Connor is back."

"Connor?" Martin tried to sort out his arms and legs, but all he could manage to do was kneel on the floor, shivering.

"Yes. Connor." The girl's lips twisted as she stared at him. "Although it would serve him right if he came down here for a snack and found you instead of a human." 

"But...my Master told me I was human," Martin whispered, confused.

"You're not human," the girl said. "You may look human; you may even taste human, but you're not human. Wait here." 

She turned to leave him alone, and he scrambled to his feet and stood there, swaying.

"What do you mean, I'm not..."

The girl's expression softened, just a bit. "Look," she said. "There are worse things than being a servant. You could have died like... You could have become one of the Others."

Martin wanted to ask her who else had died, but he didn't think she would answer. 

"Just stay away from Connor and you'll be fine," the girl continued, her hand on the door. "If he comes, it will serve him right for drinking your blood. He shouldn't kill you. I'll be back once I find you some clothes; there's a blanket over by the wall if you're cold."

"But what...what if Connor doesn't stay away from me?" Martin asked, and sank to his knees again.

The girl hesitated. "Tell him what you were, then, if he does come. And I doubt he'll ever touch you." Her lips twisted again, but it wasn't a smile. "Vampires have standards, after all."

Only after she was gone did Martin begin to wonder about vampires, and why that one word--like no others, except for human--awoke such fear in his mind.

He found the threadbare blanket folded against the wall, awkwardly wrapped it around his body, and tried to squish himself into the smallest of spaces as he waited for the girl to return.

Perhaps Connor would not see him there, in the corner, if he did come. And Martin would be safe.

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

"There were seven bodies," Reginald said after pouring himself a cup of tea. "Seven." 

It was after noon, and Vlad thought the policeman looked completely exhausted. His eyes were shadowed, his face drawn and pale. Irrationally, Vlad almost apologized for bringing his attention to the waving arm in the first place.

"You need something more sustaining than tea," he said instead. "Would you like me to have Maggie fix you something to eat?" 

Reginald hesitated, and at first, Vlad thought he would refuse. After all, willingly entering a vampire's house was one thing. Accepting food from a vampire... "If you don't mind," he said. "I won't be returning to the castle until we make sure there aren't any additional bodies." 

Vlad left him alone for a moment to converse with Maggie, then returned to the parlor. He barely made it to the door without limping. "I'm assuming you have no missing persons' reports or however that works around here?" he asked.

"Not a single one," Reginald said, and shook his head. "The only thing we've been busy with for most of the year have been missing pets, not persons. And unfortunately, the missing pets aren't going to be top priority for a long, long time." 

"Was there any obvious cause of death?" Vlad asked, hoping against hope that it wasn't another vampire. 

"Magic," Reginald said.

Vlad snorted. "Well, that narrows it down a bit." Chelsea was a kingdom full of wizards, after all. Finding one wizard among many was the proverbial needle in the haystack. "What kind of magic? Necromancy?"

"No." Reginald rubbed his eyes. "And there isn't any signature I could find, either. And there are twenty-five more lakes in Chelsea."

"If you bring me a sample of water from each one, I could tell you if they contain any bodies," Vlad said. "Anna could do the same..." 

The expression on Reginald's face told him just what he thought about getting Anna involved in this, but Vlad knew more about what she did at night than Reginald, apparently. 

"It would make her feel more useful," Vlad said before the policeman could protest.

Reginald actually hesitated before dismissing the thought out of hand. "I'll...I'll ask her," he said as Maggie arrived with a tray of sandwiches, another pot of tea, and a mug of her restorative for Vlad.

He thought about protesting, but he also knew that she wouldn't listen to his protests. She still believed that the wound would eventually heal. Vlad had all but given up on that hope. 

Reginald ate like he did everything else, with deliberate precision, as if he knew he might not eat again that day. For the first time, Vlad wondered about his childhood, and how he had come to be in the service of the king of Chelsea. 

"If it helps, I'll make some inquiries and see if I can come up with anything," Vlad offered. "Any wizard arrogant enough to leave bodies behind..."

"Bodies of children," Reginald said. 

Vlad blinked. "Children?" 

"The youngest I'd guess was about nine years old; the oldest maybe fourteen," Reginald said. He looked a bit better now, but his hand shook when he raised the teacup to his lips, and he glanced quickly at Vlad to see if he had noticed. "Seven children. And not a single one has been reported missing. That is what I don't understand." 

"They had to have come from somewhere," Vlad said, deliberately wincing--not that he had to fake it--as he rose from his chair. "I trust that you will bring their murderer to justice." He meant that; Reginald was a nuisance sometimes, but he took his job very seriously. And he was also very good at his job. 

He hesitated before picking up his cane. Maggie had placed it beside his chair as a statement more than a hint, but he sensed that the time to hide his lameness from Reginald had come and passed. 

"Your...ah--" 

"It's better than it was, but I extended myself a bit too far tonight," Vlad said in response to Reginald's unfinished question. "It may never fully heal." 

He watched as the policeman filed that information away, and then, surprising Vlad yet again, asked a very simple question. "Is there nothing they can do?" 

Meaning the castle; meaning the doctors who had saved Rue's life. 

Vlad shrugged. "I haven't asked. They were busy with the boy, and I had other things to worry about." Like Anna. "And I don't particularly enjoy being poked and prodded by human wizards." 

"I would vouch for any of our doctors myself," Reginald said. There wasn't a single ounce of pity in his tone of voice. "They all are aware of what you did to save Anna's life." 

"I imagine they are," Vlad said, and tried to remove every ounce of despair from his voice. "But even so. It's better than it was. And even your doctors weren't able to save the boy completely. Unless he..."

Reginald shook his head. "He's still unconscious as far as I know. But his wounds have healed." 

"On the outside," Vlad said. Showing his weakness was one thing, but actually allowing Reginald to bully him into exposing it to everyone else was another thing entirely. Not that everyone else didn't already know. Vlad had even heard a rumor that someone was running a bet as to how long he would actually manage to survive.

"I should be going," Reginald said, and finished the dregs of his tea. "Thank you for your hospitality." 

As soon as he had gone, both Maggie and William emerged from the kitchen.

"He's being awfully friendly," Willie said suspiciously.

"He has no reason not to be," Vlad said. "I haven't done anything wrong." He smiled at the expression on Willie's face. "And he has no reason to suspect me of anything, since I had nothing to do with the bodies in the lake." 

"How many bodies did they find?" Maggie asked.

"Seven so far," Vlad said. "There may be more. And Reginald has an entire kingdom of wizards to suspect." 

"Those poor children," Maggie whispered, showing that they hadn't quite refrained from listening at the door. She had a streak of flour on her cheek and dough under her fingernails; a common sight, of late. 

"If you hear anything, please let me know," Vlad said. "I'm sure Reginald wants this solved as much as we all do."

"I'm sure he does," Willie said, still suspicious. "I'm sure he does."

Walking up the stairs to the library was a sight Vlad would rather they not see, so he waited until they had gone back to their duties to slowly make his way upstairs. By the time he reached his destination, he had to sit--collapse--on the wooden chair right inside the door.

This was his life now, crippled and helpless. And it took him almost an hour to make it to the desk where the paperwork sat for the surprise he'd planned for Maggie, and in truth, his attempt to make sure she wouldn't want for anything if he did not survive.

And he was beginning to fear that he wouldn't survive. If the wound itself did not kill him, something else would, and he wanted Maggie to be safe.

He fell asleep across the desk long before dusk, something else that would never have happened six months before. And even as he slept, he felt the slow ache of the poison settle even further into his bones, and he could do nothing to stop its progress.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

In truth, I was in no mood for stories. I read three of them before I gave up and closed the book, staring at Rue's face and willing him to awaken. It didn't work, of course; I'd tried the same before. 

"What do you think, Bear?" I asked, just to hear the sound of my voice. "Is he going to wake up?"

Bear whuffed from his spot on the floor, then reared up and placed both front paws on Rue's bed. He nudged Rue's body with his nose, then glanced at me, as if asking a question I couldn't begin to interpret.

"I have no idea what you're trying to tell me," I said, feeling a bit silly to be talking to a dog. I picked up the book again, opened it to the pertinent page, and tried to find my place, but I couldn't remember where I'd left off. "Maybe I'll just begin again," I said, frustrated, and read the first sentence of the fourth story.

"You read that part already," Rue whispered.

I froze. Stared up at him, and saw his eyes widen when he realized what had happened to me. 

His eyes. Vibrantly green, like Val's eyes, worried and confused right now, but alive. Awake. 

I reached out my hand, and he took it, cautiously.

"Are you..." My eyes filled with tears, but I blinked them away. "You're awake! You're really awake!" 

Bear flopped back down on the floor and whuffed again. He almost sounded satisfied. 

"You're a vampire," Rue said simply, and glanced around the room. "How long have I been asleep?" The first stirrings of panic rose in his gaze. "Where...where am I?"

"You're in Val's house," I said. "He should be here soon; he's at class. I just have to contact him. Can you..."

Bear barked. He did that so rarely that I jumped, and a moment later, I heard the door open and Val's footsteps rushing down the hall. When he burst through the door, I thought he expected to see Rue dead, or worse; the look on his face was terrible to behold.

Even Rue realized some of his alarm. He drew back in the bed, staring at his brother with wide, frightened eyes until I grabbed Val's arm and tugged him over to the bed.

"I felt...I just--" Val sank to his knees. "You're awake." 

"Shouldn't I be?" Rue asked, almost plaintively.

He didn't draw away when I took his hand. "You've been asleep for six months," I said softly. "Vlad made me into a vampire to save my life; your father almost ended it."

"In the house," Rue whispered, his gaze turned inward now. "I remember my mother." His hand scrabbled at his chest, but he only found scars from the two silver crossbow bolts; my father's doctors had done well at healing his wounds. 

"Yes. In the house," Val said. To me, he added, "I had the strangest feeling as soon as I got to class. I just couldn't concentrate. I had to come back." 

"He only just woke up," I said. "I was about to contact you."

Rue glanced at the shuttered window. "Is it day or night?"

"Day," I said. "Most of the house should be safe for you. Is it too bright in here?"

Rue shook his head. "No." 

"The house is warded against the sunlight, but I haven't covered all the windows," Val said. "This is the safest room right now, but Vlad sent you this..." He lifted the heavy black cloak from where it had hung on the back of the door for months and laid it on the foot of Rue's bed. "He said it should protect you." 

Rue stared at the cloak, his expression unreadable. "Vlad sent me this?" he finally asked, as if he couldn't quite believe it. "I thought...I thought he didn't like me." 

"I think he said something to the effect of that if you weren't going to die, you might as well be comfortable," Val said. "I don't think you have anything to worry about from him." 

Hesitantly, Rue reached out and stroked the heavy fabric of the cloak. "Can I tell him thank you?" 

"Of course," Val said. "And if you're not feeling up to the trip to his house, he can come here." 

If he wasn't busy trying to help Reginald identify the bodies from the lake, I thought, but held my tongue. I wasn't sure how much Rue actually remembered. 

Rue nodded. "And my...our father? Is he dead?" 
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