
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

A Beth-Hill Novel:




Wild Hunt Series, Book 3: The Lost

 

[image: Image]

 

By Jennifer St. Clair

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

A Beth-Hill Novel: Wild Hunt Series, Book 3: The Lost

Copyright 2013, 2015 Jennifer St. Clair

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: Jatin

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN: 978-1-922233-09-7

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

Contents

 

Dedication

Prologue

Six months after Fire and Water

Fifty-eight years after the Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

About the Author

If you want to read more about other books by this author, they are listed on the following pages...

A Beth-Hill Novel (Stand Alone Novels)

A Beth-Hill Novel: Jacob Lane Series

A Beth-Hill Novella: Karen Montgomery Series

A Beth-Hill Novel: The Abby Duncan Series

A Beth-Hill Novel: The Shadows Trilogy

A Beth-Hill Novel: Wild Hunt Series

Secrets When in Shadow Lie

The Chelsea Chronicles

The Dead Who Do Not Sleep

 


 

 

Dedication

 

To Grey, again.

 


 

 

Prologue

 

"We received a letter from Darkbrook yesterday." Esmeralda Dawson, Head of Household, opened the meeting with this stunning piece of news, then passed the letter around for all to see as murmuring filled the room.

Ben barely glanced at it. He'd chosen the seat farthest from the head of the table on purpose, because he knew Aunt Esme would bring up his latest failure and he knew he wouldn't want to stick around and hear the hue and cry. 

"They're inviting us to send a student," Esmeralda continued. "A 'trial run', so to speak. They want to 'make Darkbrook more inclusive'. They assure us that anyone we send would be perfectly safe and would not feel out of place." She smiled. "I'm not so certain about that." 

"And our response?" This from Uncle Ted, who would probably shake his head in disappointment when Esme told them all what Ben had done. Or perhaps they already knew. Children weren't normally invited to a household meeting. Ben's cheeks burned with shame. 

"I've decided that it might not be a bad idea to send someone to Darkbrook in secret," Esmeralda said. "Just to ensure the letter tells the truth. I don't believe the Council or the staff of Darkbrook would intend us harm, but the question always arises as such. If they wish to be inclusive, then we're not the only ones who received such a letter." 

"But to send someone--one of the children--" Aunt Kacie this time, no doubt thinking of the twins. "All alone--" 

Ben thought she might have clutched at her pearls if she were wearing any. He glanced around the table, suddenly realizing he was the only unimportant person there. It only took him a moment to put two and two together and come up with a very upsetting answer to his aunt's invitation.

They had yet to really notice his presence. Oh, perhaps the nearest aunts and uncles had wondered, but no one crashed a household meeting; it just wasn't done. And while he might be in disgrace for the rest of his life, Ben wouldn't have dared come uninvited, and that meant--

He stood up. He couldn't help it. 

And then, slowly, he sat back down. Because some part of his mind had stopped him; some warning bell had rung, reminding him that to interrupt his aunt in private was one thing, but in a meeting, like this, was outright insubordination. And that although he knew she loved him, she could have him exiled for defying her because she was the Head of House Dawson. And her word was law. If she'd already made up her mind--

No one paid attention to his gaffe. Ben had to wonder if they'd expected it. Uncomfortably, he shifted in his chair and tried to pay attention to his aunt's words. 

"I have a likely candidate in mind," she was saying in response to another question he hadn't heard. "His talents will serve him well in this respect. Benjamin, would you stand, please?"

Cautiously, Ben stood up. He couldn't seem to meet his aunt's gaze or anyone else's. No one spoke for a moment, and then he realized they were waiting for him to speak. 

Truthfully, he could only respond one way. "What would you have me do, Aunt Esme?" His voice did not shake, even though he realized he should have called her something other than 'Aunt Esme'. But she didn't mention it.

"I would have you travel to Darkbrook using the portals," Aunt Esme said. "And I would have you enter in secret, and observe, nothing more, for--" She considered the length of his exile for a moment. "For one month. At the end of that month, I would have you return to us and make your report. And it will be a report. No one is to know of your presence, and if you are found, you are to return here immediately. You are to harm no one. You are to speak to no one. You are merely there to observe and ensure that the authors of this letter speak the truth." She paused. "Questions?"

"Yes," Ben said, surprising himself. He saw a couple of the uncles frown. One of the aunts shook her head. "If there are other letters to other families, what if there are others at Darkbrook who can see past my talent? What if they sent letters to the dragons, or the elves, or the werewolves?"

"Don't be a fool," Uncle Greig snapped. "Why would they want to educate the werewolves?"

His aunt ignored his uncle's outburst, but her mouth subtly tightened. Ben knew that look well. She wasn't happy, but with him or with Uncle Grieg?

"Then I'll tell you this," she said. "If you feel that you are in danger, you may return here through the same portals. And no one will think less of you. We must be cautious--I do not believe they mean us ill, but I need to know for certain."

"Won't hiding--if they discover me--make them distrust us even more?" Ben asked before he could stop himself.

His aunt pursed her lips. Not angry at him, then. That was a normal look. "If you feel completely comfortable, then I give you leave to contact the headmaster and explain why you were observing." Her eyes actually twinkled at him. She was--pleased. "They are unlikely to see fault in that." 

Ben wasn't so certain, but he nodded, and sat back down before his legs gave out from under him. Across the table, Aunt Terese gave him an encouraging smile. Ben couldn't find the strength to smile back.
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And now it was a week later, and he'd stepped out of the last portal to see the castle itself looming up in front of him, and students around, even now, walking across the grounds in the moonlight. And he wrapped the threads of his talent around him--it wasn't invisibility, but close enough--and slipped through an open door--not the front doors; he wasn't brave enough for that. And then he was inside the halls of the legendary school; quiet halls, at least for now. He wondered how the students would react to a vampire in their midst.

He found what looked to be a storage room and stashed his bags inside it, behind a pile of yellowed newspapers and mildewed books. And then, all alone, he wandered the halls until he found the library, and classrooms; he avoided the students' rooms, at least for now.

Once or twice, he passed someone--a teacher at one point, who paused and sniffed the air, as if he smelled something odd (and Ben hoped there weren't any werewolves, because werewolves could smell a vampire a half mile away, or so they claimed), but he moved on without investigating and Ben relaxed.

The deserted library felt more like home than any other room he'd found at Darkbrook, at least so far. And he allowed himself to stay there, at least for an hour or two, sitting on one of the chairs at one of the tables in the very back of the room, in the deepest shadows with his arms wrapped around his stomach, just sitting there, deliberately thinking of nothing.

If he started thinking, he'd loose the storm of pent-up emotion he'd swallowed since his aunt's declaration, and he'd have to return to the house in disgrace, because he wouldn't be able to hide himself any longer. 

He felt tears prick his eyes. He rubbed them away. And then, resolute, he stood up, ventured out of the library, and decided to explore.

 

[image: Image]

 

It was two days before he saw the others; not vampires, but others, not humans. An elf, of all things, and a dragon. He'd rounded a corner and almost ran into them both. They seemed to have forged a sort of truce between them, although the dragons and the elves had never been at war; they were polite allies against everyone else. 

Luckily, they either didn't notice him, or pretended not to; it was a bit hard to tell. But he melted away as quickly as possible and retreated to his hidey-hole. 

Later that afternoon, he saw them again, walking determinedly towards the library, the elf explaining something to the dragon, her voice soft, but not too soft for him to make out her words. 

"I feel someone is very sad," she said. "Newly arrived, and a bit frightened, but also very sad."

"That might explain the sobbing you heard the other night," the dragon told her gravely. "Do you think someone else is here and they haven't told us?"

"It's more likely that this person is hidden for some reason," the elf said, and turned her head towards him--Ben could see past her glamour, but he doubted anyone else could, save for the dragon, whose own features were very near to human. 

And he hadn't been sobbing. At least he didn't think he had been, unless he was crying in his sleep for some reason. (For very good reasons, a part of his mind opined, considering he was alone here with no one to talk to and no one to turn to should something happen. He hadn't realized the definition of loneliness until his aunt had forbidden him to talk to anyone.) 

They paused then, stock-still in the middle of the hall, and the elf girl frowned in his direction, as if she could see him standing there. And although he was standing in deep shadow, he wrapped his talent around himself even thicker until they walked away.
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The next day, he discovered their names. Elspeth was the elf, Riala the dragon. Darkbrook's version of 'inclusion' was for no one to actually know they were any different than anyone else; the headmaster had encouraged them to stick together until they felt confident enough to reveal their true natures to any student they befriended. There was no secret; if asked, they were to tell the truth. And perhaps the students had never truly seen a dragon or an elf before. What was obvious to Ben might not have been to a human child, even one talented in magic.

Ben realized, after the third day of following them around, that he was fascinated by them, Riala especially. Elspeth had more experience with humans; that much showed in her manner, but Riala did not, and she seemed rather hesitant to interact with the other students. This came across as shyness, and some of them went out of their way to be nice to her, a testament to their upbringing. How would they react to him? 

He couldn't watch them anymore; he fled to the storage room after a while, and found tears on his cheeks. He leaned back against the wall and wondered if Aunt Esme had known how hard this would be for him; if she'd done this on purpose. If you feel completely comfortable, then I give you leave to contact the headmaster and explain why you were observing. 

He did not feel comfortable. And yet he couldn't bring himself to lie and say he did.

Frustration found him walking the halls as night fell and the students retired to their rooms. Frustration found him in the teachers' wing, not really paying attention to his surroundings until the last sounds of habitation began to fade and he found himself at the foot of one of the towers. 

Frustration almost made him climb up to the top, but he wasn't sure if someone lived in the towers, and anyway, he heard footsteps behind him and as he blended into the wall, saw one of the teachers appear around the bend.

It took a moment for Ben to place him. Maurice Honeycutt; Mr. Honeycutt to the students, but Ben couldn't remember what he taught. And he didn't look around, either; he was on some sort of errand, intent on his goal, which seemed to be a lone tapestry that hung in a strange sort of corner at the base of the tower.

Behind the tapestry was a door. Maurice Honeycutt had the key, and as he opened the door, he glanced around--furtively--to make sure no one was watching.

Ben pretended it was frustration that suggested he follow the teacher down a set of winding stairs and into Darkbrook's basement.

He hadn't ventured this far quite yet. He'd kept to the inhabited parts of the school, and now, following Maurice Honeycutt through a maze of rooms and staircases that led somewhere up above, he realized he could get lost down here very easily; each twist and turn took them farther and farther into darkness, and Maurice Honeycutt did not stop to light a torch or turn on a flashlight or anything like that.

He seemed to know exactly where he was going, so Ben followed about ten feet behind him, wrapped in his talent as usual, until, abruptly, he stepped over some sort of barrier; some sort of spell, and he wasn't wrapped in his talent anymore. And he barely escaped detection; for the first time, Maurice Honeycutt paused, and turned around, as if he'd suspected someone was following him and had set a trap.

The voice that emerged from the darkness sent all thoughts of safety fleeing from Ben's mind.

"There is a vampire here." 

Wizards had been summoning demons for hundreds of years. Uncle Grieg had possessed a demon as a pet at one point--until Aunt Esme forced him to give it up, which probably explained his attitude towards her--and Ben recognized the sibilant voice. Not the same demon, at least he hoped it wasn't the same demon, but it was a demon nonetheless.

Demons could see through any sort of glamour or spell or talent. Ben slowly backed away. He couldn't see Maurice Honeycutt anymore; if he made it past the barrier, he thought he might be safe--

Right as he stepped over the barrier and his talent rose up to hide him, the ward--or whatever it was--snapped shut. It caught his ankle; he stumbled and fell backwards, onto the path. Fire--pain--ate through his defenses; he barely managed to pull his foot free before it crept past the barrier and further up his leg. The smell of burned flesh hung heavily in the corridor. For a long moment, he couldn't move at all. He lay there on the ground, panting, open to any sort of attack.

Maurice Honeycutt did not appear on the other side of the barrier. Ben heard nothing additional from the demon. After a little while, he managed to climb to his feet, and then, limping, no doubt leaving a trail of blood behind, he slowly walked back the way he'd come.

Only, he turned the wrong way or something, and limped up the wrong set of stairs; he emerged from behind a tapestry in the library, of all places, not that far from the storage rooms, which was a bonus, indeed, because he wasn't sure he could walk much farther without falling down.

The whispered voices, however, were no bonus, because he recognized them.

Riala and Elspeth. Hiding between the bookcases. No doubt lying in wait for him.

He'd hesitated for too long. When he started forward, his ankle twisted and he fell against the table. That noise was too much to hide, even with his talent, and both dragon and elf emerged from their hiding place at the sound. Ben ignored them. His gaze had fastened onto his foot--bare, without shoe or sock--which was, still, somehow, smoldering. 

He knew what it was, of course. Hellfire. And there were spells to banish it, but he didn't know if Darkbrook's library held such knowledge. And it had crept up his calf, almost to his knee. He couldn't put his weight on what was left of his foot; couldn't think to even attempt to find the right spell, the right book. 

He heard Riala gasp. Realized his talent had left him, no doubt because he could barely hold himself upright. And he met her gaze, ignoring his aunt's edict, at least for now, and whispered, "Hellfire. Please--help me--" And then, ungracefully, collapsed across the table, and then, slid down into a boneless pile on the floor.
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He awoke when someone moved his leg.

"Please don't scream," Elspeth's familiar voice said, quickly. "I know it hurts. But my spell won't muffle sound." 

Ben squeezed his eyes shut against the pain. When it subsided--a little--he whispered, "I won't scream as long as you don't touch me there again."

"It's healed," Riala said, puzzled. "The spell worked; it's no longer burning. Why does it still hurt?" Ben heard her paging through a book. "Oh--food. You need food. Do you have supplies here? You haven't been feeding on the students--"

"I would hope not!" Elspeth said, almost sharply. 

Ben decided not to reply to that, if only to keep his dignity intact. "I'll just--" He tried to get up, struck his heel on the floor, and almost fainted again.

"No, you won't," Riala decided. "Where have you been sleeping?" When Ben didn't reply, she crouched down in front of him and said, "You might as well trust us. We're not going to give you away. Did you get a letter like we did?"

Ben nodded. "Yes. My aunt--had me come here to observe. I wasn't supposed to talk to anyone." He hesitated. "My name is Ben. Ben Dawson. I know your names. I've been--"

"Following us," Riala said without any anger.

"You have a talent to make yourself invisible?" Elspeth asked.

"Not really invisible," Ben whispered, and let his eyes slide shut. "There's a storage room where I've been sleeping. My bags are there." 

"Where did you get wounded by Hellfire?" Riala asked. "In the storage room?" Elspeth was gone now; presumably to bring him back something to drink. His aunt had sent him with four bottles of blood, one for each week. There had been no reserve for potential injury.

"Basement," Ben said. "Followed a teacher down there."

"There's a demon in the basement," Riala said flatly. "And you didn't summon it?"

Ben pried open his eyes. "My uncle had a demon once," he said with as much indignation as he could muster. "He set wards around its cage, but one of my human cousins decided to try to get past the wards. We found a pile of ash on the wrong side of the barrier. He'd triggered a spell. He didn't even have enough time to scream before he was dead." 

"I see," Riala said. "So you didn't summon the demon. Who did? The teacher? How did you survive?" 

"The barrier caught my ankle," Ben whispered. He realized he was quickly running out of strength; if they intended to do something else for him, it would have to be soon. "I pulled free." 

"And you didn't burn to ash," Riala said. "Although your foot and ankle was well on its way to falling off." 

Ben didn't even want to think about that. He closed his eyes again.

A few minutes later, he heard the library door open, then close. "I brought both bags," Elspeth said. "One has clothes, and the letter and a notebook and pen. The other has four bottles and a cup, wrapped up so they don't break." 

"Is one bottle opened?" Riala asked, and then, Ben felt someone's arms under him, helping him sit up against the table. He opened his eyes. 

Riala knelt beside him with the cup in her hand. She started to give it to him, but then reconsidered. "They only sent you with four bottles of blood?"

"One for each week," Ben whispered. "I won't need them all. I'll have to go back now because you know I'm here." 

"Drink this," Riala said, and lifted the cup to his lips. He tasted tears along with the blood, and realized he was crying. "You don't have to tell them, right? That we know you're here. They don't need to know, do they?"

Ben would have laughed if he'd had the strength. "Clearly you don't know much about vampires." 

"I know enough to know that your aunt didn't become Head of Household by obeying her elders in everything," Elspeth said gravely. 

Riala poured another cup. When Ben would have protested, she asked, "Is the pain gone?"

"No," he whispered.

"Then you need more to drink," she said, and he drank without another protest.

His foot did look like a foot again. The Hellfire no longer burned; the skin was fresh and new and perfect. After the second cup, Ben found he could move his leg with only a whisper of pain. After the third, which he truly did not need but drank anyway--and that meant the rest of the bottle--he managed to stagger to his feet.

"Your shoe burned away," Elspeth said. "And I didn't see any extra shoes in your bag." 

"I didn't bring any extra shoes," Ben said. 

"I'm sure we can find you something," Elspeth said, and gave Riala a look. 

"He says he didn't summon the demon, and that he followed a teacher into the basement and got caught in the barrier around the place the demon is kept," Riala said. "I am inclined to believe him." 

"Thank you," Ben said, a little stung by her words. "I'm inclined to tell the truth." 

"That's not what I meant," Elspeth said. "I already know he didn't summon the demon. He wouldn't do something like that." 

"May I ask how you could possibly know something like that?" Ben asked.

"It's more of a curse than a talent," Elspeth said. "And I can tell if you're lying, too. So please don't bother lying to me. It's easier that way." 

"Okay," Ben said. 

Riala gave him a look this time. "That's all you are going to say?"

Ben shrugged. "I don't tend to lie; it's not worth what punishment my aunt will hand out if she finds out I've lied." He pushed himself away from the table and took an awkward step. And then, because it would be far too annoying to walk with only one shoe, he sat down and removed it.

Riala's lips twitched. "You'll need a new pair. Maybe there's a closet somewhere we can raid? They have to have a lost and found here--"

"We?" Ben asked. "I only have to be able to walk far enough to go home--"

"And I ask again: Must they know?" Riala's voice was mild, but firm.

"You don't understand," Ben said, his throat tight. 

"And you are willing to allow a demon in the basement of a human school?" Elspeth asked. "You would flee because of that?"

"No, because I spoke to you," Ben said. "And I showed myself to you. Aunt Esme was very clear. She said--"

"'No one is to know of your presence, and if you are found, you are to return here immediately. You are to harm no one. You are to speak to no one.'" Elspeth intoned the words, as if she were reading them out of a book.

Ben stared at her, stunned. "Yes. That's what she said."

Elspeth smiled. "We are 'no one'." 

"That won't--no," Ben shook his head. "You are an elf and a dragon. No. She won't--"

"And you intend to leave a demon in the basement of a human school?" Riala asked. "Without informing anyone?"

"Sometimes you must disobey to do the honorable thing," Elspeth said softly.

"You know about it," Ben said, and knew that argument had failed as soon as he spoke the words.

"We have your word that there's a demon in the basement," Riala said. "Elspeth, if you'd take Ben back to my room please, I'll go and see."

"You'll--no! I can't let you go down there!" Ben stood up, but he wasn't sure what to do next. He couldn't physically prevent her from going; she was a dragon, after all. And a girl, at that. "The hellfire--"

Riala smiled fiercely. "Dragons are impervious to hellfire," she said. "Don't worry. I'm only going for a quick look. I'll come right back. Will you stay?"

Ben opened his mouth, then closed it again. It occurred to him that he'd already broken so many of his aunt's edicts that one more surely would not be the end of him. "For now," he said, his voice hoarse.

Riala nodded and vanished down the stairs. 

Elspeth took Ben's hand and tugged it. "Come. Bring your shoe and your bags. We don't want anyone to know we were here, after all." 

Considering the stench of brimstone still hung heavily in the air, Ben doubted that no one would notice. But he meekly followed the elf-girl, only hesitating in the doorway when he realized he hadn't wrapped his talent around him.

Elspeth put her finger to her lips. "My spells will shelter us," she said. "Just don't talk very loudly."

Ben nodded and followed her down the hall. 

There were segregated rooms, of course, the boys on one side of the castle, the girls on the other. Riala and Elspeth didn't share a room, but they were next-door neighbors. 

Riala's room was--ordinary. There was a small collection of polished rocks sitting on the chest of drawers, and a filmy froth of fabric draped across the bed, but it seemed a normal student's room otherwise. Her cases--two battered brown leather suitcases and one smaller trunk--were stacked against one wall. 

The rest of the room belonged to the bookcases, which weren't all full of books by any means, but seemed to be quickly approaching maximum capacity. And there was one window--tall and narrow--facing north, so the sun did not shine through the many panes of glass.

"Give me your shoe and please wait here," Elspeth said, and Ben handed it over, and then, for want of a better place to sit (he didn't want to sit on Riala's bed, after all), sat down on the only chair. "If Riala comes back while I'm gone, tell her I'll be back momentarily." 

The stone floor was cold under Ben's bare foot. He hadn't really noticed that until now; perhaps Riala's room was colder than the hallway for some reason. He saw a set of rolled up scrolls on the very top shelf of the tallest bookcase, along with more polished rocks--red and green and blue and purple. One sat on the edge of the windowsill--as black as a raven--and Ben had to wonder if the rocks were attached to some sort of spell.

He drew lines between them in his mind, at least all the ones he could see. They covered all four corners of the room and formed a pattern too complicated for Ben to decipher. If it was a spell, it was beyond any knowledge he possessed. But he--truthfully--knew very little about dragons, and even less about elves. 

There was a small clock hanging on the side of one of the bookcases. It was shaped like a dragon--wooden and carved, and the dragon's tail swung back and forth with each second's passing. Ben watched the hour hand inch down to the six all the way from the twelve before the doorknob turned and Elspeth let herself in. 

She was carrying a pair of shoes that looked suspiciously familiar; in fact, downright identical to the ones Ben had lost. He opened his mouth to ask, but she spoke first. "Riala?"

"Not back yet," Ben said. "Should we be worried?" 

"About Riala?" Elspeth smiled. "No. Put these on." She handed him the shoes. "Oh, and here, I found these, too." She pulled a pair of socks from the little bag she had slung over her shoulder.

Ben stared at her. "Why are you doing this?"

"Riala thinks we should stick together," Elspeth said. 

"You and Riala, perhaps, but I'm a vampire," Ben said. "I'm not your ally or your friend."

"You could be," Elspeth said implacably.

Ben could think of a hundred different reasons why that would never work, but the argument never made it to his lips. Instead, he heard himself say, "Who would want to be allies with a vampire?"

"Ah," Elspeth said. "Benjamin Dawson, you have worth." 

"No, I don't," Ben said roughly. He pulled on the socks and shoes, then walked over to the window. Wrapped his arms around his stomach and leaned against the bookcase. Stared out at the darkness. "I don't," he said again. 

"You do," Elspeth wasn't quite arguing, but her voice was firm. "Why do you think you don't?"

"My aunt--"

"No. Not your aunt. Why do you think you don't have worth, Ben Dawson? Why do you think no one would want to be allies with a vampire?" When he didn't reply, Elspeth said, gently, "I heard you crying." 

"I must have been crying in my sleep then," Ben whispered, his throat so tight that it hurt to speak. "I used to--I used to have nightmares." 

"I think you still do," Elspeth said. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"No," Ben said, and tensed, because he expected her to protest.

Instead, she said, "Okay. We won't talk about it, then." And she turned, and opened her bag, and started taking out what was inside. A ball of yarn, a few very thin wooden sticks. Ben supposed they were knitting needles, but he'd never actually seen anyone knit before. And she settled down on the bed and started knitting. It looked like she was making a sock. Had she made the socks she'd given him? 

"I don't think I thanked you," Ben said after a long moment of silence. 

"You didn't have to," Elspeth said, her fingers working quickly to loop the yarn around the needles, and pull it through to make a stitch. 

"I should have," Ben said. "You saved me from Hellfire. You didn't turn your back on me because I'm a vampire." He sat down on the chair again. "So, thank you." 

"You're welcome," Elspeth said. "Riala did all the work, however. You should thank her, too." 

"I will," Ben said, and glanced at the door. "Did you make the socks you gave to me? They're very warm." 

Elspeth smiled. "Yes, I did." 

Ben knew his feet were much larger than hers. "And you just happened to make them too big for you? And you just happened to be carrying them around?" He couldn't quite figure her out. Nothing seemed to worry her; she was as calm as if they were talking about something completely inconsequential. 

"Or maybe I just happened to know we'd find you, although not under what circumstances, and that you would need a new pair of socks," Elspeth said, and looked at him steadily, almost daring him to call her a liar.

"Does this have to have something to do with your curse?" Ben asked instead. "And what about the shoes?"

"A duplication spell," Elspeth said promptly. "Not that difficult, although it's harder to make one left foot and one right foot." 

"You did a good job," Ben said, well-aware she hadn't actually answered his first question. 

"Thank you," Elspeth said, and concentrated on her knitting for a little while. Ben satisfied himself with watching her knit, surprised at how quickly she could make the needles fly. She didn't seem to miss any stitches, either. "You could try," she said after twenty minutes had passed. 

"What? No. I couldn't. I wouldn't know where to start." He found himself inching away from her as he spoke, realized what he was doing, and stopped.

She hadn't gone so far as to offer him her yarn, or needles; she'd just stopped, watching him, her gaze a bit sad. 

Uncomfortable now, Ben said, "Stop. Please stop it." He stood up and walked back to the window, as far from her as he could get without leaving the room. 

"I'm sorry," Elspeth said. "You seemed interested; I'm merely trying to be friendly." 

"'Friendly' is too confusing," Ben whispered, and turned away from her. "'Friendly' implies trust. And you can't honestly tell me you trust me just as I can't honestly tell you I trust you. I already broke my aunt's edicts; I've disobeyed; I might as well have died back there; it won't do any good that I survived. I--"

"Your parents died when you were ten years old," Elspeth said, her voice soft and sad. "You were there when they died; you saw everything; what the Hunters did to them; how your mother tried to shelter you from their fury. You waded through their blood to reach the door; you called your aunt because it was the only phone number you actually knew. And since that point your aunt has sheltered you and given you a home. But she does not understand what you lived through, and she doesn't understand why you--" 

Ben had slid down the side of the bookcase as she spoke; he now sat on the floor, knees bent, arms wrapped around them. "Faint at the sight of fresh blood," he whispered, and closed his eyes. "Not only that, but get actually physically ill at the sight of fresh blood." He tried to laugh. "And I'm a vampire." 

"And you think that's what make you worthless," Elspeth said. 

"How do you know all of this?" Ben asked. "How can you know all of this?" He wiped tears from his cheeks. "I don't understand how you could know." 

"It's part of my curse," Elspeth said. "To know things about other people they would rather keep in secret." 

"That sounds like a terrible curse," Ben said softly.

"It is, at times," Elspeth said. "At other times, it's not. I've learned to live with it. It's part of me, whether I like it or not." 

"So, you're saying that I should learn to live with my--my past," Ben said. "And not worry so much about being worthless." He sighed, then, and covered his face with his hands. "That will go over well with my aunt." 

"Are the lives of vampires wholly consumed by blood?" Elspeth asked.

"It would seem so," Ben said. "But power is important, too. Weakness is not. No one trusts a vampire with a weakness. A flaw."

"Everyone has flaws," Elspeth said. 

"Not if you ask my family," Ben whispered. "But they aren't as bad as other families; there are some families who would have locked me up or had me killed. At least my aunt gave me a place to stay. She could have left me there." Before Elspeth could ask why, he said, "My parents decided to leave the family. To set out on their own. To raise me without the influence of the Household. And they were murdered by the Hunters for their trouble." 

"Perhaps that's why your aunt sent you here," Elspeth said. "Not because you're worthless, but because you were raised differently until you were ten. And maybe she thought you really were the best candidate to come here. Because of that." 

Ben hadn't really thought about it that way. He'd been too preoccupied with his failures. He'd thought she had sent him here for punishment. What if that wasn't the reason? What if Elspeth was right? 

"And anyway, she knows she can trust you not to hurt anyone, even by accident. Or drink anyone's blood. I'm sure some of your cousins wouldn't have that much control."

Some of the cousins, yes. Ben could name them easily. "That's true," he said thoughtfully. 

"So you're not worthless," Elspeth said. 

"I still broke my word," Ben said, unwilling to concede her point. 

The door opened then, and Riala slipped inside, seemingly none the worse for wear. She stopped when she saw Ben sitting on the floor under the window, and glanced at Elspeth. "What happened?"

"We were merely talking," Elspeth said. "There is no quarrel between us." 

"That's true," Ben said. "Elspeth--gave me a lot to think about." 

"Good." Riala nodded. "Have you decided to stay, then?"

"You were gone a long time," Elspeth said, deflecting her question before Ben could even consider an answer. 

"The demon and I had a lot to talk about," Riala said. 

"You spoke to it?" Ben stared at her, shocked. "Why did you do that? Won't it just tell its Master--"

"Not only are dragons impervious to hellfire, we can also incinerate demons with our fire," Riala said. "Of course, it wouldn't have been a good idea to shift shape in the basement and I did promise my parents I would stay in human form, but the demon didn't have to know that. It knows I'll destroy it if it tells its Master anything." She paused. "I can be very convincing."

"I imagine you can," Ben said. "So you spoke to it? What did it say?"

"That you didn't summon it," Riala said with a small smile. "Not that I thought you did, truly. It was summoned and imprisoned by one Maurice Honeycutt, who is a human teacher here."

"That's the teacher I followed, yes," Ben said.

"According to the demon, its Master has not asked it for anything except information about where it came from. It was a bit puzzled about that, because humans--or vampires, or whomever--tend to summon demons to ask them to grant them favors or give them things they normally wouldn't be able to acquire." 

"I think my uncle kept his demon just to say he had one," Ben said. "Although I don't know for sure." 

"He also asked it to create a direct portal into one of the pockets in the mists," Riala said. "The demon said it seemed he knew exactly which pocket he wanted, but it also said it couldn't grant his wish."

"Not wouldn't, but couldn't," Elspeth said. "Hmm." 

"Why would he want to create a special portal to go into the mists?" Ben asked. "There are plenty of portals that already exist that will take him there; even I know that." 

"But you can't choose which pocket you end up in, and even if you use the same portal, there's no guarantee you'll return to the same pocket," Riala said. "We used to fly there--in both the pockets and the mists--until it became too dangerous." 

"Dangerous?" Ben asked. "I thought you said dragons were impervious to hellfire." 

"You do know that the name 'demon' is a wholly human creation," Riala said. "It used to be that the spirits in the mists--the ones now called demons--were merely spirits, curious, but harmless. Each pocket had a guardian--a protector, they called themselves, and an other. They were spirits, too, but they had physical form." She paused. "After they saw us for the first time, they started to appear as dragons. They caught on to speech very quickly, too."

It occurred to Ben that he should probably ask her if this story was ancient history or if she'd actually been one of the dragons to see what she described.

And as if she'd anticipated his question, Riala said, "My grandfather studied demons. And the mists, and the pockets. He wrote down his impressions. I've read all of his journals. I probably know more than Maurice Honeycutt."

"How did it become dangerous?" Ben asked, and noticed that Elspeth had gone back to her knitting; either she'd heard this story before or she knew it already--probably the latter, considering her curse.

"They began to want to be like us," Riala said. "The spirits, I mean. They learned to speak, and learned to reason, and they started to question what never was questioned before. And when the first human wizard summoned the first 'demon', it got worse. They were powerful, these spirits. And they did not comprehend pain, or suffering, or loss. Until we arrived." 

"Oh," Ben said. "I see."

"My grandfather conferred with our king, who forbade us from venturing into the mists ever again. But the damage has continued, because the human wizards--and everyone else--keep summoning demons. And when they are finished with their captives, the humans, at least, destroy the demons for fear that they might find a way to return for revenge."

"Do they know the meaning of the word?" Ben asked.

"They do now, thanks to the humans," Riala said. "And the dragons who have disobeyed the king's orders and traveled into the mists."

Ben looked at her closely. "You've gone, haven't you?" 

Riala folded her arms. "Yes, I have." 

For the first time, Elspeth paused in her knitting. "Against your king's wishes?"

"No, of course not," Riala said, and Elspeth nodded. 

"We--we lost someone to the mists," Riala said slowly, choosing her words very carefully. 

"Lost someone--like, they died?" Ben asked.

"We don't know," Riala said. "But that's why I went; to look for--him." She paused. "And I failed in my quest." 

"Did you ask the demon about the one who was lost?" Ben asked. 

Riala looked at him thoughtfully. "No, but only because that would imply I'd be willing to give the demon something in exchange for that information. And if it knew I wanted something from it, then it would be more inclined to lie to me, now that they know how to lie."

That made sense. Ben didn't have much experience with demons, but he knew about favors. And since he'd asked both of them for help, he realized he owed them both for his life.

"Obviously there is no debt between us," Elspeth said quickly, as if she knew what he was thinking.

"It doesn't work like that," both Riala and Ben said at the same time. Ben flushed and looked away from her. Riala said, more mildly, "It doesn't."

"That's true," Ben said. "It doesn't work that way. You saved my life--and I thank you both for what you've done for me. But I owe you my life." 

Elspeth sighed. "Very well." 

"Then you'll stay," Riala said. "And see this through." 

Ben wondered if he truly had a choice. And then, he realized that this could be his out; his excuse, for want of a better word. If his aunt questioned why he'd disobeyed, he could tell her the truth--that he'd almost died and they had saved him. And she would understand. She wouldn't like it, but she would understand.

He found, to his surprise, that he was smiling. "Is that what you want?" he asked. "In exchange for saving my life?"

Riala matched his smile with one of her own. "Yes."

"My aunt would have to accept that," Ben said. "She won't be pleased, but she can't argue. You haven't asked me to betray the Household, or anything like that--"

"You would have to trust me," Riala said.

Ben realized Elspeth hadn't spoken. She seemed to be waiting for something; perhaps for Ben to recall that he owed them both his life and not just Riala. Or perhaps she was waiting for him to reply to Riala, since he'd already said he couldn't trust either of them.

He glanced down at his clenched hands, and then at his feet, clad in Elspeth's duplicated shoes and Elspeth's handmade socks. They had asked for his trust and that he stay. He wanted to stay; that wasn't the issue. But to trust them? Truly trust them?

"I would ask for your trust," Elspeth said softly. "In exchange for saving your life. Neither Riala nor I mean you harm." 

"I know you don't," Ben whispered. He couldn't look at them; at least not yet. "I--I want to trust you. I do. It's just that--" He drew his legs up against his chest again and wrapped his arms around them. Lowered his head to his arms. "It's hard." He took a deep breath. Let it out. "You've done nothing to make me not trust you. In fact, you've been quite--kind." 

"But?" Elspeth asked.

"And don't say 'but you're a vampire'," Riala said shortly. 

Ben raised his head. "But I'm a vampire," he said. 

"So what?" Riala said. "I'm a dragon. Elspeth is an elf. We won't intentionally harm you, just as you wouldn't intentionally harm either of us. There's no reason why we can't be--"

"Friends?" Ben asked, and heard a thread of bitterness run through his voice. 

"Yes," Elspeth said. "Friends. And friends trust each other."

"Friendship goes far beyond me owing you for my life," Ben whispered.

"You'll need friends if you're going to stay here," Riala said. 

That was true enough. If he remained separate from the other students, then the experiment would never work. He had to give a little. Trust went both ways. 

He climbed to his feet and stood there awkwardly, staring at them both. "I've watched you. And I've watched the other students. Vampires don't--we don't act like that. We don't have friends. It's not going to work." He realized he was more upset than he ever wanted them to know; angry, even, at the impossible situation and what they were asking him to do. 

"Friendship is just another word for ally," Elspeth said. "And vampires do have allies." 

Ben opened his mouth, then closed it again. He caught the tail end of Riala's smile--not a suspicious smile, only a satisfied one. Because she knew as well as he did that he could not deny that Elspeth's words weren't true.

"Allies, then," he said.

Riala's smile widened. "Good. Now, the first thing we should do is decide if you will continue observing, or if you should declare yourself to the headmaster and head off any nasty rumors if something were to happen with that demon." 

"Observing sounds so much nicer than spying," Ben said. "But the thought of exposing myself like that--" He shivered. "There are reasons why we tend to stay in the shadows." 

"But you have allies here," Elspeth reminded him. "You won't be alone, and if the teachers and the headmaster know you are here, that's just another layer of safety."

Her words were true again. 

"We'll go with you," Riala said. 

Ben was very tempted to allow them to come, but he knew he should go alone, and properly this time--by the front door. "No," he said. "It's still dark; I'll slip out the side door and enter through the front like everyone else. My aunt gave me a letter to give to the headmaster if I decided it was safe; I won't tell him I've been here for almost two weeks."

"That might be best," Riala agreed.

Elspeth frowned. "Perhaps a finding spell would be best, to find you again if they do spirit you away," she said. "Just in case they don't trust your letter. Or if you come to harm." 

"In the fifteen minutes it would take for me to walk out one door and in another?" Ben asked. 

"The demon knows you're here," Riala pointed out. "And so does its Master. If Maurice Honeycutt has a demon in the basement with the headmaster's approval, then I doubt he would act against you, but if not--you may be in danger." 

"We may all be in danger," Elspeth said softly. "So the ability to find each other if needed would not be a terrible thing." She held her hand out straight in front of her. "All you would need to do is clasp my hand; both of you." 

Riala put her hand atop Elspeth's hand without a single qualm. Ben placed his hand on top of theirs after a moment of hesitation, and felt something--some sort of connection, or joining, he supposed, tingle up his arm. It was almost like a static shock.

"All you would have to do is speak our names and you would be able to find us," Elspeth said. "And the same would go with us, if you were to disappear. And if we deem ourselves safe and wish to remove the spell, it's an easy thing."

Ben thought she'd said that for his benefit alone, but he didn't mention her kindness. "I should be going, then. May I--just in case something were to go wrong--may I leave my bottles here?" He realized, then, that by leaving his food source behind, he had decided to trust them--completely. 

"Yes, of course," Riala said. "You can leave the whole bag behind. And if they ask, you can say you've made arrangements for something to be delivered."

"I don't think they'll ask," Elspeth said.

Ben picked up his other bag. "Then I'll see you when they let me go," he said. And then, softer, "Thank you again." 
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He met no one while leaving the castle, and it was late enough--or early enough, truly--that there was only one bleary-eyed sentry-of-sorts to answer his knock. And she was senior enough to recognize the letter he presented, and to realize the import of his arrival.

And her smile did not hold a single shred of distrust or suspicion. "Benjamin Dawson. Welcome to Darkbrook. I am truly glad your aunt decided to accept our invitation." 

What was the correct reply to that? Ben hadn't thought that they might actually be glad to see him. "I'm glad to be here," he managed, and she didn't seem to think his words were strange.

"My name is Adelia Adams," the woman said. "Ms. Adams, truly; we insist the students don't call the teachers by their first names. Mr. Hendrickson is the headmaster here; if you wouldn't mind waiting in his office, I'll wake him." 

"I wouldn't mind waiting until he woke up on his own," Ben said. "I realize it's early, but I had to come before dawn." 

"Of course you did," Ms. Adams said. "And he'll want to meet with you as soon as possible--" She paused, because someone had appeared at the end of the hallway; another teacher, Ben thought, but when the man appeared in the light from a nearby lamp, he recognized his face. 

"Trouble?" Maurice Honeycutt asked, far too alert for this early in the morning. He glanced at Ben disinterestedly, but then did a double take. His mouth dropped open.

"No," Ms. Adams said. "Just a new student. Benjamin Dawson, this is Mr. Honeycutt. He teaches occult studies. It's a bit of a broad subject, but it--"

"I specialize in the study of demons," Mr. Honeycutt said, a hint of a warning in his tone. 

"I'm pleased to make your acquaintance," Ben said evenly. He couldn't think of anything else to say. With a witness beside him, he certainly couldn't be afraid of the man, after all. 

Mr. Honeycutt hesitated, then nodded. "Were you going to wake up Edward or shall I?" he asked Ms. Adams. And then to Ben, he said, "I recognize the name; Esmeralda Dawson is your aunt, I believe?" 

"Yes," Ben said. "My mother's sister." 

Mr. Honeycutt smiled. There was nothing overtly sinister in his smile, but Ben found himself wary nonetheless. "Welcome to Darkbrook," he said after a moment of silence. "I'm sure you will fit in just fine." 

Even with Ms. Adams' assurances, it was an hour, perhaps a little more, before Mr. Hendrickson appeared in the doorway of his office. Ben had been a bit surprised that Mr. Honeycutt hadn't insisted to stay with him while he waited, but the teacher had made some sort of excuse and vanished back the way he'd come.

Edward Hendrickson was not an old human wizard, but a younger one. His hair was only lightly touched with gray, and the glasses he wore seemed to have been perched on the edge of his nose since childhood, not a sign of advancing age. His smiled was a bit more reserved than Ms. Adams' smile had been. 

"Welcome to Darkbrook," he said. "I hope you enjoy your time here. We are truly pleased that you accepted our invitation." 

"I hope that my presence here won't cause you any trouble," Ben said, and meant his words as truth. "I'm to make regular reports to my aunt, of course--"

"Of course," Mr. Hendrickson said. "And we won't prevent you from doing so. We truly want to make Darkbrook available to everyone, not just humans. In hope of your arrival, we've already placed wards around the castle blocking the sunlight; you will be safe here."

Ben had noticed the wards right away. "Thank you," he said. "My aunt's concern was the students, and how they would react to a vampire in their midst." 

"We were hoping not to announce the presence of a vampire--or anyone else, for that matter--and just allow you to settle in for a little while," Mr. Hendrickson said. "It's best that they meet you and know you as a person before they know you as a vampire. If that would be acceptable? If not and you have other suggestions, I'm more than willing to try another way. We want you to be comfortable here." 

"I would like to be comfortable here," Ben said. "But what if someone discovers what I am?"

"We're not expecting you to lie to anyone," Mr. Hendrickson said. "And feel free to tell whomever you wish. There is a dragon here, as well as an elf. I'll make introductions a bit later, so they know you're not here in hiding. Is that acceptable? I realize that goes against what you might be used to--"

"I'm used to everyone thinking I am not to be trusted," Ben said. "Just because of what I am and nothing I have ever done."

"We truly wish to change that," Mr. Hendrickson said softly. "That's why we sent out the letters, and that's why we invited you here."

"Of course," Ben said, and wished--at least for a moment--that his words could be true. 

"The teachers will know, of course," Mr. Hendrickson said. "And the only thing I ask is that you come to me or Ms. Adams if you have any trouble or issues with another student--or another teacher, for that matter." 

"Thank you," Ben said. 

"And the kitchen will provide your meals, just like any other student; there are a few vampires who are friends of Darkbrook. We've been well-advised, and we have our own supplier of bottled blood." 

This was a surprise. They wouldn't have put out all of this trouble if they weren't serious about being inclusive. "That's--more than generous," Ben said after a moment. And then, because he couldn't help himself, he asked, "I trust that the supply cannot be tampered with?"

"The head cook and Ms. Adams are the only two people who have a key to that cabinet," Mr. Hendrickson said, as if he'd expected that question. "And the bottles, of course, still have their original seals." He smiled. "Am I missing anything? Obviously, you won't be expected to go to class outside during the day, or participate in anything that might be harmful to vampires--if you'd like, I could show you to a room and leave you with a schedule. You can pick and choose from there, and I could give you a tour later on this morning after you're settled in." 

"Thank you, that would be fine," Ben said. 

"Then follow me," Mr. Hendrickson said. "And welcome again." 

 

[image: Image]

 

There were a couple of students outside in the hall when they emerged from Mr. Hendrickson's office, but they seemed more intent on their tasks or errands than staring at a new student.  After all, it was very early morning, and most students were still asleep.

Mr. Hendrickson led Ben down the hall past the library, to the boys' wing of the castle, and stopped at a room at the very end of the line of doors. The door he opened faced west, and had shutters on the only window; it was very similar to Riala's room, except it only had one bookcase. There was a trunk--large and empty--at the foot of the bed, two chairs, and a small table, instead. 

"Is that the only bag you brought?" Mr. Hendrickson asked. 

"Yes," Ben said. "But it holds more than you would think." 

Mr. Hendrickson placed a plain white folder on the table. "Then I'll leave you in peace for a little while," he said. "I'd appreciate it if you wait for the tour before wandering around; there are hundreds of rooms here and it's fairly easy to get lost. I'll inform the kitchen of your arrival--do you need anything until I return?"

"No, I'll be fine," Ben said, and set his bag on the bed. "Thank you."

"If anyone knocks, feel free to answer. If they ask you anything, again, feel free to answer however you see fit. If they want you to come with them, let them know you're waiting for me. Okay?"

"Okay," Ben said, and smiled.

"I won't be more than an hour or two," Mr. Hendrickson told him, and left.

Ben sat down on the bed and stared around the room. His room, he realized. His very own room. The knot of tension that had never quite left his shoulders suddenly released. He sagged a bit, then straightened up. Walked over to the window, and opened it.

His window looked down on the courtyard, where only a few early-risers braved the cool morning. He didn't unpack his bag, because that could be done in five minutes; he truly hadn't brought much with him. Partly on purpose, since his orders had been to observe, but also because he truly didn't have much to bring. Perhaps if he stayed longer, he could go back to the Dawson house and bring more clothes. If Aunt Esme didn't disown him and cast him out for showing himself to Riala and Elspeth.

Ben sat down in one of the chairs and opened the folder Mr. Hendrickson had left. It was a list of classes, quite a detailed list, in fact, with descriptions beside each title, and the teacher's name at the bottom. 

He was halfway through the list when someone knocked on the door. It wasn't a teacher's knock, or at least, he didn't think it was a teacher's knock. Cautiously, Ben walked to the door and opened it.

The boy on the other side of the door hand his hand raised to knock again. He stepped back when the door opened, and Ben saw something flash in his hand. 

Vampire reflexes were, thankfully, much quicker than human reflexes. And the door was heavy, and oak and thick enough to withstand quite a bit of abuse. He was behind it before the stuff--whatever it was; it smelled like garlic--hit the door. The boy vanished. He didn't just run away; he vanished. And Ben hadn't truly gotten a good look at him. Human, brown hair, young. At least--he thought the boy had been human.

He closed the door. After a moment, he locked it. And then, because the stench of garlic made his eyes water, he opened the window. When he turned back around, the boy stood behind him, a plastic spray bottle in his hand and his finger on the trigger.

Ben jerked back. The stream of whatever missed him by inches, but he only had a limited space in which to dodge before the boy got lucky.

"Why are you doing this?" Ben asked as another stream splattered the bookcase.

The boy did not speak. The strange smile never left his face. Ben had to wonder if he was some sort of construct or apparition that had to do something with the demon; that was the only explanation that made any amount of sense. He wrapped his talent around himself. A normal human boy wouldn't have been able to pierce it; a demon, on the other hand--

The sprayer clogged. The boy's gaze never left Ben, so he wasn't human, but he didn't seem to be prepared to conjure another bottle. And although the stench made Ben's eyes water, garlic was really a lesser evil. Unless he inhaled it, he would not die from this.

Ben stepped towards the boy, who kept pumping the trigger, but liquid only dribbled out; whatever he'd used as a base--garlic powder, perhaps? - had been sucked up along with the carrier. He shook the bottle, but that didn't help, and then, as if he'd just now realized Ben was so close, he dropped the bottle and stepped back.

Ben caught his arm. The boy stared down at his hand, the smile faltering for the first time. He seemed to struggle with something, then; something internal, or perhaps it was a spell, but Ben was ready for that. The phrase he spoke was one his uncle had used; archaic language, of course, a binding; but the demon boy recognized it and did not struggle. And then, thus bound, he dropped to his knees in front of Ben and bowed his head, as if waiting to be destroyed.

This was not the demon from the basement. This one was too new, too--innocent, for want of a better word.

"Stand up," Ben said, and the boy glanced up at him, then rose. "Clean up your mess."

The boy snapped his fingers. The reeking stench of garlic vanished, along with the bottle. 

"Thank you," Ben said before he could stop himself.

The boy's eyes widened. He stood a little straighter now, as if he knew Ben would not destroy him. 

"Who sent you here?" Ben asked. 

The boy just stared at him. There was nothing in his gaze but innocence. No calculation; no deceit. It was almost as if he were a blank slate, sent only for one reason--to warn Ben away. But from what? The demon? Darkbrook itself?

He didn't know enough about demons to be able to give the boy a voice or know if he truly wanted to do such a thing. But he knew someone who did. "Riala?" 

The boy's face turned an alarming shade of white. He quivered, his eyes half-closing; his teeth clenched, but he remained standing submissively in front of Ben even as his body tensed. He obviously recognized Riala's name; that much was obvious.

"You are bound to me," Ben said softly. "Not to Riala." 

The boy finally took a breath. He choked, then coughed; his breath rattled in his lungs. 

"Sit down," Ben said, and the boy sank down onto the floor. "On the chair is fine," Ben said, and the boy scrambled up again, swaying slightly. Ben pulled out a chair for him, and he slid into it, still panting; still wheezing. The light knock on the door a moment later was too much for the boy's mind to accept; his eyes slid closed, his head fell forward onto the table.

Hopefully, this was Riala and not Mr. Hendrickson; Ben didn't really want to have to explain a demon on his first official day at Darkbrook. He opened the door warily. It was Riala, alone.

"If you wanted to test--" she began, then caught sight of the boy. She knew what he was immediately. "Oh, I see." She slipped inside and closed the door.

"He was sent here with a bottle of garlic-laced water," Ben said, and realized his hands were shaking now; the adrenalin was starting to wear off. 

"Are you okay?" Riala asked, alarmed.

"Yes, I'm fine," Ben said, and sank down on the bed. "He's bound to me; that was the only thing I could think of to do. But I don't know how to give him a voice; I don't know if I should give him a voice--" He glanced at Riala, who hadn't spoken. "He's deathly afraid of you. I think he fainted when you knocked on the door. I thought he would collapse when I said your name." 

"Wait, back up," Riala said. "You're saying 'he'. Demons don't really have a sex, no matter what it looks like here. And you bound it to you? Why?"

"What else could I have done?" Ben asked. He told her everything, from the original knock at the door to the boy appearance inside the room. Throughout all of this, the boy's eyes remained closed, his breathing ragged.

Riala paced the room a few times before she replied. "You heard your uncle speak a binding spell once and just happened to remember it at the right time?" 

"If you don't believe me, then--" Ben began.

"Nevermind that," Riala said. "It truly doesn't matter. What matters is that you bound a demon to you and now it's your responsibility. Can it do harm in this form?" 

"It could have killed me," Ben said. "If I'd inhaled." 

"But if it truly wanted to kill you, it would have used silver, which would have done more damage," Riala said. "And oil, I'd think, not water." 

"And 'spray', not 'stream'," Ben said, staring at the boy. 

"You seem much calmer when faced with a demon than when you woke up in the library," Riala said quietly. 

Ben smiled, but he felt the first pinpricks of fear now; he truly could have died, especially if the bottle hadn't clogged. "I think it's easier dealing with a demon than with a dragon and an elf," he said. "And anyway, I've already broken my word. What else could--no. I'm not even going to say it." 
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