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She stepped into the room, the clacking of her heels announcing her entrance to the walls, and the solitary chair near the farthest corner. The windows were  half shuttered, holding out the sweltering midday sun, bathing the space in a buttery yellow glow, that chased shadows through the walls. The chair was old, made of dark polished wood, upholstered in a light golden damask, that caught the sun rays and scattered them through the pattern, rendering some of the patterned flowers greenish. It seemed odd, that chair, sitting there alone, as if hiding from the sun, but still wanting to capture its warmth. It looked as she felt, out of place, uneasy, hesitant of what she was doing.

The sound of coughing brought her mind back to the world. Three more girls filled the place, two of them sitting at a round table, filling in forms, the other one sprawled on a divan, reading. The sight of those other women made her heart ease its beat. She was no longer anxious and doubtful, or not as doubtful as she'd been the instant her plane to Italy had left ground. She was doing the right thing, surely. Offered such an opportunity as she couldn't have dreamt of before. Not when coming from what she did. A modest smile etched itself over her lips, and she nodded to the other girls, who'd poised their eyes on her, and had not withdrawn them. She had filled those forms earlier, back in Lancaster where she lived, after they found her. Oh, how good it was that they had found her! She'd been alone in the world, and so scared, always so scared, after the death of her parents. 

She'd started that fire; she acknowledged. She’d been young, still. Meant no harm; didn't understand what she was doing. Five years old, only. She’d been such a baby. But when her father shouted at her, when her mother whacked her, she’d been furious. It hadn't been her fault; only an accident, the chocolate milk spilled over the white couch. She hadn't deserved the beating, nor the shouting. She’d been so infuriated; she'd started the fire. And her parents had died, saving her. She'd been burnt badly, yes, but gotten out alive. Dad had opened the window and thrown her out, they lived on the first floor, and she'd landed on the hood of her mother's car. Her body had sustained extensive burning, she’d been in hospital for so long; carried the marks of that fire still, and always would. Her face had been spared, as had her life. Mum and dad had died, and her body was filled with scars, from her right shoulder to her left leg. Horrid scars, that told the story of what she’d done; that told her aunt what she had done. 

She'd been sent to live with the woman, after her parents died, and it was hell. Being used to a different way of life altogether, she felt like a stranger there, at her aunt's house, where she wasn't allowed to touch things, except those in the small room given to her. 

She lived in fear the whole time; from her aunt who always stared at her as if expecting her to lash out and prove her she was a murderer, from the kids at school who bullied her for her curly red hair, her freckles and long skinny legs. She hadn't known where she belonged, her features were those of her mother, a beautiful black woman of Nigerian descent, from whom she’d inherited the black eyes, the thick lips and nose, as well as the shape of her face. But from her dad she got the curse of red hair and freckles all over her, and the height and weight. She’d felt lost all along. And when reaching puberty, it had been even worse. Boys and girls alike teased her, bullied her, made snide comments about her scars. She'd been forced to fight hard the urge of using her abilities to scare them off.

But she never used them, not even when those four boys had grabbed and dragged her into a derelict house, and raped her. Her aunt had blamed her for it. She’d been thirteen; alone in the world, in pain. When her aunt realised she was pregnant, sent her away, forced her to give the baby up for adoption. Then they had come. They'd taken the baby, yes, but promised her the child would be well loved and looked after, and they would even allow her to receive news of how the baby was doing. She had declined; wanted nothing to do with it. All she  wanted was to forget. So when they'd spoken to her about what she could do, how she could do certain things, she’d listened, and they’d shown her they were like her, some of them. They told her she had a place with them, where she could learn and study, be safe. And she'd been eager to join them, eager to attend the school they kept telling her about. It had taken next to nothing to convince her aunt of letting her go.

She’d studied hard, worked hard, but still felt odd, out of place. Her scars and the rape made her feel disgusted with her body, she shied away from intimacy; had no boyfriends, no girlfriends, no one. Years had passed, and she found herself wishing she hadn't given up her baby so easily, knew she’d never have another one. She would have liked being a mother, now that she was almost thirty years old, with a career of her own, a small flat and a steady life; she would have liked to share all that with a child of her own. She'd considered adopting, but then was presented with this chance, of helping out with this amazing project, such a tremendous research. 

Her eyes sparkled at the thought of it, she was excited to join in, do all she could so that the study went as far as it should. She'd been sold at first contact. Eager to leave for Venice and work with those clever people. But as she boarded the plane, her stomach had cramped, hands freezing and heart slugging down, to the point of being painful for her to breathe. She’d become riddled with doubts, and all she wanted was to get out of the fucking plane, run back to her small little flat in Lancaster and her research job in sociology, assisting the college professor who'd taken her in, and later introduced her to the people who ran that crazy project she’d now joined. But the flight was off already, too late for her to give up.

Now she was in Venice, after having crossed the canals, she’d submersed herself in the city's sights; taken in all the details she could. To spend a year there, living in that beautiful place, a palazzo, no less! It was a dream come true, and everything about that project, the stuff dreams were made of. The money was good, too, and she'd been granted leave from her work, with the assurance she'd have her place back as soon as she returned to the UK. 

Still, there’d been something about the woman who picked up her up at the airport that made her feel uncomfortable. A middle-aged woman, she was, brisk and cold, with a head of short, platinum blond hair and a pair of heels as high as stilts. Everything about that woman had been cold, heartless. How could she be part of a project that required so much heart, such sentiment? She’d wanted to bolt right back to the airport, and get on the first flight home, just because of that woman.

Seeing the three other girls in the salon, so at ease, looking so glad and smiling, she felt more assured of her decisions. One person alone did not define the rest of the people involved in that work. The whole project had spoken to her heart from the word go, it meant people like her would be safer, protected from those who couldn’t or wouldn’t try to understand their differences. It meant they might hold an upper hand, and what had happened to her, when she was just a little kid, didn't have to happen to any other child unlucky enough to have been born with all those differences. 

If other people refused to accept and understand them, if other people made it a point of demonizing those like her, then they should be able to defend themselves, they should be able to strengthen themselves and their ranks. When the project had been made clear to her, she’d seen the beauty of it, and all its possibilities. Sure, there were dangers involved, she was aware of that. But from each mistake, new knowledge was born, and from each stumble, stronger steps were taken. 

Sighing, she walked into the room with a smile, eager to get acquainted with those other women, and eager to begin her work.
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Bruges, March 2015
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Ruth ran her hands over the top of the large mahogany desk, feeling its smooth, polished wood. The office belonged to Ash, his official space within the Maledectum. But now, she was supposed to occupy it, work from there. It appeared somehow wrong, abusive, as if being treated in a different manner because of who she was, who her father was. Still, Ash had made sure she knew he trusted no one, not even Thibór, to do the task ahead of her. So Ruth sat down on the swivel chair, turned on her laptop, and opened the files.

She'd taken the time during her flights to go through the information, analysing most of it as best as she could. Reports came from all over Europe, wherever a Chapter House existed, at least. Most of the missing witches hailed from Italy, but there were tidings of disappearances stretching all the way to Ireland, the UK, France and Germany even. It was all strange, eerie. Mostly young girls, they'd been. At first, Thibór  suggested it might be some sort of sex ring, a prostitution network, kidnapping the girls and forcing them to work in the sex industry. Ruth had discarded the thought, it didn't feel right. Some witches did not look like the kind of prey sexual predators would go for. And they were witches, after all, she didn't think those girls would simply sit still and endure abuse. They'd have lashed out, used their powers to save themselves.

There was nothing in common between the missing young women, except for the fact that they were witches.

She picked up the file on one of them. Astrid Zwegg, twenty-eight years old, from Vienna. She'd been living in Munich for the past two years, working at the Chapter House there, training with older witches. Prepping up to be a Hunter, the file said. She was tall, and blond, blue eyed and lean. Not a beauty, no, but strong and healthy looking. Nothing strange about her, or her life; she was single, hard working and abiding by rules. Had been turned down for a research job, deemed more capable of becoming a hunter, but she seemed to have taken it in stride, and all her co-workers said she enjoyed the training, was eager to begin active work.

Dropping that file, Ruth grabbed another one. Lucia Salvatore, twenty-one years old, a university student from Venice. Lucia was a beauty, all right. A brunette with a cheeky smile and a head full of curls, the girl had been studying medicine. Her stance inside the Maledectum had helped her get into the college she wanted, she would be prepped for a job within the ranks, placed upon a commoner haven of sorts, where preternaturals could go to her in her quality of doctor, for health care. It was always better to have a preternatural trained doctor around, so others could get proper care, by someone who understood their unique traits. Lucia would finish her commoner's degree, and then go on to further her studies, specifically on the subject of preternatural races and their ailments. There was a great Maledectum managed school for that, right in the centre of Venice, actually, and preternaturals from all over the world flocked there to get their degrees on specific branches of medicine. 

Leaving Lucia's file, Ruth's lean hand grabbed another folder. This one belonged to an English witch. Keira Abington, twenty-eight years old, born in Surrey and lately living in Scotland, where she taught and trained young witches for the Maledectum. Keira was nothing like the other two, she had mousy brown hair, bad skin, was slightly overweight and looked meek and submissive. Nothing in common with any of the other missing women, either, except, again, for the fact that she was a witch. She had been missing since March 2014.

Not all the missing girls belonged to the Maledectum, either, Ruth had already ascertained that. There were fifteen files on her desktop, of which more than half were not Maledectum members.

Going on a hunch, she locked into her work area and opened a search tab. Not sure what to look for, she conducted a couple of searches, on missing Fey, missing can de loups, missing vampires. There were a few results, of Fey and can de loups, with notes directing to Vampire Nation. It wasn't a secret for the Maledectum,  that VN tried to breed natural vampires; and the only way to do it required a can de loup and a Fey were brought together, to procreate. It would always work better if the female was Fey, but there had been cases of can de loup females, impregnated by Fey males, giving birth to what would later become a natural vampire. She discarded those missing Fey and can de loups; they were not what she was looking for. She also discarded the known missing vampires, although it posed a new question, one she would later return to and ponder on.

What she wanted now was missing witches. As far back as she could. And there they were, Ruth realised, list after list, going back to 1989, when an entire coven had gone missing from a camping trip in the Lake District. She actually remembered that case, it had been widespread enough to have made an impression on her. She’d been ten at the time and used to her own mother being part of a coven of women. The news reports on those missing witches focused on the fact that the girls were into all sorts of occult and witchcraft, making a point of accusing the girls of involvement on satanic rituals. 

The case had been investigated extensively, all five girls had been in their late teens, early twenties, they attended the same university; had families who worried and cared for them. But they'd also all been witches, some even having been approached by the Maledectum. To this day, no one knew what had happened. The police had been at a loss about it, and the newspapers had even brought forth the possibility of a collective suicide. Some lake or other had been searched for their bodies, but to no avail. They had simply disappeared from the face of the earth.

That had been the first case Ruth unearthed. But there had been others after. Not in the UK, though, no. There had been quite a few in Italy, from what she gathered. And France too. Then it all stopped for a while, she found a gap long enough to make her suspicious. Could it be some sort of serial killer, who targeted witches only? A preternatural, possibly, but maybe a commoner too. If a commoner was made aware of the existence of witches, well, there was no accounting to what might happen. History painted a rather bleak picture of how commoners dealt with preternaturals. 

She needed to dig further, deeper. She needed to study the lives of those girls. The eldest disappearing witch was a woman in her early thirties, she noticed, in Essex. She'd worked as a counsellor for the Maledectum, helping young witches come to terms with their traits and their powers. Michelle Stanley, her name was, and she seemed to have been quite good at her job. Sasha could have used someone like her, in her life.

Sasha might have been one of those witches, Ruth realised. Before they met, before Sasha became involved with Rune, she could have been one of them. Because there was something in common between all those witches, after all. They did have something that bound them together, except that first group who’d gone missing in the eighties. 

All these witches, they had no family. All these witches were loners. Women who had no one who might insist with the police, or the Maledectum, to find them. They had few friends; they were seclusive; they kept to themselves. No one would really miss them or move heaven and earth to find them. Not like Rune had, for believing Sasha was still alive.

Ruth sighed, a sense of guilt gnawing at her stomach. Lately, she kept feeling guilty about everything. Mostly, she suffered guilt for leaving, before Rune made sure Sasha was all right. Seeing her father back at Oakridge Falls, after he'd left New Orleans in a hurry, had jarred her a bit, if she were to be completely honest. 

He had been, more than in a fury, hopeless. He’d ran back to his son, to his daughter, because he felt so hopeless about Sasha. Oh, he'd found her all right, but that, Ruth already knew, from Ash, whom Adelaide was quick to inform. But it had been a different Sasha they'd found. It was bound to be, Ruth had argued with Rune, trying to make him see reason. She'd been kidnapped, and god knows what they'd done to her, so she was bound to not be quite her old self. But what had gotten her father in such a state was seeing Sasha with another man. Seeing Sasha so entangled, so enamoured, so passionate with another man, other than him.

Hell, that must have hurt, must have crumpled his pride. But, and as Ruth had made a point of throwing in Rune's face, he had done the same thing, not a fortnight after Sasha's death. He had slept with Katherine, in the room he and Sasha shared, he'd had sex with another woman and experienced no qualms about it.

He'd gotten mad at her, then, and Ruth was left smothered with guilt, for his rage had not translated into his usual bouts of fury and shouting. He’d looked defeated and broken, walking away from her, without bothering to explain himself, as he always did. And for that reason, Ruth had felt guilty. 

Elsa had come to the aid, as she’d been doing lately. She'd talked to Rune, locked up in the bedroom he was using at the Montgomery mansion, for hour after hour, explaining to him that Sasha must be under some sort of memory spell. Something the androgynous looking vampire Jason and Rune brought along with them from Nola, had been saying all along. 

Ruth's face drew itself into a smile as she thought of her newest cousin. Valentine Snowe, who was actually Valentine Rose. A fragile looking being, with his large grey eyes, and his locks of honey blond curls, thick lips and feminine traits, Valentine had been clearly smitten by Rune. He followed him around everywhere, and hung on every word Ruth's father uttered. But he'd been exceptionally good with Finn, and he’d been exceptionally funny and interesting. She had made an immediate mental note of trying to bring him and Alexei Navgorenko together, they'd make a great pair. And knowing Rune as she did, the furthest he was kept away from anyone remotely attractive, the better, when he was one of his despondent moods, ready to wipe pain away by engaging in casual, careless, numbing sex.

As she turned her attention back to the work at hand, Ruth sensed a pang of guilt once more. She'd left Oakridge Falls two days after Rune went back to New Orleans. She was now aware he'd managed to make Sasha regain her memory; he’d called and told her, but been far too elusive about how it happened. Ash, on the other hand, made it a point of letting her know it wasn't going well, nor being easy, and he had scolded her for not waiting until things settled. He had managed to make her feel even more remorseful about having left. She'd been in Europe for a week, now, and from every phone call with Rune, she could tell he wasn't having an easy time of it. Things sounded as if they didn't go well with Sasha, and Ruth wondered if what Rune had told her before; about the Sasha he'd known and loved no longer existing; might not be a possibility. 

After much inner struggle, she contacted the proper services within the Maledectum, and requested a flight back to Nola. She'd be boarding the plane in just a few hours, and knew she would have to sort Sasha out quickly. That business with the missing witches was worrying, something was definitely off there, and she wanted to delve further into it. Ruth wanted to be back soon, to give her undivided attention to that matter. For that, she must be sure Rune was all right, Sasha too. For that, she needed to sort her friend out, and if anyone could achieve that, it was her. She'd done it before, she'd do it again.

*
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New Orleans, April 2015
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Francesca sat in the darkened room, thin arms hugging her knees, chin resting on top of them, eyes turned towards the heavy, velvet curtains that blocked the day out. She had no idea what time it was, she never had any idea of time, now. Would lay in bed long, while the morning away in dreams of rage and anger, and then get up and drag herself off to the kitchen, where she would pick a blood bag from the freezer and drink. Then she might move herself to the drawing room, where the curtains would stay closed all day, and she would sit herself on her favourite bergère, brooding, musing, letting herself steep her hatred, and infusing herself with it. She found she could no longer stomach Theo or the touch of his hand, so she moved herself into the guest room. It was smaller, and worse than the one previously occupied by Sasha, but Francesca couldn't bear the thought of staying where Sasha had once stayed. 

Not that her hatred focused solely on her. 

No, she understood Sasha's reasons all too well; her actions and her decisions. She would have done the same, or even worse,  were she in Sasha's place. Had she been the one kept away from all she loved, and having her memory wiped off, Francesca would surely do much worse than Sasha had, as revenge. She would have gone for the kill, she would. But she was a bloodthirsty woman while Sasha was cruel. Sasha had chosen the thing she knew to be the most cruel, for a vampire. Robbing them of their fangs, it had been the ultimate humiliation, and Francesca would never have thought of it. She'd have begged for heads, not teeth. 

No, it wasn't Sasha she hated or blamed, for the turn her life had taken. Everything had been going according to plan, up to a point. Even Sasha's involvement with Raphaël Devereaux had been part of her private plans, despite Theo's disgust at the thought. Sure, Raphaël was a bit of a lose gun, but so was Sasha. He was a madman, but an easily manageable one, with drink and drugs. Sasha had been easily manageable too, with the allure of vampire blood. But Blanche had wanted to take Raphaël off his wine and his opiates, she had wanted to have him learn of his witchcraft, of his powers, and she had gone so far as going around Francesca's back, and have Sasha train with a witch as well. If there was a person Francesca blamed, above anyone else, for what had happened to her, that person was Blanche.

Because she had kept Blanche's secrets, and saved Blanche's life so many times, but what did she get in return? Nothing, but losing her fangs, losing the one thing that made her a vampire, a powerful being. Blanche allowed for it to happen, when she should have fought back. After all, it was her town. And Theo, too. Who had given up straight away, without even trying. Now, he went along seducing his socialites and his older women, he moved along with his life as if it was nothing, off to the theatre and the opera every night, dinner parties and dates, rubbing elbows with the elite and the politicians, as if nothing had happened at all. 

He moved on with his life and was actually happy, the stupid fool. She could have killed him for it. She could have killed Blanche too. Instead, Francesca settled for revenge. 

She had sat in the dark, brooding, musing, planning. She had laid down her plans, to her best capacity, and once decided, she made her first move and got in touch with Marissa Temperley, from Vampire Nation. The one responsible for recruiting her, all those many years ago. If things backfired, and VN decided they wanted her dead for having lied and tricked, and run away from their hands, it would be nothing. She was stuck in New Orleans, after all, and Nola belonged to Blanche. Blanche would never allow for VN to kill her off. Especially not inside her domains.

If, on the other hand, everything progressed as expected, she may just get her hands on her ticket out of Nola, and she may just get her hands on her revenge. Her sweet, sweet revenge. Against Theo, against Sasha, against Raphaël, but mostly against Blanche. Who would regret the day she had betrayed Francesca. 

Those daydreams were interrupted by the door opening in on her, and Theo's head peeking through. As she turned her face to him, it was hard to disguise the amount of despise she now felt for him.

“What?” she barked. 

Theo now avoided her most of the time, after that first week where he had tried to console and comfort her, to no avail. She was glad he did.

“Lennox is here to see you,” he replied, freckled face turning red at the tone she used.

“Fuck her.”

The door was pushed ajar, and a furious-looking Blanche walked in, pushing Theo aside. He shrugged and turned on his heels, making for the front door, running off to his women and his politician friends. Francesca sighed in relief at having him gone, but her stomach lurched at the sight of Blanche.

“Good morning, Françoise,” the vampire hissed, and rushed across the fluffy rug towards the large windows. Grabbing hold of the velvet drapes, she pulled them aside, allowing bright yellow sunlight to flood the room. 

Francesca covered her face with her hands, and huddled over herself in the bergère. Her long, white nightgown fell over her feet, covering them, as if the sun might hurt her. It was a common mistake in vampire lore, that the sun would harm them, and they could only go out at night. Sunlight, sunshine, did nothing to them. But when you stayed in the dark for as long as she had, the sudden bright glare would always make your eyes sting. She heard Blanche's steps closing in on her and uncovered her face.

“Go away,” her growl lacked force, lacked real threat. 

Blanche sat down, considering herself safe, and that was exactly how Francesca wanted her. Guards lowered,  guilt striking at the sight of Fran's fang-less mouth. That was how she wanted Blanche, all right, so she didn’t even know what hit her when Francesca struck.

“I will not. This must end, Françoise. This tantrum of yours...”

“Tantrum?” she hissed, baring her teeth, so the other vampire could see the absence of her weapons. “This is no tantrum, I'm powerless and bared of all that made me a vampire.”

“Tut,” Blanche held out a hand and grabbed Francesca's. “You don't need fangs, not at this day and age. And as for leaving Nola, just be patient, we'll find a way around it. You still have your glamour, you still have your skills, and you're still strong and powerful. Here,” she handed her a box in rich, dark burgundy velvet. Francesca held it up, her eyes quizzical. “Go on, open it.”

Doing as she was bid, Fran pulled up the lid, and her eyes widened, if only slightly, at the sight of what lay neatly inside the box. It was a filigree thimble of sorts, all intricately woven, as if it were lace, and decked with small, dark rubies, a peace of jewellery so delicate and beautiful, Blanche must have spent a fortune on it. 

She picked it out of the box, knowing far too well what it was. Placing it on her index finger, she clutched the fingernail into the little winch built into the piece of jeweller,y and pulled. A sting came out of the tip, which was already tapered into a point. The sting was a sort of silver proboscis, something that would pierce a vein, if pressed against one, and force a flow of blood out. It had been a very popular type of jewellery amongst vampires, between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, but had fallen into disuse during the twentieth. It was a pretty bauble, a trinket, not a substitute for what she had lost. Fran wanted to throw it into Blanche's face, but refrained from it. Her moment would come, her time would come, and it would be a lot more rewarding, than the simple hitting of a pretty face with a velvet-covered box.

“Try it,” Blanche urged, but Francesca let the box drop from her hand to the small round table beside her. “Why are you so angry with me?” Now Blanche sounded tired, confused. She stood up from the seat she’d taken on the other chair, and paced the room in rapid steps. “I did all I could to...”

“You did nothing,” Francesca screamed. She wouldn't have held herself back, now, despite how much she wanted to. “You stood back and let them destroy me, maim me. You might have prevented it, you're always going about how you're the queen of New Orleans, you should have stopped them, Blanche.”

“How was I to do it, tell me? I saved your life, Françoise. They would have killed you, you know? They wanted you dead, Sasha and I convinced them of not doing it.”

“How many times did I save your life, Blanche? You could have killed them, instead, taken them all to your little club at Metairie and made blood bags out of them, for the vampire blood addicts, couldn't you? And we could have worked on Sasha a bit more, had another memory spell done, a stronger one, that witch of yours, the pretty one, she's good, she's really good. We could have sorted it out and I needn't lose my fangs. But you chose to side with them.”

“Are you insane? Do you hear yourself, Françoise? Kill them? Imprison them? You're talking about mad Bill Devereaux. He'd break free, and come after me. They would start a war in Nola, and VN would be too happy to comply. It's not as if no one would have missed him, that daughter of his, she'd come after him, after Lord Ashby. The whole of the Maledectum would come looking for them,” Blanche sounded frantic, at the idea of a war taking over her town.

“But you've done away with members of the Maledectum before, and you were never worried about the consequences.”

“Samuel Hargrave is the most important member of the Maledectum, Fran. His killing would bring dire consequences for me, for you. It would be all out war, and I fought so long and so hard to turn this town into a haven, to make sure it is a safe harbour for our kind. You know all I've done.”

“What I know, Blanche, is you were scared of them all. You feared what might come out, if you stood up to them, worried your secrets would come out, you dreaded Raphaël should no longer be a secret. Shuddered at the chance that what you keep hidden in the bayou might come out in the open, and Raphaël would then find the whole truth about you,” she shifted in her seat, “You can't stand the idea of having Raphaël turn his back on you, can you? You chose him over me, that's all there is to it. 

“He threatened Theo when we took Sasha to Charleston, did you know? Told Theo he'd tell Sasha everything, and he'd search for mad Bill himself, so he could bring them back together. And that he'd make sure Sasha found out what we did to her, that mad Bill was aware of it and asked for our heads. So what happened in this house, was Raphaël trying to climb up in your stance, pull the rug from under you, and push me out. He regards me as a threat because I see right through him, and he wanted me out, he wanted me powerless. He got his wish, and one day, Blanche, he'll betray your trust, he'll fuck you up. He can't be trusted, remember the Katrina? And yet, you chose him over me,” Francesca knew she sounded crazy, accusing Raphaël like that, but she believed her words,  Raphaël wanted her out of Blanche's life.   

And she was convinced he was to blame for most of what had happened, after all, he had bewitched Blanche all those centuries ago, and he'd made sure Blanche would end up protecting his safety above anything else. The only way to have her cousin break free of his hooks, was for him to finally be informed of the whole truth. And she would see that he would.

“It's nothing like that, Françoise. You were the one hiding secrets from me, lying. If you had told me straight away, that Sasha had a baby with mad Bill Devereaux, I could have prevented all this. I'd have time enough to come up with a plan, to keep my eyes peeled, but you chose to lie. My hands were tied because of it.”

“Ah, so this was my own fault. Enough of this, Blanche. I won't easily forget your betrayal, nor can I force myself to forgive.”

“Would you rather be dead, really?”

Francesca held up her head and gazed into Blanche's eyes, “No. But I would rather you stood up to them, for my sake, as I did for you, so many times.”

“There's no talking to you! You want to believe I'm to blame for all this, I am not. I've been trying to find ways of you leaving Nola, with no one knowing about it. If that's your wish, I mean, if you do prefer leaving. I know you can no longer stand Theo, he has come to me with his complaints. I always thought he was far too weak for you, a weak, weak man. I never understood why you stood by him all those years.”

“Because of the girl, you fool. Because Sasha Devereaux was supposed to be the most powerful thing to touch the face of this earth, and she would have built us a realm, a safe realm. Safer than the one you got here.”

Blanche nodded, she understood Françoise's reasons, but not why she had kept the truth from her. Not after Blanche had told her her own little secret, “We might have prevented this, Fran, if you trusted me like I trusted you.”

“Yes, I was wrong not to,” she whispered, finally admitting to the errors of her actions. 

She should have told Blanche everything about Sasha, yes, especially the baby. In retrospect, and knowing all she now knew, Blanche could have helped her get her hands on that child. 

But they had still been duped, made fools of. She gazed around the room, remembering how mad Bill Devereaux had sat there, on the dainty little sofa to her right, and she none the wiser to who he really was. He had sat there, and introduced himself as Rune Sanderson, and when Sasha came down, he had looked taken by her,  becoming even paler, and his eyes had been wide and wild looking, and he seemed to lose his voice and his cool, but neither woman had made anything of it. It didn't cross their minds, not for one second, that the young vampire sitting with them could be mad Bill Devereaux.

He had them fooled, the both of them. How had they grown so lax, so soft and careless, they who once were on tenterhooks because of LaLaurie, they who once sped throughout Scotland running from Maledectum hunters, because Raphaël had killed a couple of witches, and turned a vampire? They, who were always on the alert to keep safe, they had been fooled by mad Bill Devereaux, all right. But the truth was, he was nothing of what Francesca had imagined him to be, and she was fooled by that. 

He looked so young, and somewhat innocent. At the same time, he looked so damaged, so sad. Fran had caught herself looking deep into those liquid blue eyes, and perceiving the immense pain behind them, how it made him even more appealing, kindling inside her an intense desire to wash away all that pain;  caught herself gasping at the beauty of it all, of his suffering and his sadness. She had been attracted to the boy, as she called him in her head, before discovering who he really was. She had felt attracted to him, and that had made her lower her guard, and scatter her attention. And Blanche a victim of the same, where it came to mad Bill's pretty sister.

“Come to dinner with me tonight,” Blanche whispered. “Remember when we used to go to dinner, and then the opera or the theatre? Remember when we first got here? Can we not be like that again?”

Francesca sighed. Blanche was right where she would have her, “Yes. We could go to dinner. Just us. No Theo, no Raphaël.”

“No. None of them, just the two of us.”

“How is Raphaël? The girl still hanging around?” Francesca winced as she mentioned Adelaide. 

After all, it had been her, performing the gruesome task of parting Fran from her fangs. Not that the girl was to blame, there weren't many vampires who knew how to do that particular operation. 

“Yes. They're staying at the house, with me.”

“Do you like her?”

“I don't dislike her. She's good with him. Keeps him focused, and he's saner with her, than I’ve ever seen him before. He actually sleeps, and is no longer riddled with nightmares. Now they want to travel.”

Francesca couldn't help breaking out in laughter. The thought of Raphaël travelling was not an amusing one, she had once been one of his travelling companions, and it had been hell. They'd needed all their wits and strength about them, to keep him under control, and still, there were times Raphaël escaped their supervision, and wreaked havoc all over. And there'd been three of them, two vampires and one Fey, how did a single vampire girl hope to keep him controlled, all the time, on her own? Unless they were travelling with others. Perhaps Lord Ashby would join the party, to make sure Raphaël Devereaux did not constitute a danger.

“Aren't you afraid Samuel Hargrave ends up making a file on Raphaël? Are you not afraid he might use his own sister, so he can attain Raphaël's history for his damned Maledectum files?”

Blanche sighed. She did wonder, if that was not Lord Ashby's plan all along, so she’d made a point of having a quiet conversation with him. At first, Blanche was rather surprised he was still staying in New Orleans, after Sasha and mad Bill  left, but had assumed he would want to keep an eye on Françoise and Theo, at least for a while. There’d also been the matter of Adelaide, and her involvement with Raphaël. So she had invited Lord Ashby to one of her dinner parties, a petit comité one, with a few of her most trusted minions, with Raphaël and Adelaide, of course, and also Valentine Snowe, who turned out to be related to both Sasha and mad Bill. 

Throughout the dinner she studied Lord Ashby, with deepened attention, trying to figure out what way was best, for her to approach him, and pose her questions. She had also tried to understand him, what moved him, what made him tick, and was rather surprised at having caught his eyes set on Valentine, for a number of occasions. It all made sense then, that he lingered on in Nola, even if Adelaide was there to keep an eye on things for him. It had made perfect sense, as Blanche recognised the light in Lord Ashby's eyes for what she knew it to be, desire. The most notable Head of the Maledectum was under the spell of another vampire, a pretty one, yes, but rather insignificant, as far as she saw it. Still, it was something to further analyse, later on, and it was at least something about him that she had managed to dig out, Lord Ashby being so mysterious and private as he was. 

So with that insight at hand, she approached him, as the party moved from the dining room to the drawing room, where coffee would be served. Grabbing hold of his arm, Blanche led him back to the room they were leaving, and she had shut the door behind her, leaning against it. He was tall, and imposing, prohibitive in his muscularity. Unlike mad Bill, who was even taller, but reedy and thin, Samuel Hargrave looked strong, buffed, dangerous.

“I wanted to speak to you privately,” she had said, wishing to sound braver than she felt. He nodded her on, so she continued.“I wanted to know if you'll disclose what you have discovered here to the Maledectum.”

“You're talking about Raphaël Devereaux,” he said, seeing right through her. How he understood immediately what she meant had been a mystery. “I made no files about him, yet. We have one, but it states he died long ago, during an attack perpetrated upon his sister. They were both said to be killed, then. She is filed as a vampire witch, he as a simple witch.”

“I'd like to keep his condition secret.”

“Yes, Adelaide asked the same of me. But Raphaël seems to want different things. He proposed telling me his life story, to Adelaide's horror. Her expression was much the same as yours. Is it that terrible, the life he has led?”

She had nodded in assent, “It is shocking. He was treated like cattle, at some point. Like a prized stallion, only kept alive for reproductive purposes. Not even I know all the details of his life.”

“Adelaide does. He told her everything. But I can't be certain that he is who he claims to be, Lennox Bonmot. We have records of a Raphaël Devereaux, twin brother to an Angélique Devereaux Beaumont, having died. I want to have his DNA tested, and he's already agreed to that.”

“Call me Blanche, please. He survived Angélique's death. That's why he has the dreams, the nightmares, that's why he feels haunted by her. You do know about this?”

Lord Ashby hadn't known, and so she had filled him in, and told him Raphaël wasn't all together there. She had been at least reassured his identity and powers would be kept secret for a while longer, but Lord Ashby had made it very clear, that if Raphaël wanted to compile his own file for the Maledectum records, he would oblige him. All that was left then, was the matter of Adelaide wanting to travel with him. Blanche had tried to clarify that Raphaël needed to be kept under control, she had imparted she did not believe Adelaide to be yet capable of handling him on her own.

“I'll be travelling with them, Adelaide and I have unfinished business we need to see to in Europe.”

And that was it. She couldn't tell Samuel Hargrave she found him incompetent to deal with someone like Raphaël, not when he had been dealing with mad Bill Devereaux for so many centuries. Now, all being left for her to do was let go, of the hold she still considered she had over Raphaël, pass it on to Adelaide. She couldn't say it wasn't sort of a blessing, him being a handful at his best, a nightmare of huge proportions at his worse.

Blanche came back to the present, and focused her attention on her cousin, who still waited for an answer.

“Yes,” she replied and was ready to leave, sensing her job there to be done, “I confronted him about it, and for now he’ll keep quiet. They will leave soon, Françoise, Lord Ashby and Adelaide Sanderson, and take Raphaël. We can start thinking of ways for you to be able to travel outside New Orleans, without them knowing, but you need to be patient. It will take time.”

Francesca nodded, her eyes hooded and thoughtful. Oh, she knew it would take time, if depending on Blanche, who seemed to have become skittish and fearful along the years. But she had already taken her own measures into hand, and would soon be showing all of them how sweet revenge might be. The fact that all those with ties to the Maledectum would soon be leaving town, only made it easier for her to do what she had to. The wheels were moving already, and there was no stopping that train.

*
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RAPHAËL STOOD BY THE window, his body shadowing the light that came through the slightly open curtains. Dawn was minutes away. The glow outside, already tinted, rose above the rooftops over Esplanade, but the city seemed eerily quiet, the Marigny sleepy and drowsy, as if everyone had fled the town for other pastures. His skin broke out in goosebumps at the thought of an empty city at his feet, and he took a glance back, towards the bed if only to assure himself that Adelaide was still there.

Her naked body was draped over the white sheets, one leg and buttock peeking out from under the pale cotton, one arm curled around his pillow, face buried in it,  long hair falling all around her head and over her shoulders. His heart lurched at the sight, he had met no one as perfect as she was. He wished he could draw and paint like Valentine, so he might capture that moment. It spoke of infinite, unattainable beauty to him. Grabbing his mobile from the top of the dresser to his right, Raphaël snapped one quick picture and then another. He would ask Val to paint him a new portrait, one of Adelaide, and he could then store away Angélique for good. Adelaide had healed him, cured him of his sister, driven away her ghost. It was only fair her image replaced that of the dethroned queen, who no longer ruled over his heart and mind.

They had taken up residence in Blanche's house, at her insistence. Adelaide didn't move entirely there, she still held a suite at the same hotel she was staying at, when he’d first met her, but she slept in his room most nights, spent most of her time there with him, whenever they weren’t sightseeing around the city. Strangely enough, Adelaide accepted him, and all his sins, passing no judgement. He had told her the story of his life, and seen her face paint emotions through her expressions, and the look in her eyes. There’d been confusion and sadness; also some disgust and some pain, mostly he had seen how she pitied him and what he was put through, what he had put himself through. In the end, she seemed to have become even closer to him, and all along she’d stood by his side, when facing Blanche, when facing her own family. It couldn't be said everyone had welcomed the relationship between them with open arms. Nothing had been straightforward, there.

Things were awkward where it came to mad Bill Devereaux. Rune Sanderson as he preferred to be called. There was a deep unease on his part, and Raphaël understood his reasons; Rune and Sasha had a child together, they’d been engaged, and she had been ripped off from him. To find her alive when he thought her dead, and in the arms of another man; that must have been confusing in the least. So it was understandable that Rune didn't wish to be in Raphaël's presence all that much, which was a pity, as Raphaël held a deep fascination for the younger vampire. 

He had met two Devereaux vampires prior to Rune,  Theo and Sasha. And both were magnificent in their own ways, both were extraordinary, Sasha more than anybody else he ever met. But they had not been vampires as long as Bill Devereaux, they didn't have behind them the history, the legend, Bill Devereaux did. And Bill's history was so alike Raphaël's. He longed to bond with him, but had been thwarted all along, Rune kept avoiding him, Sasha as well. After the sad affair that had taken place at Theo and Francesca's house, they met only once, when Sasha and Rune had left back to Europe. Raphaël had insisted on accompanying Adelaide to the airport, and they parted in polite, though distant terms.

Looking once more at Adelaide's sleeping body, his frown softened. He had never felt that way before, not even for Angélique. The sight of Adelaide made his heart jump-start and the blood flow faster and warmer in his veins. The thought of her calmed his spirits, made him hunger for her presence, for the comfort and peace it brought him. When they were together, he couldn't keep his hands from touching her, if only to reassure himself she was there, and real; she was his. Danger lay there, he knew, in what he felt and how he felt. The intensity with which he felt it. Those were emotions he had so longed ran from, never allowing them into his mind, his heart, shunning from bestowing his attentions upon females, lest he would fall into the trap of passions so strong, he ended up losing his soul to them.

Blanche had made sure she let him know how dangerous it was, to let himself feel as he did for Adelaide, but he couldn't have controlled it. All he could do was go along with it, and try to reason with himself, try to make sure he saw her not as someone who belonged to him, but someone who belonged to herself. So far, he had been quite successful. 

Contrary to Rune, who regarded Sasha as his most cherished and prized possession, Raphaël viewed Adelaide as an individual who chose to be with him, not to be his. This made all the difference, he realised. That she saw them as equal and that he; being the man he was, having lived the life he had, having been raised as he was, in a time where women were but currency; that he managed to view Adelaide as his equal, was an achievement he never thought he might come to accomplish. 

But Raphaël could not hold Adelaide accountable for that, she was not responsible for changing him. The ones making him grow and open his views wider, had been Blanche, and Sasha. Both were responsible for all the changes in his mind, his views of the world and the people inside it. For that alone, he was grateful to have them in his life, and couldn't think of a world where Blanche was not there for him, as some sort of maternal figure, someone who had been there, through his worst moments, his sicknesses and weaknesses. 

Sasha, on the other hand, had bullied him into being more open-minded, more tolerant, into accepting what for so many centuries was beyond acceptance for him. She and Valentine both. There was no way he wanted them out of his life. So, no matter how long it took, or how hard it was, he knew he had to, somehow, forge a relationship with Rune, pierce through his barriers, overstep the other vampire’s suspicion of Raphaël, due to his prior relationship with a woman Rune viewed as his alone. For Sasha would insist on having Raphaël in her life, too.

With the impeding trip to Europe Adelaide kept talking about for the last few days, he knew he might have a chance to try to bond with Rune. If only the man managed to put behind him the affair between Raphaël and Sasha, all should be well. Still, it made him anxious, not knowing how Rune would receive him, not knowing what to expect from that trip. He hadn't left New Orleans since Blanche brought him there; had never returned to Europe, not when he was so prone to losing his head, as he’d been all along. Not when ghosts and demons haunted him, leading him to acts of despair that could raze a town to shambles, destroy a whole world, take millions of innocent lives. Raphaël had never dared leave the safety of Blanche's vicinity, for fear of what he might bring upon himself, and the rest of the world as well.

There had been no dreams, and no nightmares for a while, now. No ghosts haunting him, or voices calling out his shame and guilt, not since Adelaide entered his life. He had feared what might happen, the first time they slept together, really slept. Had been worried he'd wake her up with his screams, his demons tearing him up from the inside, but nothing had happened. He had fallen asleep with his head lying over her bosom, and had slept the night away. On a couch. Fully clothed. 

Thoughts of that night put a smile on his face. Everything had been imbued of a dreamy innocence, a purity he’d long lacked in his life. He’d gone up to her suite, like the previous evening, when he spent the hours until dawn telling her every detail of his life, so she knew him inside out, so she knew all his sins and all his demons. 

They had talked again, that second night, about Francesca and Theo, about the sentence Ash had chosen for them, and that Adelaide had been the one carrying through; they had talked for a while, lying close together on the couch, arms wrapped around each other, and they’d fallen asleep. Morning light woke them up, rested, fitfully prepared for a new day, and Raphaël had been amazed at the lack of dreams, of voices in his head. 

There had been nights with Sasha, with Blanche, too where hauntings by his sister's ghost were avoided, but never away from his quarters, from the familiarity of his own room. That he had given in to a sound night of sleep, was nothing short of a miracle in his eyes. Adelaide looked very much like a miracle worker, that morning, and his feelings for her took an overwhelming assault on all his senses. Before there was time for them to get up from the couch, his lips were glued to hers, his tongue coarsely opening up a pathway into her mouth. She had responded in manner, hands diving to the sweater he was wearing, helping Raphaël out of it. They ended up falling down on the hardwood floors, laughing all along.

It didn't stop him; hadn't stopped the surge of lust and desire he felt for her. The floor it would be, then, he managed to think,  wouldn't be the first time he’d end up fucking a woman over a rug. 

But Adelaide was so much more than a woman, and the awe she had him in was so much larger than anything he’d ever experienced with others of her sex, so he had tried to get up and lead her to the bed, where they finally got rid of their clothes. He had stood in delight, gazing at her body. She showed the figure of a very young girl;  obviously choosing not to age herself. Her body looked somewhat unripe, as if she’d been but fifteen years of age, the age she was when dying her first death. Still, in his eyes she looked perfect, the long legs, the small round buttocks, the perked up breasts, and the almost hairless triangle of her pubis. 

What did not look perfect; and he had tried so hard to avoid his eyes falling and resting over it; was the red, angry scar across her abdomen. It looked fresh, as if recent, but he was aware of how long ago it had been inflicted. He wondered why Adelaide insisted on keeping it, when she could easily have gotten rid of it. Then he realised; she wanted him to see it, to see her for who she was, and know what had been done to her. 

As he had shown her his demons, so she showed him hers.

He had kissed the angry welt with the same reverence he kissed her lips, her breasts, or her cheeks. He had laid her down, and made love to her, his body covering hers and sensing the scar against his own stomach, knowing there was danger in all that. Soon, he would be faced with it. But he had made love to her, because there was  nothing he wanted more than to be inside that woman, to be a part of that woman, and have her be a part of him, as well. And there was danger in those feelings, too, and he knew they would come back to bite him one day. He’d be ready, now, with her by his side, there was nothing Raphaël didn’t believe himself capable of facing, nothing he could not look in the eye, and bare a blasé smile of devil may care attitude at.

“What are you doing up?” Adelaide's voice was mellow, soft. 

He turned his eyes on her and smiled, heart filled with a sense of happiness he couldn't quite remember having experienced. 

“Come back to bed,” she begged.

Ready to comply, Raphaël skittered off to lay beside her, kissing the soft skin of her shoulder. 

“Good morning,” he whispered, as the first rays of sun broke through the gaps in the curtained windows, and flooded the bedroom with buttery white light.

“Good morning. How are you feeling? About tonight, I mean.”

He cocked his head to the side, analysing his emotions. The thought of boarding a plane scared him, if he was to be honest. The thought of seeing other places and walking through unknown streets, facing unknown people, excited him. Doing it with Adelaide excited him even more. 

“I'm a bit anxious, I'll be honest. But as long as you're with me, it'll be fine. I’m eager to see the world, by your side, know the places you’ve visited, learn to love them as much as you do.”

The trip had been carefully planned to the utmost detail, Ash making a point of it. Raphaël accepted his interference without questioning him, he was, after all, Adelaide's maker. One of them, at least. And he was looking out for the safety of others, beside his own. They would board a flight to London, and from there they would travel to Swansea. They would stay there for a few days, both Adelaide and Ash having business in town and the outskirts, and Rune had asked them to pick some of his belongings from his cottage.

Then they'd go back to London, where Adelaide was supposed to pick up a dress for Sasha, and they would take a flight to Helsinki, where Rune and Sasha awaited them. Adelaide spoke highly of Helsinki, where she had lived with Rune and Ash, during the Second World War, and later during part of the nineties. She seemed to have nothing but praise for the town, and yet Raphaël sensed her heart was set in Paris. She often reminisced about it, telling him stories of the city and its inhabitants, during her time there, right after Rune and Ash had turned her and fled London, choosing the city of lights for their new abode, renting an entire flat on the upper floors of a central Parisian building, which gave them a spectacular view of the city’s rooftops. She told him also of the wild nightlife and the never ending parties they’d attended later, after the First World War, the Josephine Baker performances she’d flocked to, the atelier of Mademoiselle Chanel, where Adelaide sought garments from, the thrill of living in a place that was coming back to life and jumping with culture, art, new ideas.

She wanted to take him there, so they agreed on making a pit stop after Helsinki, if all went well and Raphaël didn't have any fits or nightmares, that would make him dangerous to strangers. He wished to travel alone with her, and see the places she held dear to her heart, but was also afraid he might prove to be a bit too much for her. Having Ash travelling with them was like a safety net that actually put his mind at ease.

“You'll like it, getting out of here, seeing new places. I'm sure it'll be good for you,” she hugged him tighter, her lips planting a kiss on his cheek. 

There was a darkness in her eyes, that he thought he knew where it came from, and for a second, he could feel his body turn cold with fear. 

“Raphaël,” her voice had become even smaller, now, as if afraid of speaking. “You said you fixed Sasha... about her inability to have children. You said you fixed her womb so she could get pregnant again, if she wanted to.”

There it was, he realised. Finally, what he had been dreading all along, here it was. He had no idea what to say to her, so he kept silent. Weeks had gone by, already, since their first night together, since the first time they’d made love, and every single one of them, Raphaël had expected her to blurt out those very words, beg for the impossible, smother him with the impending guilt of not being up to the task, of failing her, consequently losing her for good. Fear took away all his reactions, and the voice he sought, lay frozen in terror.

“I was wondering,” Adelaide recommenced, as if she’d been gathering up courage to speak. “Maybe you might try and fix me? With your magic?”

The only thing that occurred to him was pull her even more into his embrace, and kiss her head, her hair. Words seemed to elude him, what she asked for was unlike anything he ever did before. He didn't know if she could be fixed. He had tried to see what was wrong inside her, what the madman had done to her. Every time they made love, he tried to go a little further in his study of her damaged womb, and he could tell just how her insides had been ruined. He didn't know if he might reverse the devastation inside. He hadn't even dared trying. But he had known she would ask. One day, she would ask. 

Besides the problem of not being sure what her killer had done to her, there was the problem of his own morals. He could try to fix her, yes. But what if he didn't succeed? She would have placed her faith in him and he would have let her down. She would be heartbroken, for sure. In time, she might heal, but there would always be an ache within her, that she could not conceive life in her womb. 

And if he did succeed, the prospect seemed even worse. If she asked him to heal her womb, she did it because the desire for children must have crossed her mind. The wish to be a mother must be inside her. What if she wanted to bear him a child? Wouldn't he want the same as well? To have a life born out of his and her loins, a life made out of the purest love he had ever experienced? Would he be strong enough, or cruel enough to deny her that, after healing her? Could he say no to her, knowing it might bring about the end of what they had? 

He couldn't bear the thought of losing Adelaide. But the idea of bringing about into the world a being like Raphaël and Marie Louise Beaumont, made him shudder. The thought of bringing about a being, who would grow up to be like any of his witch daughters, spawned out of his previous witch daughters, sickened him. The world of possibilities it opened, scared him. What that might do to him, to Adelaide, was unbearable, unthinkable. He couldn't risk it. Any child that came out of his loins was bound to be a demon, and he had only just gotten himself rid of all his prior demons. He couldn't afford to bring about more.

“Raphaël?” Her hands grabbed his face and forced him to eye her. 

There was fear in his eyes, deep within them, there was panic and Adelaide knew where it came from. She had thought long and deep about asking him, to do to her what he had done to Sasha, considering the possibilities and the consequences, and she had prepared herself for every single outcome. 

“What's on your mind?”

He sighed and sat up in bed, forearms over his bony knees, a darkness across his face, “What happened to you, the way you lost the capability of having children spawn in your womb, I dunno if I can fix that, Adelaide. I never came across that kind of thing. All I ever healed were witches and vampires, who went through difficult childbearing. Witches who gave birth to a vampire's offspring.”

“Well, it's not all that different.”

“Yes, it is. I placed my hands over your womb and tried to sense what is wrong with you. There's... parts missing. Look, you didn't go into any details about what the man did to you, and I respect the fact you don't want to talk about it. But I researched his other victims and read through the autopsies, and what he did to them. I also asked Ash what he and Rune found, when they entered your room, and he gave a pretty detailed description. I'm sorry for going behind your back on this, but I was sure one day you'd ask me to fix you. I needed to find out as much as possible about what, well, about your death.”

“I couldn't have told you anything. Except for him slashing my throat open, I remember little more. I knew I was going to die, as soon as I let him in my room. I realised he would kill me, and all I could think about was, I should have accepted Rune's proposal, despite wishing it had come from Ash. Then the blade cut my skin, and there was all this blood coming out, and I fell on the bed and fainted. There was pain, all the time there was this intense pain, that kept making me come in and out of consciousness. But I have no idea what he did to me. Rune never said, Ash either. They always kept it to themselves, and I never asked.”

“He took your womb out. He took your intestines out. He was starting on your breasts when Rune and Ash came climbing up the stairs. He had to stop, then. They pulled everything back inside you, but none possessed any anatomical knowledge, to understand if they were doing it right. I've tried to sense your insides, it feels wrong, it all feels wrong. I'm not sure if I can help you with this, Adelaide. I don't want to disappoint you, you know?”

“What else worries you? It's not just that. Look, I lived for nearly a hundred and thirty years like this, unable to create a new life. It won't kill me, if things stay the same. I'm prepared for that outcome.”

“But if you're asking me this, you must have considered the possibility of having children of your own. You must want them.”

“Sure I do. I would love to one day have a child of my own. With someone I love deeply, like Rune and Sasha did. Is that so strange, Raphaël?”

He shook his head, and felt her slide up to him, wrapping her arms around his torso and glueing her naked breasts to his back. 

“You must know you need to be honest with me. Please,” she whispered.

“What if one day you want to bear my child? What if I want to have a child with you?”

“What on earth is wrong with that?” she sounded genuinely puzzled, and he turned his head round, so he could face her. There was nothing but wide open curiosity about her face and eyes.

“Adelaide, I told you about my offspring. About how warped, how sick they all were. My daughters imprisoned me, the daughters I had with them kept me locked up in a cage, using me as a stallion fit for reproduction only.”

Holding his face between her hands again, Adelaide kissed him. 

“I'm not your daughter,” she said. “Nor your granddaughter. I'm in no way related to you. The children you had, they were far too interbred, you know that. Children you made on your sister, on your daughters, your granddaughters. They could never be completely normal, healthy. There had to be a trace of madness about them, come on, history is full of that. Just think of the Medici, the Hapsburgs. The Egyptian Pharaohs. They were all insane, because they interbred far too much. 

“If, and I say if; I can carry a child in my womb someday, and if we decide we want to raise a child together, there is nothing to this fear of yours, honey. It's not you who are tainted. Did you ever consider that maybe it was Angélique that carried something in her? Because, despite all his faults, Theo Devereaux is not mad, and neither is Sasha. They're both vampires like you, both Devereaux, and Sasha is even a vampire witch, the same as you are. What makes you think it's something in your blood, in your genetics?”

“What about Rune?” he mumbled, and Adelaide fell silent. “See, he isn't called mad Bill Devereaux for absolutely no reason at all.”

“I wasn't there, back then. I wasn't even born. But from what I learnt, from what Ash told me, and he was there, Rune's madness was justified. Ask him yourself, ask if you can read his files, you'll see. But you're jumping the gun, Raphaël. I never said I wanted to have your child, I only asked if you can fix me. I may not even wish to be a mother, ever, I don't know. But the fact that that monster took away my choices, I have always felt like half a woman, incomplete, maimed. I would like to know I can make a choice, on whether to have children or not, know what I mean?”

Once more Raphaël nodded, “Lie down,” he told her, and Adelaide was quick to comply. 

She stretched herself out on the bed and Raphaël placed both hands over her abdomen. Although she had now erased any trace of the deep cut she had suffered in that area, he could still sense it there, where the skin and veins and arteries had merged, where muscle had fused and combined, where flesh had developed into new flesh. Beneath it, it was chaos. He closed his eyes and focused on the insides of her body, unknotting the wrong from the right. Taking deep, paused breaths, he tried to do as Sasha did, bringing in energy from the world outside to aid his magic. He perceived the coarse roar of force race through his arms, making his skin tingle and prickle. It was almost visible to the naked eye, the current running inside him, as if electricity found a conductor in his body, and had made him a willing hostage. 

Adelaide gasped, as light blue sparks seemed to flicker on the tip of his fingers, and Raphaël pressed his hands harder against her skin. Heat rose from his palms, filling her belly with a burning sensation, akin to a blunt flare, a deep cut, but comforting at the same time. She  let out a sigh, sensing her body shake and her skin crawl. There was something working inside her, now, something moving her innards, and it was not a good sensation. It hurt, and the pain deepened, as if she was being turned inside out, as if someone had reached a clawed hand inside her and was moving her organs around, changing them from one side to the other. She let out a scream, inadvertently, and he stopped.

“No, please, go on, something was happening inside me,” Adelaide pleaded, as she propped herself up on an elbow, to make eye contact with Raphaël. 

His forehead was beaded with sweat and his eyes looked hollow. He was shaking, as if caught in an immense fatigue, and gasping for air. 

“What's wrong?”

“I don't know,” voice weak, he let himself fall down on the bed next to her. “I don't think I'm strong enough. It doesn't work. I'm not good enough for this, I lack the knowledge, the necessary energy.”

“It's OK, babe,” she draped a leg around his naked lower body, caressing his face, letting her fingers play with the stubble in his cheeks and chin. “We tried. Never you mind.”

But he knew she did mind, she minded that he gave up when she said it was working. He placed a hand over her belly and tried to sense further into it. Nothing seemed different concerning what she wished it might. Still, it didn't seem as wrong as it had before, things no longer felt so out of place inside her. Perhaps something had happened, all right, he might have fixed a part of what was wrong, a small part. If he had more energy handy, if he was stronger, if only he had studied his craft and learned how to handle his magic... maybe he might have helped her, perhaps he stood a chance of making her whole again. 

What Raphaël needed was someone who held as much power as he, or even more, someone who understood better than he did how to channel those energies, and the magic inside, in order to achieve something real. He and Sasha had saved a life, before, they had prevented someone from dying. What they'd done came from instinct alone, but it had worked. Who was to say they weren't able to fix Adelaide, together? They could at least try, he decided, already making plans on what to read during the flight to London. He would search the web for readings on anatomy, on the female reproductive system, he would check out images, study how the female body functioned, what should be inside it, what might Adelaide be missing or have misplaced inside her womb, so he could later put it to rights.

The only thing that was left to wonder, was how he might convince Sasha of helping him with that, and how they would both manage to make sure Rune and Ash didn't stop them from trying.

*
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Ash fastened his seatbelt, leaned back on his seat while stretching out his legs, and closed his eyes. A strange kind of melancholy took over his whole being, making him feel dismal and mournful. The trip to Port Eynon had done him no good, he knew, but was also aware of the needed to take it. Walking around the same streets where he once strolled with Quinn, had left him dejected. He could no longer perceive her presence there, he no longer sensed echoes of how happy they had been on that beach, surfing those waters, riding those waves. She was gone, every trace of her presence was gone, even the grove where she’d been killed, held no vestige of her once having been there. Only the mound where they buried her remains, on the back garden of Rune's cottage, bore a reminder of her presence. 

Sasha had planted a rosemary shrub there, Quinn being particular to the scent of said plant. It grew, and was now bearing the first flowers, filling the area near it with its fragrance. This reminded him of Quinn, all right, and he was momentarily able to once more feel close to her, feel that what he once shared with her had been real, and not a figment of his imagination.

But the trip left him filled with nostalgia, and a sense of loneliness he wasn’t used to. As much as he loved Adelaide, and was happy for her, the sight of her own joy seemed to pull at his heart the wrong way. He had never seen her so intent on any other man, as she was with Raphaël Devereaux, and couldn't remember having seen anyone look at her the way Raphaël did, not even Rune, when he was at the height of passion for Adelaide. 

But it hurt him somehow, the sight of their affection, their lust. The little gestures between them, the way they reached for each other's hand, the kissing, the lovingly staring into each other's eyes, was a constant reminder of what he himself once experienced, and had lost. It was a constant reminder that he himself, would like to have that sort of sentiment back in his life, but was being rather unsuccessful about it.

Letting out a deep sigh, he allowed his mind to roam free, knowing it would be filled with images he tried to avoid. Valentine Snowe's greenish grey eyes popped up immediately to his memory, the languid, languorous gestures, the full, succulent lips, which shouted out 'kiss me' at every movement. When did he last felt this attracted to someone? 

Seeing Quinn the first time had pulled at his heart strings, all right, but only because she looked like some sort of sea creature, inside her wetsuit, atop a surfboard, riding a wave like a pro. He hadn't even known if it was a man or a woman on that board, she had caught the wave with such grace and easy flow, he was instantly attracted to the sight. He got caught up, never mind the gender of the lone surfer, at Byron Bay that day. 

So when she came out of the water, Ash hadn't really cared who she was, he only knew he needed to meet her. Quinn was so androgynous, he thought for a few minutes she was a young boy, in his early teens, until she zipped down the top half of her wetsuit, to showcase a colourful bikini top, covering a flat chest. With thin hair falling down her back, long and light brown and drenched, she just stood in the sand, surfboard taller than her, sunlight drizzling over her moist skin. He had fallen immediately, but not for her looks. His attraction for Quinn went beyond her beauty, or the lack of it, as she wasn't the type of woman to be considered a regular beauty queen. His feelings, though immediate has they had been, had not rested on her looks.

With Valentine it had been quite the opposite. The moment Ash laid eyes on him, as the younger man was escorted into the big Montgomery mansion, by Rune and Jason, he felt the familiar lurch at the pit of his stomach, that spoke of physical allure. He had kept his peace, all right, eyes hooded and body poised in a cool stance; but he had adjusted his position when sitting, spreading his legs a little wider as he sprawled on the armchair, muscles showing beneath the tight grey jeans he was wearing. And that had caught Val's eyes, indeed, but only for a second. 

The boy seemed entranced by Rune and Rune alone, his eyes following him wherever he went, hanging on his every word, and Ash had let the pangs of minor jealousy course freely through him. He ended up distrusting the young vampire too much, and at the same time, he wanted him, from the very first moment. The fact Valentine was a V blood junkie made it all worse, made Ash want him even more. Had made him want to save Valentine from himself. 

Ash was aware of having a bit of a problem, his 'knight in shining armour' complex as Adelaide liked to call it, served to put him on the spot many a time, even with Quinn. She had been in an abusive relationship with another vampire, when they first met, leading Ash into jumping to her rescue. In the end, he was forced to kill her former lover, and had devoted his time into making her feel safe, and happy. Where Quinn was concerned, he now found his failure obvious, her having been killed in front of him. But for years, Quinn lived with a sense of safety that told Ash his goals were accomplished. He could hardly achieve the same with Valentine. The man was just not that into him. And yet, he couldn't let go.

Picking his mobile, he jotted down a jocose text, about how he was sick of seeing Adelaide and Raphaël all over each other, and sent it to Valentine. A few minutes passed, until he was graced with a reply, a single smiley face winking back at him from the screen of his phone. If he needed any more proof that Valentine wasn’t interested in him, this should surely do it. With a sigh, he made to put the mobile away, when it started buzzing in his hand. His stomach lurching, Ash answered eagerly, after seeing Val's name scrawled across the screen. Maybe he was a little interested, after all.

“Hey,” he greeted, voice low and thick.

“Hullo. Where are you, still in Nola?” Val asked, his voice sounding far off.

“I'm on a plane to Helsinki. What about you, enjoying Florida?”

“Yeah, it's OK. Helsinki, huh? Fuck, I miss Sasha. She'd love it here, the nightlife is amazing,” he trailed off, filling Ash in, on how many gay clubs the city sported, and how he’d already been to a few, with some of the young people his grandmother introduced him to. Ash sighed again, he didn't really want to hear that. His mind was diverted to images of Valentine in his arms, lips locked in a kiss, “Are you still there?”

He was brought back to the moment by Val's admonition, “Yes, I'm here.”

“Raphaël's been all right? Adelaide can handle him? Sasha used to tell me about his nightmares.”

“Yeah, they're fine. All over each other, makes my teeth ache with the sugariness of it all, you know?” he laughed, and Val joined him.

“Well, you have your work cut out, then. You'll be surrounded by romantic couples all over each other, it will be sickening, Sam.”

Ash sensed his heart drop at the name. Shivers climbed up his back, and he wished, more than ever, to have Valentine by his side, so he might grab him by the back of his neck and plunge his hands into Val’s soft curls tongue into his mouth. He had only felt that kind of lust for Rune, when they had first met. 
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