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Chapter 1

 

"I hear you're looking for a spell." 

"I'm looking for a lot of spells," Michael said shortly, and slammed yet another useless book shut. A hand appeared to stop him from pushing the book away--a pale hand that belonged to an equally pale young man.  

One of the vampires. Michael had seen him around, but he didn't know his name. 

"I've heard you're looking for one in particular," the vampire said. "If that's true, you won't find it here." 

"I've gathered that," Michael said, and pushed his chair back from the table. The vampire didn't move when he stood up to leave, but by the time he turned around, the vampire was in front of him--appearing so silently that Michael inadvertently yelped.

A sour smile twisted the vampire's lips. "If you aren't quiet, someone will hear you." 

It was late. Or early, depending on how you looked at the clock. All students were supposed to be in bed, but Michael had grown used to the library late at night--or early in the morning--before anyone else was up and about. He'd thought that he was the only one who knew about the passageway from the storage rooms, but evidently he had been wrong.

"What do you want?" he asked, more angry than frightened. Those vampires who were students at Darkbrook had to abide by the rules like anyone else; just like the werewolves and dragons--and others--they had to at least pretend to be civilized. 

"I thought you might need my help," the vampire said. "A spell for a spell, so to speak. An even trade." He tucked one strand of his pale blond hair behind his ear--a very human gesture--and waited.

"All the spells I have can be found in this library," Michael said suspiciously. Had someone seen his experiment? Had they--

"Not all of them, or so I've heard," the vampire murmured. "A spell for a spell. What do you say, Michael? I'll give you what you want if you give me what I want. An even trade." 

"And what do I want?" Michael asked, still wary. If his teachers had discovered what he had done, they wouldn't send a vampire to ferret out his confession. Would they? "What is your name, and how do I know I can trust you?"

"I believe you're looking for something along the lines of this," the vampire said, and held out a small scrap of paper, badly burned along one edge, but legible enough for Michael to understand the gist of the spell as soon as he took it. His breath caught in his throat.

"But I--" His hand spasmed, crushing the ancient parchment as if it were nothing but garbage. "Where did you get this?"

"My name is Erialas," the vampire said. "And if you meet me in the cellars tomorrow--at midnight--I'll bring the rest of the spell." He smiled, and Michael couldn't help but notice his fangs. "If, of course, you bring yours to trade." 

It was obvious that Erialas already knew the subject of Michael's spell. And it was also obvious that he hadn't been nearly as circumspect as he had thought; someone had seen him, perhaps even Erialas himself. Perhaps worse.

"I haven't finished testing it," Michael said. "I've only--" 

"I know," Erialas said, interrupting him. "It doesn't matter. Do you want the remainder of that spell or not?"

"You have an entire spell to summon demons," Michael said, just to make sure they were both on the same page. 

Erialas hesitated. "It's actually in my father's library. But he won't miss it. I can promise you that." Some dark emotion passed across his face at that proclamation, and Michael almost asked him why his father would not miss such a dangerous spell. "If you bring your spell, I will bring mine. It's as simple as that." 

Against his better judgment, Michael found himself nodding in agreement. Sure, he might find what he was looking for at Darkbrook, but he'd been searching for six long months with nothing to show for it but a new admiration for librarians. Time was running out. He had to choose the spell he would use for his final project in less than two weeks, and he wanted to impress everyone. As it was, he'd have barely enough time to perfect the spell before his time was up.

"I'll meet you tomorrow at midnight, then," he said. "And I'll bring my spell."

Erialas smiled and this time, Michael realized it was a genuine smile, tinged with relief and a certain amount of satisfaction. "Thank you," he said, and vanished too quickly for Michael to track.

For a moment, Michael stood in the darkness of the library, both stunned and slightly disbelieving that his search had finally ended. He smoothed the fragile paper beneath his fingers and read the scrap of handwritten spell again.

He had no doubt that this was what he'd been searching for. But why--why would a vampire want a spell to resurrect the dead?

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Erialas slipped out of Darkbrook's wards without a single whisper of their warning, and used a nearby portal to travel home much quicker than any mundane means. By the time he reached his family's home--a mansion, truly, but not quite a castle--the spectre of success almost caused him to drop the key as he slid it into the lock. 

The house was dark and silent--utterly still--as he locked the door behind him and let out a breath. Only after he was sure it was safe did he allow himself to lean back against the door and hug his arm to his chest. The wound had started to bleed again, sluggishly, but he'd worn a black jacket on purpose. Even with the bandage he'd wrapped around his arm, he could feel the sticky wetness of blood on his sleeve.

Michael hadn't noticed. Erialas couldn't imagine what kind of excuse he would have had to invent if he had. 

"My father tried to kill me when I tried to stop him from beating my mother to death," he whispered, and shuddered as his words echoed down the hall. 

Tried was the operative word. He had failed, but perhaps Michael's spell would fix that. 

If it worked.

Erialas pushed his body away from the door and stumbled down the hall. By the time he reached the library--thankfully free of bloodshed--his right arm was a mass of throbbing pain. 

The bandages were still in the same place he had left them, and so was his father's dagger, the silver plated blade shining in the dim light from the hall. Erialas had always wondered why his father would keep a deadly weapon in the house; now he knew. 

With exaggerated care, he slid his arm free of his jacket, and then his shirt. He left both articles of clothing where they fell and sank down on to the nearest chair.

The rot had grown, as he'd thought it would, spreading in black tendrils across his skin like the raging infection it was. He had always assumed that silver wounds would kill vampires immediately--like sunlight--but he was living proof--at least for the moment--that was not the case. 

If he survived the wound, then perhaps he would be the first vampire ever to survive silver poisoning. But his grip was already weakening. He would not survive for long without some sort of help.

As he slowly unwound the bloody bandage, he wondered what kind of help he would find if he admitted that he murdered his own father. Even if it had been self-defense. 

He'd found a recipe for salve in an old book that was supposed to help with the pain and the infection, but it reeked of garlic and had burned so badly that he had fainted on the couch the last time he had smeared it on. This time, holding tight to consciousness, he didn't faint, but the resulting fire that ate through his defenses left him weak and shaking when the numbness finally washed the pain away.

He tied on a new bandage, using his teeth to help with the knots, and flexed his fingers. The last thing he wanted to do was cut off his circulation and make things worse. 

Erialas stood, reflexively bending to gather up his dirty clothes. When the room started to swing around his head, he knelt on the floor for a moment, breathing as deeply as he dared before he tried to stand up again. 

He needed help. But he had no one to call.

He left his clothing on the floor and walked down the hall to the kitchen where he downed a glass of bottled blood. It tasted terrible--his father had preferred fresh blood, but Erialas couldn't bring himself to murder anyone for his own gain. Except for his father, evidently.

Dry-eyed, he walked through the kitchen and down to his family's private apartments; his steps slow and unsure. He wanted to lie down on the bed in his room, but if he fell asleep now, he'd sleep for a week and miss the meeting with Michael. 

How many days would it be before someone noticed his father's absence? He didn't know any of his mother's family; they'd disowned her when she married a vampire, and his father's family--

Erialas opened his mother's bedroom door and walked inside the cavernous room. His father's family were of the mind that humans existed for vampirekind to feast on and nothing more. His aunts and uncles had been horrified when Erialas had petitioned to study at Darkbrook.

His mother lay in her bed where he had carried her, untouched by decay. He'd placed her head in its approximate proper place, but it still didn't look right and her skin was far too pale. For the first time since he heard the rumors of Michael's spell, he wondered if this was the right path; to attempt to bring his mother back to life.

Michael's spell could not work, after all. 

Perhaps if he had someone to call; someone to help him, but short of throwing himself on the mercy of the Council and exposing his family's long-held secrets to strangers, he had no one. No kin, no help, no parents, no friends.

Erialas shivered and clenched his hands into fists. His father's body lay upstairs, both staked and strung with silver, just in case he found a way to return on his own.

He'd drawn the line at cutting off his head, although that probably would have helped with the nightmares.

Wearily, he leaned back in the chair beside his mother's bed and set a spell to wake him at dusk. That would give him enough time to copy the spell, enough time to put another layer of salve on his wound, and enough time to make it back to Darkbrook to meet with Michael and end this.
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Three hours later, the doorbell sent him crashing from his chair to the floor. He caught himself with his wounded arm and the world went gray for a long set of minutes before he staggered to his feet again and tried not to fall down the steps as he lurched towards the door.

The mailman had gone by then, of course, but he'd left a letter-sized envelope on the doorstep since there was no mailbox. Erialas didn't recognize the handwriting on the envelope, but it was addressed to his mother and the name on the return address had been her last name, long ago.

He managed to snag it without burning himself in the faint sunlight that peeked through the rain-heavy clouds, but he almost forgot to lock the door again when he retreated to the safety of the gloom of the house. 

Stumbling a little, he used the wall as a guide and ventured down the hall into the kitchen again, where he poured another glass of blood and studied the envelope. Should he wait to open it until after he tried Michael's spell? 

His mother had always told him that her family had not approved of her decision to marry a vampire, and even less of her decision to become one. But if they had disowned her, then why would they write her now?

He slit open the envelope and unfolded the papers inside. At first, he only scanned the closely written words; his eyes weren't working right for some reason, and he could barely make heads or tails of it until he saw his own name, repeated twice.

 

Aaron tells me that Erialas seems a bit preoccupied. I hope you are well? If I gave your son a token for you, dear sister, would you receive it? Or is he more kin to his father than to you?

 

"Not kin to my father," Erialas whispered, and closed his eyes. He had a cousin at Darkbrook named Aaron? He tried to remember if he'd ever met a student named Aaron, but the few vampires who studied at Darkbrook tended to stick together, just like the dragons and the werewolves. And anyone else who wasn't human. 

He continued reading, forcing himself to comprehend the words. 

 

Please, if you do anything, Laura, just call me and let me know you're okay. I've sent eleven letters now--one a month since the last time I saw you--and I'm worried. Even if you call and tell me not to contact you anymore, that would be fine. Just let me know you're okay.

Love,

Amy

 

Eleven letters? One a month since the last time they met? And his mother had never responded?

Or--had she not seen the letters?

Erialas pushed away from the table and almost ran to the library where his father's desk stood in solitary splendor amid the leather bound books that lined the shelves. The library had been off-limits to everyone--the servants included--and the desk was the only place his father would have stashed the letters, if, indeed, he had hidden them as Erialas suspected. 

He found them in the bottom drawer, shoved amid some other odd papers, unopened. 

With shaking fingers, he opened--and read--each one.

They had met quite by accident, at a mundane bookstore where Erialas' mother had been browsing for something to read. The initial meeting was awkward at best, but his Aunt Amy had persisted, and they had met one other time, at the same bookstore. 

His mother had never arrived at the third meeting. Erialas had been at Darkbrook by then--at her insistence--which probably meant she had not left the house in over a year.

Or, in truth, she had not been allowed to leave the house in over a year.

Had Erialas' father seen her? Had he feared he would lose her? She had always been so obedient; so meek, save for when she stood at his back when he requested to study at Darkbrook. She'd fought, then. And died because of it.

His Aunt Amy had written her phone number at the bottom of each letter, along with her email address. That wouldn't have done much good by itself, since Erialas' father wanted nothing to do with modern technology, but there was a phone in the servants' quarters.

With a fistful of letters in one hand, he made his way to the servants' stairs and slowly navigated down them, disturbing great clumps of dust and grit that slipped and slid under his feet. By the time he reached the lower level of the house, the salve had worn off and his arm was a mass of agony again.

But the telephone still hung on the wall, and there was a dial tone when he lifted the handset. Without even considering what he would say to an aunt he had never met, Erialas dialed the number, pressed the phone to his ear, and slid down the wall to sit on the floor. 

Hello, Aunt Amy, you've never met me, but you wrote my mother and now she's dead and I want to know if it's a good idea to try to bring her back to life.

He glanced at the tiny cellar windows and saw that it was dark already; he was losing time, not gaining it, and his meeting with Michael would be all too soon. He had to copy the spell before he left--if he could write in this frame of mind--

He heard someone speaking on the phone. After a moment, he realized it was an answering machine with a voice on it that sounded so like his mother that he almost hung up and called the number to hear it again. When it beeped, he just sat there, unable to think of a thing to say. And then it beeped again, and the phone clicked, and he heard a dial tone again.

The answering machine had hung up on him.

Erialas' hand was slick with some sort of wetness; at first he thought it must be blood, but it was tears, and their salty taste stung his lips. He dropped the phone; it did not matter now; he was alone in this, after all, and he'd only made things worse by attempting to find someone to help.

In truth, he wanted someone to make the decision for him. But even with Michael's spell, there was no guarantee that it would work. His father had wanted her permanently dead. 

His fingers were numb again. He used his left hand to hang up the phone, and then, cradling his right arm to his chest, he slowly walked up the stairs again.

Halfway up the stairs, the phone began to ring.

Erialas tensed and teetered and almost fell as he tried to turn around and descend at the exact same time. But the phone kept ringing and had not stopped by the time he reached it. With his heart in his throat, he lifted the handset.

He could not speak. But the person on the other end held no such qualms.

"Could I--could I speak to Laura, please?" It was his mother's voice, slightly older, perhaps, but his mother's voice nonetheless. When he didn't reply, the voice continued. "Please. This is her sister Amaryllis. All I want to do is speak with her, and then I'll leave her alone. I promise." 

Still, he could not force words past the blockage in his throat. 

"Robert, please. Just once. That's all I want. Just to speak with her one last time." 

She thought that Erialas was his father, of course, because he was supposed to be at Darkbrook, not at home. Faintly, he remembered what she had written in her last letter. 

"I am not my father," he whispered.

He felt her awareness sharpen and center on him as if she stood an arm's length away. "Erialas?" 

"I read your letter," he said. "It c-came in the mail today." He tried to swallow to wet his throat, but the lump was still there. "My--My father hid the others. I found them." 

He couldn't tell what time it was now, but it had to be close to midnight. He wouldn't have any time at all to copy down the spell; he'd have to tear the pages out of the book and hand them over to Michael instead.

Just the thought of defacing one of his father's books left him sick with dread. But his father was dead-- 

"Erialas, is your mother there?" His aunt spoke gently, as if she'd sensed some of his torment. "May I speak with her?" 

"She--she can't speak right now," Erialas whispered, and the phone creaked under his hand as he tightened his grip. "I have to go. I'm--I'm sorry." He hung up the phone without listening to her protests, and this time, when he turned away to stumble up the stairs, he let it ring.

But he could still hear it, long after he closed the door behind him, a muffled ringing in his head, as if some piece of his mind was still connected to the phone.

His world went gray as soon as he stepped into the library, but he managed to collapse onto the nearest chair before he fainted. Again.

When he awoke, he lay on the floor, and the first thing that caught his gaze were the tendrils of darkness that had crept past the bandage, tracing his veins as the poison worked its way to his heart. He could not feel his fingers and they would not respond to his commands. But the pain had not gone the way of fine motor control; when he inadvertently tried to push himself up with his wounded arm, he almost lost himself to darkness again.

It took most of his strength to find the book he wanted and tear the pertinent pages free. He folded them awkwardly and tucked them into a pocket of his pants, then set his mind towards his next goal: finding another shirt to wear. Perhaps he'd leave off the jacket this time. He didn't think he could raise his arm enough to slide it in the sleeve. If the bandage held out long enough, perhaps no one would notice.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror outside of his closet and had to stare at the creature he had become. He looked--deranged, with his skin streaked with dirt and tears. There were clumps of dust in his hair and circles under his eyes that seemed deep enough to drown in. If anyone saw him at Darkbrook, they would think he'd gone mad.

He managed to dress himself and wipe the worst of the mess from his skin. By the time he dared to look at himself in the mirror again, he thought he could pass; the circles under his eyes could be shrugged off to too much studying. 

He patted his pocket to make sure he hadn't lost the spell, and let himself out of the house, locking the door behind him. The wards had died with his father, of course; if he survived this, he'd have to figure out a way to replace them.

If he survived. That was looking less likely as time wore on.

Erialas used the same portal he'd used to leave Darkbrook; he had no strength for subterfuge. And again, getting inside was not an issue. The wards did not even note his passing.

It was past midnight when he finally reached the cellars, but Michael had not given up on him. He sat, alone, in one of the unused storage rooms with a notebook in his hands and barely concealed excitement in his gaze.

Some of that excitement faded when he saw Erialas' face. And for a moment, Erialas almost asked him what he saw. But then the moment passed, and it was a business transaction, nothing more.

"I brought my notes, too," Michael said, and held out the notebook. "I should warn you, though--it didn't quite work when I tested it. I can't pinpoint what went wrong, but--"

"That's fine," Erialas said. "I only--I only need the spell." 

The room swayed around his head. He stepped back, or tried to, and almost ended up on the floor with his dignity in tatters, not that he had much dignity left. The muscles in his wounded arm spasmed, and it took all of his strength not to let the pain show on his face.

Before he lost all control, he dug the folded pieces of paper from his pocket and held them out to Michael. His hand--surprisingly--did not shake.

Michael stared down at the spell in his hands, then ran his finger across the jagged edges where he'd torn the paper out of the book. "This is--this is the original," he said slowly. "Are you certain--" 

"A spell for a spell," Erialas reminded him. "Although I've not tested it." 

Why would he want to summon a demon, after all? But his father had quite an esoteric collection of books. 

"I'll test it," Michael said. "Thank you for this. I don't think you got the better end of the deal." 

Erialas almost laughed, but laughter would have hurt too much. "I think I did," he whispered. "But that's a powerful spell. Be cautious." 

Michael tucked the spell away, then turned to leave. But as he reached the opposite door, he hesitated. "Is there anything I can do to help?" He did not turn around, which was probably a blessing, since a trickle of blood had crept down Erialas' arm and slid down his numb fingers. The cuff of his sleeve was already wet with blood.

"No," Erialas said, worried that Michael had noticed enough to offer. "But thank you." 

Michael nodded and slipped away. After a moment, Erialas followed him; if someone had seen him enter the cellars one way, they would not know to spy on his exit if he left by another door.

He stopped by his room on the way out; since he didn't expect to return, he thought he'd take his second-best cloak to hide the sight of the blood on his shirt. When he emerged from his room, however, someone was waiting in the shadows. 

Erialas' good hand clenched around the doorknob. Perhaps someone had broken into the house and found his parents' bodies; perhaps the Council had been notified and they'd sent someone to arrest hiim for their murder. But when the figure spoke--

"You don't know me, but my name is Aaron Kirschner--"

Very slowly and deliberately, Erialas forced his fingers to relax. "You're my cousin." 

The figure hesitated, then stepped into the dim light from the hall. He seemed vaguely familiar; perhaps they'd shared a class at one time or another. And he seemed just as uneasy as Erialas.

"My mother called my cell phone and told me that you had called the house," Aaron said. "She wanted to make sure you were okay--" 

"I'm fine," Erialas said almost before he finished speaking. "Thank you." He took a step forward, but as he let go of the door, his right knee gave out, as if it, too, had been tainted by the poison that scoured his veins. 

Aaron caught his arm. 

It was a purely instinctual movement, and he'd only wanted to help. Erialas knew that, but he'd also caught his bad arm, and the resulting flare of pain colored his vision red. The cloak fell to the floor; Aaron released him as soon as he saw the blood on Erialas' shirt.

"I'm sorry--"

Erialas dared not shrug or shake his head for fear of pitching over at his cousin's feet. "It's--nothing," he whispered, even though it wasn't nothing at all. He cradled his arm against his chest and tried to gather up the remains of his strength. "I have to go home." 

Aaron picked up the cloak, folded it, and held it out--a peace offering, of sorts. "I'll walk you home," he offered, his voice quiet and intense.

Erialas took the cloak, draped it across his wounded arm, and shook his head. "No."

"What--what happened?" Aaron asked, then flushed. "I'm sorry. It's none of my business." 

"My--my father--" Erialas' throat locked. He had already said too much. He sagged against the door.

"Your father did this to you?" Aaron's voice rose. 

Erialas closed his eyes. He didn't want to, but he couldn't keep them open any longer. He felt Aaron's hand on his other arm now, gently moving him backwards until he hit the bed. His legs collapsed again, but the bed was there to catch him this time.

He heard the door close, and then Aaron whispered a spell for a light.

"Your hand--"

Erialas pried open his eyes and glanced down at his hand. The rot had spread, of course, not to the very tips of his fingers, but past his knuckles. He did not want to look at his arm, or see how close the poison was to his heart.

"That's what happens when a vampire is stabbed with silver," he whispered. "I thought--I thought it would be pretty quick, but--"

"Vampires die from silver wounds," Aaron said slowly.

Erialas closed his eyes again. "I know."

"But you--your father can't--"

"It's too late for me," Erialas said, and almost believed his own words. "But it might not be too late for my mother." He'd tucked Michael's notebook into the cloak's pocket; now he pulled it out and tried to make sense of the scribbled notes that surrounded the actual spell.

Aaron spied the mini fridge--contraband, in truth--behind the open closet door, and pulled open its door. There was a half a bottle of blood in the fridge, too old to be palatable, but Aaron didn't know that.

Erialas wrinkled his nose at the smell when his cousin opened the bottle. "It's too old. It's been there for weeks. I'm sorry." 

"I don't know a lot about vampires," Aaron began, "but if you promise not to kill me--"

And it wasn't as if Erialas couldn't smell the blood rushing through his veins. "You don't know me," he whispered.

"I know you need help," Aaron countered. 

"I need to go home," Erialas said. "Before dawn." But he couldn't seem to force his legs to work.

"You won't make it." Aaron turned his back for a moment, and Erialas saw the flash of a small silver blade. The muscles in his wounded arm tried to contract in protest, but nothing happened. His fingers didn't even twitch. He closed his eyes again.

And then--bloodsmell. Aaron's pulse, beating under his lips. The slick wetness of fresh blood, and when he swallowed, a raging inferno that ran raw down his throat. 

He only needed a few swallows for the yawning chasm of darkness to recede; to feel as if he might just make it back to the house without falling. He withdrew from the offering, covered the wound with his good hand, and pushed Aaron's wrist away.

"Why did you do that?" His voice--almost--sounded normal.

"You're family," Aaron said, a bit breathless. "If you need more--"

Erialas stared at him. The word 'family' had never had such a simple definition before. "No. But--thank you." 

"I'll walk you home," Aaron offered again.

"You're going to tell your mother about this, aren't you?" Erialas asked, and managed to stand without falling.

"She'll ask," Aaron said. "I don't want to leave you to die. Is there anything I can do to help?" 

"What time is it?" He usually knew, but his sense of time was shattered now, just like his equilibrium. 

"A little past two in the morning," Aaron said. 

"Give me--give me until dawn," Erialas whispered. "At dawn, the door to my family's house will be unlocked. And you can enter. And if I'm dead--perhaps my mother won't be." 

"And your father?" 

"My father is dead," Erialas whispered. "I killed him. I tried to stop him from killing my mother." He had to rub the tears from his cheeks again. "I failed."

Aaron stared at him, speechless, but only for a moment. "I'm sorry," he said. "If I had known, then maybe my mother--"

"Could have done something?" Erialas smiled, but his smile threatened to spill into tears. "I doubt it." 

"And this spell you found?" Aaron indicated the notebook, which now lay on the bed. 

"I traded for it. A spell for a spell. If it works, my mother will be restored to life. If it doesn't, I'll be an orphan." Erialas stared down at the notebook, but it seemed too far away to reach. "At least, until I die from this." 

Aaron picked it up and tucked it back into the pocket of Erialas' cloak. "My mother knows a Healer--" 

"I don't think she can save me," Erialas whispered, "but call her if you wish." 

With Aaron at his side, he walked away from Darkbrook, perhaps for the last time. By the time they reached the portal, Erialas wasn't sure he could go any farther, but he clenched his teeth together and shoved all thoughts of death away.

He had one last thing to do before he died, after all. One last thing, and then he could release his faltering hold on consciousness and let himself drift away.

"I'll wait until dawn," Aaron said just before Erialas left him at the portal. "But no later."

That was less than five hours away. Surely he could survive until then.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Nothing had changed inside the house, but at least the phone had stopped ringing. Erialas left the door unlocked just in case he had no strength to venture down the stairs after he spoke Michael's spell, and slowly made his way upstairs to his mother's bedroom. She lay as he had left her, silent and cold and dead.

He sat down on the chair beside her bed and paged through Michael's notebook, concentrating on his notes and the words of the spell. He thought he saw the problem after his third time reading through it all, but he wouldn't know until he tried to speak it.

And as before, on the phone, his throat locked. He could not speak because he did not want to fail. But if he did not try, he'd never know if he would have succeeded.

In a whisper, with a voice thick with tears, he spoke Michael's spell aloud, making the minor change he thought would help and the major one Michael had somehow missed.

And something happened to the body on the bed. It was subtle at first, since most of his mother's wounds were hidden, but the blood faded on her nightgown and her skin regained a bit of color. When he dared to glance at her neck, he saw smooth unbroken skin, not a gaping bloody wound.

But when he tried to rise; when he tried to go to her, he could not move. His muscles were frozen; his blood turned to ice in his veins. Michael's notebook fell from his hand, its pages fluttering, and as he reached to catch it, he overbalanced and slid out of the chair.

The next time he opened his eyes, he was halfway down the stairs, stumbling a little, but mobile, on his way to who knows where, leaving a bloody trail of handprints behind him. 

Even his fingernails were black now, and seeping poison that burned his skin wherever it touched. His muscles--all of his muscles--would not stop shaking, and when he missed a step and almost fell down the rest of them, he sank down against the banister, closed his eyes, and waited for oblivion.
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Aaron stepped through the portal two hours before dawn, and called his mother fifteen minutes after he arrived at the mansion Erialas called home.

Predictably, she forbade him from opening the door before she arrived with the cavalry. And just as she knew he would, he ignored her order and slipped inside.

The house was so dark and gloomy that he called up lights every five feet or so, casting illumination on the heavy tapestries that covered the walls and enough antique furniture to outfit an entire museum. Dust hung heavy in the air, along with the barest hint of mold and something else. Something almost--rotten. 

As he approached the staircase, he thought he heard something shift in the darkness ahead of him, a sliding, boneless thump that made him wonder if he should have obeyed his mother's order and stayed outside. But when his next set of lights uncovered Erialas lying at the foot of the stairs, he abandoned all caution and knelt beside his cousin's body, reaching for his penknife almost before he realized what he intended to do.

The blackness--the rot--was worse now, leaking out of the tips of his fingers and staining the floor. His eyes were closed and sunken, his skin tinged with gray. Past the collar of his shirt, Aaron saw more tendrils of poison creeping up one side of his neck.

He sliced the wound on his wrist a bit deeper than before, ignored the throbbing pain, and pressed his bleeding wrist against Erialas' mouth.

But this time, nothing happened. Some of the blood leaked out of the side of his mouth and dribbled down his cheek. Most of it stayed in his mouth. Belatedly, Aaron realized that he could very well choke on it if he tried to breathe.

But when he made a move to turn Erialas' head, his cousin's muscles twitched and he swallowed convulsively, his teeth stained with Aaron's blood. He drew in a breath, licked his lips, and opened his eyes.

"Not dawn yet," Erialas whispered.

"No. Not yet," Aaron replied. "My mother's on her way with the Healer." He hadn't told her everything, of course, just that Erialas was in trouble and needed their help.

She hadn't asked any additional questions.

"I think my mother is alive," Erialas said, and closed his eyes.

When he stopped breathing again, Aaron gave him more blood, waited for him to swallow, and wished in vain for a cup. 

Time passed. The grey light of dawn crept across the sky outside. When Aaron heard a car door slam, he glanced up in time to see his mother rush into the house--with a shorter figure behind her that had to be Sennet the Healer--just as something white caught his gaze at the top of the stairs.

"Erialas?" 

It was his mother's voice, only younger, both frightened and worried, and as he watched from his spot next to his cousin, his aunt stared down from the top of the stairs, the bloodstains on her nightgown in stark contrast to the paleness of her skin.

"Laura, he's--he's hurt." Aaron's mother's breath caught in her throat as the Healer knelt beside Erialas' body and cut his shirt away from his wounded arm.

"What happened?" Her voice was plaintive, and her hands rose to touch her neck, as if she expected to find something there that now wasn't.

"Your--your husband murdered you and Erialas tried to stop him," Aaron said for his cousin's benefit. "But he was wounded with silver, and he--" 

"I remember dying," his aunt whispered, and collapsed at the top of the stairs in a boneless heap.

"You didn't tell me this," Aaron's mother snapped.

"There wasn't time," Aaron said. He kept his wrist pressed against Erialas' mouth; at least he was swallowing now, his throat barely moving. But the blood wouldn't flow forever. "He brought her back to life, Mother." 

"That's what did him in," Sennet said, the glow around her hands too bright for Aaron to look at. "When you gave him your blood before, it helped, but--I'm not sure how well it will help him now."

"Where is his father?" Aaron's mother asked. She'd walked up the stairs to kneel at her sister's side, her mouth set and grim at the sight of the blood.

"He told me--he told me he killed his father in self-defense." 

"I imagine he did," Sennet murmured, her eyes half closed as she concentrated on Erialas' wounds. 

"And he thought he had to do all of this by himself?" Aaron's mother asked. "Finding a spell, bringing her back to life, dying--"

"That's all he knows," Sennet said. "That's not so unusual in the older vampire families. And his father's family is one of the worst."

"I wouldn't call that a family, then," Aaron's mother stated. And then, hesitating, as if she really didn't want to know, "Will he live?"

"He has a very strong will to live," Sennet said without any optimism at all.

"But?" Aaron asked as his mother conferred with her sister at the top of the stairs.

"He's young," Sennet said. "That's a point in his favor." She smiled at the expression on his face. "It's really too soon to tell, and I'm not going to sugar coat anything, Aaron. He may die. But he may not."

Aaron nodded and sat back, wrapping his wrist in the tail of his shirt. "He doesn't know his mother's alive." 

"Then we'll tell him," Sennet said, and gently shook Erialas' unwounded shoulder. For a long minute, as Aaron's mother helped her sister down the stairs, nothing happened. But then his eyelids flickered open and his mouth moved as if he were trying to speak.

"Your mother is alive," Aaron said, just as his mother helped her sister down the last few stairs. And Erialas saw her, and actually managed to raise his hand to snag the hem of her nightgown as she fell to her knees beside him.

"Can I--can I touch him?" Her eyes shone with tears.

"Please do," Sennet said. "It may help." 

"Aunt Laura--"

She actually laughed. "Do you know how long I've been waiting for someone to call me that?" And then, she stroked Erialas' hair away from his face and started to cry again.

"If you tell me where the kitchen is, I'll fetch you something to drink," Aaron said.

"And I'll go with you," Aaron's mother said in a tone that brooked no argument.

After Aunt Laura had given them directions, Aaron followed his mother down the hall. 

"You should have told me everything," she said as soon as they were out of earshot. "Let me see your wrist." 

"It's not as bad as it looks," Aaron said, but winced when she took his hand. "And there wasn't enough time. I promised not to call you until dawn--" 

"I'm glad you didn't hold to that promise," his mother said. "Where did he get the spell to bring Laura back to life?" 

Aaron opened the fridge and removed an unopened bottle of blood. "I don't know. He told me he traded someone for it. A spell for a spell." 

"What kind of spell did he trade?" his mother asked. "And to whom?" 

"He didn't say." When she would have pursued her line of questioning, he shook his head, remembering the look on Erialas' face when Aaron had first spoken to him. "He didn't tell me much. Just enough for me to know that he needed our help. And I don't think he would have told me anything if he wasn't--hurt." 

"I'll call Darkbrook later on and cover for you both," his mother said. "I'll tell them it was a family emergency." 

"It was a family emergency," Aaron said, and took the bottle and two cups--just in case--back to the foot of the stairs where nothing had changed--except that Erialas' head now lay pillowed on his mother's lap and the expression on Sennet's face seemed marginally more hopeful.

As Aunt Laura took the cup he offered, she glanced down at her son. "Amy told me--Robert is dead?"

"We need to make sure of that," Aaron's mother said before he could reply. "I'll call your father." 

She moved away, already dialing the number, and Aaron settled down on the steps to wait.
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Hours later, after his uncle's body had been found and removed from the house, after the phone in the servants' quarters started ringing off the hook and the human servants of Robert's large family began to gather outside hastily erected wards (the vampires would no doubt arrive after dark), after Sennet had deemed Erialas stable enough to move to a bed and had revised her opinion that he might live after all, Aaron found the notebook lying on the floor of Aunt Laura's bedroom, its pages bent and flattened.

He smoothed the paper as best he could, slipped inside the library, and stashed it inside of another book, since someone had called the Council and there would--no doubt--be questions.

Erialas had lived through enough without having to give up the source for the spell he had used to bring his mother back to life. The Council would not agree, but he was family now, and Aaron's family took care of its own.

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

It took Michael three days to copy the spell so the fragile paper wouldn't disintegrate even more than it had. He wondered if Erialas realized how valuable the book he'd torn the spell from really was; he hadn't seemed to care very much at all.

He wished he knew more about why he had wanted that spell so badly. Just handing it over--with all of his notes--had probably not been the smartest thing he had ever done.

Testing the spell proved to be even more difficult; no one would come right out and forbid him to try it, but a spell this dangerous had to be treated with care. That meant his witnesses had to be teachers, and that meant he was at the mercy of their schedules instead of his own. 

Six nights after he received the spell, he met one of the assistant professors in the old dining hall. He'd spent an hour scribing the circle, another hour practicing the spell--in pieces, of course; it wouldn't do to speak the whole thing aloud by accident--and another twenty minutes with the incense, until a pillar of thick smoke hung in the center of the circle and spread across the ceiling in an ever-widening coil.

"Impressive work!" Evan Weaver was a retired teacher who had specialized in spellcrafting; he wouldn't be on the judging committee, but Michael trusted his instruction. "What are you summoning?" 

Michael took a deep breath. He hadn't actually told anyone the details of his summoning, but he knew he couldn't keep it quiet forever. "A demon." 

To his credit, Mr. Weaver's face only showed a hint of shock before he held his hand out for Michael's spell. He read it silently, noted the safeguards Michael had placed behind each turn of phrase, and took his time inspecting the circle.

"I'm not going to insult your intelligence by warning you away from this path," Mr. Weaver finally said. "I've read your transcripts and your papers. I have no earthly reason to dissuade you from casting this spell." 

Michael heard a 'but', hanging unspoken in the air.

"But I will admit I was rather looking forward to the spell I heard you were working on," Mr. Weaver continued. "If the rumor I heard was true, it would have been a ground-breaking spell."

The rumor mill had not left him alone. Michael wondered just how many people knew about what he had attempted to do.

"It didn't work," he said honestly. "The formula I created did not give me the results I wanted."

Surely, if the spell had worked for Erialas, Michael would have heard something by now. Some hint of rumor. But he'd heard nothing. He hadn't even seen the vampire since that night in the cellars.

Mr. Weaver nodded. "I give you leave to proceed, then," he said, and pulled up a chair to observe.

Michael formed the wards first, to protect Darkbrook in case there were any complications. After his wards had sealed the dining hall away, he walked around his circle one last time, triple-checking the runes before he assumed his place at the front of the circle and spoke the first line of words.

Nothing happened--at first, but it was a long spell, and complicated. The smoke thickened and tickled Michael's nose. He dared not glance where Mr. Weaver sat; this was to be his crowning achievement at Darkbrook, after all, and he didn't want to seem overly anxious.

When he spoke the last line of the spell, the walls echoed with the sound of his voice for a moment, and then--and then--

And then, almost as if he had blinked, an amorphous shape formed out of the column of smoke, vaguely human in appearance. It stood there for a moment, with tendrils of smoke wafting here and there around the circle, and Michael realized it was searching for an outlet; a mistake.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mr. Weaver stand up. And quite suddenly, the weight of the wards pressing down around him was almost too much to bear.

"You summoned me here," the demon said in a perfectly normal voice, as if it spoke of the weather outside and nothing more.

"Yes, I did," Michael said.

He thought Mr. Weaver spoke, but he couldn't hear a thing over the pounding of his heart.

"And you control this circle," the demon stated.

"Yes. I do." Although, for some reason, Michael felt his control slipping a bit, even though he knew his spells had not shifted. Was the demon trying to trick him?

He felt off-balance now, and saw Mr. Weaver start forward, but only one person could control the circle. Grimacing, Michael glanced down at the spell again and found the twisting lines for the banishing. He'd only wanted to summon a demon, after all, not do anything with it. Not converse with it.

But the circle--and the demon--were much stronger than he'd expected. His hands shook. Sweat ran into his eyes.

Perhaps this hadn't been a good idea after all.

Something wormed into his brain; a sinuous suggestion that it would be a wonderful idea to rub out one rune in the circle and let the demon free. He shook it away, but not before he realized he had taken two steps towards the circle, away from his post.

On the other side of the circle and through the shifting smoke, Mr. Weaver met Michael's gaze. He motioned to the spell, almost angrily, and Michael forced his mind to concentrate on the banishing instead of the demon in front of him.

He spoke the next set of words in a rush, forcing himself not to stumble over the lines.

"You want to know what the vampire did with your spell," the demon said conversationally. "I can show you." 

Michael stared at it. "You--no. You're just--you're just telling me that so I will set you free." But when he glanced down at his feet, he was at the edge of the circle now, far too close for comfort.

He felt the jagged buzz of the wards and the keening electric sizzle of the circle and he tried to back away, but his hand brushed the edge of the barrier and the paper burst into flames--

And one flaming piece--one scrap--fell into the circle, and Michael reached down to try and stop its descent. 

He had only a moment to realize what he had done before the circle imploded around him. 

The last thing he heard before the demon's smoky form enveloped him was Mr. Weaver's desperate attempts to contain the damage, and the demon's high-pitched laugh.

They never did find Michael's body.

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

5 years later

(Eight months after the end of Heart's Desire.)

 

"Once upon a time--"

"I thought this was supposed to be a scary story!"

"It is a scary story. Just wait. Once upon a time, there was a student here at Darkbrook named Michael. Michael Elliott."

"There really was a Michael Elliott," a whisper drifted out of the clustered students, and the storyteller nodded.

"Yes. There really was a Michael Elliott. He's in the yearbook if you want to find him. This happened only five years ago, after all. Some of your brothers and sisters might have known him. He was a brilliant student; at the top of his class. Everyone thought he would have the next seat on the Council, but he started his last research paper on a topic his teachers weren't pleased with--the summoning of demons."

"Ooooh," someone whispered, and one of the younger girls jumped.

"He had also written a paper on resurrecting the dead--he had a formula and everything, but that paper was, some say fortunately, lost."

"Did he ever succeed?"

"He did," someone said, and laughed. "Haven't you wondered why Old Higginbotham is still teaching?"

The storyteller waited until the giggles died away, and then continued with his tale. "Michael knew what he was attempting was very dangerous. That's why you don't see anyone teaching that discipline today; the summoning of demons is a very tricky spell to master, and even Lucas Lane himself would not attempt it.

"But Michael wanted to impress the Council, his teachers, and everyone else. So one dark night, he drew a circle right in the middle of this very room. You can still see it if you stand in the right position; they were never able to completely wipe away the burned spots on the floor."

Some of the students shifted uneasily at this; they were sitting inside the circle, but the storyteller didn't want to lose his audience quite yet.

"He spoke the spell to summon the demon, and he succeeded. But before he could banish it, the circle shattered. One of his witnesses--a teacher--died in the blast. When the smoke cleared, Michael had vanished, and only the echo of his screams remained."

On cue, a cold wind whistled through the hall with a keening cry. One of the students shrieked; a couple of them fled, but the majority remained, albeit pressed closer together.

"Did the Council try to find him?" one of the boys whispered, his eyes wide.

"The Council tried to find him, but they found no trace. The only thing they can surmise is that when the circle shattered, Michael was snatched away to Hell, where he will remain for all eternity."

"But couldn't someone summon--"

It was the obvious question. Couldn't someone attempt to summon Michael Elliott and free him from damnation? The storyteller had always wondered if anyone had tried, but on that question, the legend that had grown up around Michael's fatal mistake remained silent, and the Council had never come right out and said that they had tried, or if they hadn't.

"If they had summoned him--and succeeded, what do you think they would have received?" the storyteller asked. He had answered that question for years, and always in the same way. What would they have found? A broken remnant of a wizard, perhaps insane--perhaps not, but how would they know they had received Michael instead of a demon in disguise? And letting a demon loose on the world was much worse than losing one single student.

"That's not a scary story," one girl declared. "That's a sad story. I feel sorry for Michael."

"There are no books in the library on the summoning of demons," the storyteller said, ignoring the girl's proclamation. "There never will be, not after what happened to Michael." He leaned close, and readied the spell to cast the circle into illumination. "Sometimes, if you listen hard enough, you can hear him scream--"

The circle blazed; the students scattered. Later on, they would creep back in pairs to trace the path of Michael's circle, or find the yearbook in the library and marvel in whispers over what had happened.

But for now, they would go to bed and lie awake, waiting for a demon to snatch them from their beds or the ghostly scream of a dying wizard to color their dreams.

The storyteller waited until he was sure they were gone before releasing the spell to let the circle fall back into disuse. And then, he stood for a moment, remembering Michael, before limping back to his rooms in the north tower.

He had contained the damage. No one else had died. But after that night, he had taken it upon himself to warn the other students away, because he didn't want to have to see the look in Michael's eyes as he realized what he had done, ever again.

 


 

 

Chapter 6

 

Brenna was used to patience. As a hound, she had watched and waited for her opportunity to flee; now, she sat hidden in a tree beside the ruins of Jacob Dalton's house and waited for her father to appear.

She had no doubt that he would. Magdalen's body still lay below the surface of the scummy water, rotting away. He wouldn't be able to resist finding it, and perhaps pretending that she had been resurrected.

But even so, it was weeks before she saw one of his remaining hounds; the two that served him despite Gabriel's efforts to free them.

They were cautious, his hounds. Slinking out from the forest right at dusk, sniffing around the perimeter of the ruins where Brenna had refused to go. She knew how to mask her scent, of course; that was one of the things that Stefan had taught her well. But she was content to watch for them in her tree, nothing more.

When her father appeared, Brenna held her thumb over the button on the device Lucas had given her. The device that would alert both the Council and the Hunt. She started to press it, hesitated, then spoke from her place in the trees. 

"They're looking for you." 

Stefan stiffened at her voice. He turned, his gaze searching for her in the trees, but he did not look up. He did not see her. 

"Are they?" He dismissed the Hunt and the Council with a shrug. "I can't imagine why." 

"You helped Magdalen," Brenna said. "And I told them what you did--to me, to your hounds, to the swans--"

"My hounds are mine," Stefan growled. "As you were once mine. Why are you here?" 

"Perhaps the Hunt is lying in wait for you," Brenna said, which wasn't exactly truth, since she would have to summon them first. 

"They are not here," Stefan stated. "I would know. Gabriel has a very distinctive stench." He folded his arms and faced the trees. "You are dead to me, daughter. You betrayed me. I should kill you." He snapped his fingers at his hounds and they vanished into the trees.
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