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The first law governing the fate of the insane was promulgated by Jean-Etienne Esquirol, founder of the Organization of French Psychiatry, in 1838. This had also allowed the creation of treatment centres in each and every corner of the country, for those who met the criteria for insanity. Thus, these singular people have acquired the right to be treated as patients. After various changes to the original law, on December 18, 1839, what were up until then called asylums became public establishments, specialising in the treatment of the most severe mental disorders.

In 1941, both electroshock and lobotomy, among other practices, were created. In 1952, the first antipsychotics were distributed. And the nuns left these establishments in 1964. Today, the asylums of days gone by are called mental hospitals, with all that name implies in the minds of people. Truth be told, nowadays we like to evoke specialized centres, rather than alluding to asylums. For those who are more cautious about these somewhat unusual centres, let us point out that some celebrities have died there, such as the Marquis de Sade, Camille Claudel or even Guy de Maupassant.

But today is not about any particular personality. Today, the one who has just entered Esquirol Hospital, so appropriately named after the creator of the first law on the fate of these singular people, is Tomasz Wlidùcious. Since the moment he was put in this establishment, his mistrust grew worse. He does not know what he is doing here, and at the same time, he cannot remember who he is, let alone what happened to him.

All he remembers is waking up surrounded by four men, leaning over him and coming from he does not quite know where. He did not recognise the place where he regained consciousness. And, by the time the police took him away, after handcuffing him, he barely had time to notice a coffee table in front of a sofa and a bookcase in which he saw boxes. He could not have known what they were exactly. He was taken down the stairs outside, then through a courtyard before leaving that house and being pushed into a police vehicle.

He remembers being taken to a hospital, where he was given several tests, one of which he found peculiar because he had electrodes stuck to his temples. As surprised as he was hesitant, he let himself be carried throughout these tests. He also let everything be when he was asked to sit in the hallway alongside the police, awaiting the results. As a nurse approached him, one of the officers next to him intervened. He vaguely heard that he was suffering from amnesia, which really surprised him at the time. But since hearing what was wrong, no matter how hard he tries to remember what happened before he passed out and the police woke him up, he has not yet been able to do so.

He remembers having a long discussion with the nurse, before they all looked at each other, then turned to him. He just heard one of them tell him that he was going to stay there and that they would come back and talk to him later. By the time he realised he was going to stay a little longer than expected in this hospital, several nurses arrived to take care of him. He could not resist them; they were just too many. One of them explained to him that he would soon be transferred to another wing, where he would be properly cared for.

He had no choice but to follow the instructions given to him, and so he found himself in an ambulance, surrounded by two nurses. Then, a few minutes later, he was taken out of the vehicle, and he entered a hospital called Esquirol. He does not remember having ever been here before. He is asked to wait in the waiting room while one of the nurses fills out some paperwork, the second staying by his side. Then he was taken to an elevator and finally placed into a room.

He has been on his own ever since. He did not have time to say anything before someone locked the only door to the room. Around him, he could see only a bed, a wardrobe, and a small window barely big enough to let in a minimum of sunlight during the day. For the moment, he cannot realize if that little daylight would be strong enough, because now it is pitch black inside the room. He could well have escaped that way, but the bars fixed to the windowsill prevent him from doing so. As for the door, it is locked so well that he cannot hope to pick the lock. And besides, there is absolutely nothing in the room that would allow him to try to do that.

He opened the cupboard, but it was empty. He has then rummaged under the mattress of his bed, but nothing was hiding there either. He does not even have a pillow. How did he get to a place like this, and how long are they going to let him rot here? He does not really want to know. So, he told himself he should grab someone’s attention somehow. He stands in front of the door and starts hitting it, hoping someone will hear him and get him out.

But no one reacts, despite the noise made by his blows, which is louder and louder. His fists begin to hurt, but he is so determined not to stop that he chooses to ignore it. And he continues. Until he hears movement on the other side of the door. He will not stop until he hears a key turn in the lock. “That’s it!” he thinks. Someone was coming to help him.

But in reality, no one is there to set him free; it was just a nurse surrounded by two men, also in a medical gown. While Tomasz thought he was out of the woods, the two men grabbed him and forced him to lie in bed. Tomasz struggles so much that they are forced to tie him to the bed. Then the nurse gives him an injection.

“What are you doing?” asks Tomasz, halfway between despair and anger.

“Don’t worry, Mr Wlidùcious,” said the nurse, finishing injecting the liquid from her syringe into his veins. “It’s just a little painkiller, so you can get a good night’s sleep.”

“And so will we,” said one of the caregivers contemptuously.

“But,” Tomasz continues, “I don’t want sleeping medication! Let me out of here!”

Tomasz may shout louder and louder, but none of the three people around him will help. On the contrary, they leave the room, after having taken care to lock the door once again with the key and to have turned off the light. Tomasz is now all alone in the dark, strapped tight to his hospital bed, without even a pillow. Even if he did not want to, he has no choice but to wait for someone to come into his room again. And since he has just been administered a sedative, he suspects that no one will come back to see him before dawn.

He turns his head to the window, through which he can barely make out the stars; the sky is so laden with clouds. He closes his eyes, waiting for the sleep he hopes will be healing. If tomorrow he could wake up somewhere else, he would be happy. For the moment, the sandman seems determined not to come. Tomasz tortures his mind in an attempt to remember what happened to him. He will eventually fall asleep, after a long time of thinking and struggling to remember. All in vain, since no answer will come to him.

When he opens his eyes again, he is surprised to find that it is now morning. The sedative he was given was so strong that he did not wake up once during the night. Unfortunately for him, he is still in the hospital room where he was imprisoned a few hours earlier. And he still does not understand what happened to him. But from the austerity of the room and the off-white colour of the walls, he now understands that he is in a mental hospital, especially since the doors have locks. He did not forget that the nurses double-locked it after leaving him.

After a wait that seems endless to him, someone finally comes to unlock his door. It was the nurse from the day before, the one who gave him the injection that calmed him down. She enters quietly, smiling, carrying a tray in her hands. On the tray, he can see what appeared to be his breakfast. The smell of coffee rose to Tomasz’s nostrils, and his hunger now tugged at him.

“Good morning,” the nurse said pleasantly. “Forgive me for the brutality you suffered last night.”

“It was not you who was brutal,” Tomasz replies, “it was your colleagues.”

“Please try to understand them, Mr Wlidùcious. They encounter all sorts of people every day. The work here is not easy.”

“Where are we?”

“You are in Esquirol Hospital. You are safe, don’t worry.”

“I would like not to worry,” said Tomasz, “but could you at least tell me what I’m doing here?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you much. All I know is that you have to stay with us for a while. You have amnesia, sir.”

Tomasz is stunned. So, it was true, he lost his memory. This would explain why he did not recognize his name when his interlocutor called him ‘Mr Wlidùcious’, and why he even wondered if she had not got the wrong person.

“What’s my first name?” he asks.

“Your name is Tomasz,” the nurse replies with a smile. “I don’t know how to best put it, but the police are waiting for you to be ready for questioning.”

“The police? But why, what did I do?”

“Maybe nothing, don’t worry. They haven’t told me; I can only advise you to wait until they come to see you.”

Tomasz does not understand. He is lost between his memory, which seems to be playing tricks on him, and this questioning that the police wants to have with him and which he did not expect. So, it was no coincidence that the day before, he woke up with the heads of four policemen above his own. Are they accusing him of something? The nurse cannot tell him, so there is no point in asking.

The nurse now places the tray she was holding on the bed next to him. But he has both hands and both feet tied, so he is not going to be able to touch his breakfast. As he was about to inform his interlocutor, the latter motioned for him to be patient. Indeed, a few seconds later, the two nurses who had accompanied her last night arrive in the room. The one who had tied Tomasz approaches his bed and begins to untie him, not without looking at him wickedly at first. He might expect Tomasz to react violently, but he does not.

Tomasz lets himself be untied without batting an eyelid. He knows he is entitled to a sort of half-freedom in this room where he will be locked again when his visitors desert him. But since the nurse giving him freedom of movement has finished untying him, his unpleasant look touches Tomasz so much that he does not thank him. And finally, neither of the two men will leave the room until the nurse herself has left the place.

No doubt for security measures. Still, Tomasz does not feel like he is dangerous, but the premises command a certain suspicion from the staff, who have seen all kinds of things and all sorts of people many times before. And as if to confirm his thought, this morning he hears many screams coming from the hallway, while he is now all alone. So, he is not the only patient here, but he did not doubt that. He wonders if, now that he is free to move around, the nurse will be able to visit him alone again. He understands that the two men are there to protect her if he ever thinks of assaulting her.

Nevertheless, he is fully aware that he is in a mental hospital. It is thus up to him to prove that he is not crazy, that his only issue is that he has lost his memory and that he is able to take care of himself. He suddenly remembers that the police want to question him after his hospitalization. He still wonders what the reason is and laments the fact that the nurse could not tell him more.

The day goes by, slowly, without any visit from anyone to disrupt it. Tomasz is worried about how long they are going to keep him here, and why he got here in the first place. The nurse came to bring him lunch at noon, accompanied by her two bodyguards. She did not utter a word then, as if the presence of her two minions prevented her from so doing. The same thing happened that evening. But this time, Tomasz is determined not to let her go and not to continue to wait without saying anything.

“Please,” he pleads as she sets the tray down on his bed, “come see me later. Alone.”

“That’s not possible,” she answers with a sorry expression. “I am not allowed to visit patients without being accompanied.”

Tomasz grabs the nurse by the arm to restrain her, causing the other two nurses to react, quickly approaching him and forcing him to let her go.

“Leave me alone!” shouts Tomasz. “I won’t hurt her; I just want to talk!”

In response, the nurses tie him again to his bed, then they leave the room, alongside the nurse who will turn around anyway, with an apologetic look in her eyes. Tomasz was unable to eat his meal that evening, as he was still tied to his bed. The nurse comes back later to retrieve the tray. This time, she is alone.

“I thought you couldn’t come unaccompanied,” said Tomasz, surprised.

“There is only under one condition that I can,” she answers calmly, “and that is when the patient is out of harm’s way. Look at you, Mr Wlidùcious, you are not free to move around. What do I have to fear from you?”

“So,” he continues hopefully, “can we discuss? You seem to be the only one who doesn’t think I’m crazy.”

“You know,” she said, “I shouldn’t tell you this, but indeed, you have a lot more confidence in me than other patients here. I want to believe that you are not like the others.”

“I assure you that I am not. Look, I’m not crazy, I’m sure I’m perfectly sane. The only thing you can blame me for is that I lost my memory. That’s right, I don’t remember anything except that the cops found me. I don’t even know if I was home or somewhere else at the time, and I don’t know what happened to me.”

And here he is, starting to recount everything he has been through since waking up. The nurse listens to him, almost dutifully, without interrupting. When Tomasz finally falls silent, his story over, he looks at her. She sports beautiful red hair, slightly wavy and tied in a bun, green eyes, fine features and a smile that is meant to be reassuring. He now comes to wonder if what he told her is not going to make her think he is just as mad as the other lunatics he may have heard in the morning. It is true that his story seems so strange that she would have a right to think so.

But when she finally opens her mouth, it is just to let him know that she has to leave, explaining that she cannot stay too long in a room with the same patient. Tomasz understands and asks her when she will come back. She tells him it will be at dawn the next day, but this time she will be accompanied by her two colleagues. Tomasz sighs.

“When will I see you alone?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you,” the nurse retorts, “but if you want me to come back alone, as I told you before, you will have to be out of harm’s way. It’s not for me to decide when I can return to see you without being accompanied. You understand?”

Tomasz nods and lets her go. He has no other choice. He will have to spend the night once again without knowing what to expect at dawn. Not to mention that he does not know if the nurse will be able to help him. He does not even have a clue what she could help him with.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 13: In Search of the Mist
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After the night that Tomasz Wlidùcious was left unconscious in his home, the Fangless Vampire Eleonore fled the scene. She resumed the path towards her small castle, not far from there, with the Novae Terrae in hand. She was still surprised to have it, she who had been looking for it since 1748 without knowing what or where it was exactly. That year, Maria-Theresa, the woman who had taken care of her for a long time, had told her the truth about who she was.

She, Eleonore, was a Vampire, although she had no fangs. She was descended from the first Fangless Vampire in history, Aleksis Sazanùs. Maria-Theresa had added a second revelation that day. Aleksis had previously had a son named Luisù, and Eleonore’s role was to fight against his offspring. Maria-Theresa had then encouraged her to seek out other Fangless Vampires like herself, especially in order to find an item that would be useful to her in her quest, which Eleonore had strived to do for centuries.

But the only real Vampire she had managed to find was Enriqueta Martì, nicknamed the Vampire of Barcelona by the humans who were now aware of the existence of these creatures. A Fanged Vampire, a descendant of Luisù; an enemy, therefore. But Enriqueta was special, as she had decided to remain independent from her fellows, and a form of friendship had been established between the two women. That was in 1908. Before she was massacred in 1913, Enriqueta had time to explain to Eleonore what Maria-Theresa had already told her.

This is how Eleonore was able to learn that the object Maria-Theresa had told her about was called the Novae Terrae and that it had been created by Luisù’s mother in order to prevent the birth of other Fanged Vampires like him. It was then confirmed to Eleonore that Luisù’s descendants aimed to conquer the world. She had deduced that this object would certainly allow her to understand the reasons why all the humans she gave her blood to drink could not survive, and maybe even reverse the curse that hung over her.

Because that was Eleonore’s main problem. Her goal was to regain the power possessed by the one who had made her a Fangless Vampire, but she was quite incapable of growing the numbers of her fellows to be able to carry out her quest. Indeed, every human to whom she had given her blood to drink died a short time later. And all the while the Fanged Vampires were growing in number if she were to believe the news she read and listened to. So, she got it into her head to go in search of the Novae Terrae.

In 1944, in Lille, France, Eleonore had failed to achieve her goal. She had managed to find a woman who was part of an order called the Eternals. This woman then explained to her, under torture, that the Order of the Eternals had been created by Luisù Sazanùs’ mother to protect the Novae Terrae. She added that, for the sake of further securing the object, they had established the line of Vampire Hunters, dedicated to preserving the Novae Terrae while fighting against Fanged Vampires, much easier to spot than those who did not have fangs. So, the Eternals had kept that part of the job, and for their part were fighting the Fangless Vampires.

Thus, Eleonore had come across one of her worst enemies that day. But as she wanted her to utter the name of the Hunter family, the Eternal had taken her last breath before spitting it out. Eleonore had blamed herself, but this Eternal had been so stubborn not to talk that she had no regret as to what she had done. So, she had to find the Hunter, because he was the only person who could protect the Novae Terrae.

And finally, it was not until 2000 that Eleonore was able to track down one of them. She had concluded that he must have been a descendant of the Wlidùcious family the day she discovered a wanted poster for the Eternal whom she had slaughtered half a century earlier. He went under the name of Stanislas Wlidùcious. Little by little, she had interpreted all the information she had gathered between 1748 and 2000. And she had deduced that Tomasz Wlidùcious was the Hunter who would allow her to unseal the Novae Terrae and that he was in possession of the object.

In reality, her plan was slightly more complicated than expected, like everything Eleonore had been doing for centuries. Because, when she found Tomasz’s trail, she first had to make sure that he was indeed the Hunter she was hoping to find, and he had denied knowing anything about the subject. He did the same with the Novae Terrae; he had told her he did not understand what she was talking about. After a few weeks of waiting for news from Tomasz, when he did not go back to report on his research, she went to see him directly to remind him of his mission.

She had discovered the Novae Terrae at his home; nevertheless, the young man had continued to deny it, where she herself saw evidence of his connection with the Hunter’s line. She had had to mentally manipulate him to get what she needed out of his head, in order to free the contents of the object she had then stolen from him. Eleonore had known how to control minds for a long time. Moreover, it was she who had sent Tomasz a dream, shortly before sending her messenger to his house, to make him aware of his imminent encounter with her.

She had decided to make him dream of the Hunters’ Record Book but had not expected Tomasz not to find it. In fact, he had looked for it but had finally forgotten his dream. Besides, he does not like to read. But still, he had taken the time to consult the letter she had given him through her messenger the following day. And her messenger had managed to convince him to come to her.

Eleonore had tried to persuade him of the seriousness of her request when she had explained to him her true nature, that of a Fangless Vampire. She had expected this to make Tomasz react, but nothing had helped. When she went, sometime later, to retrieve the Novae Terrae, emptying Tomasz’s memory in order to find a way to unseal the object, she realized that Tomasz had not lied to her by assuring her that he knew nothing, neither of the Hunters nor the Novae Terrae.

But that night she managed to achieve her goal. She had just passed the double door that serves as the entrance to her castle, with the Novae Terrae in her possession. Even so, it seemed that a problem persisted. So, her joy was somewhat tempered, when it was supposed to be so great that she should have gone through walls and doors. Eleonore closes the door behind her and enters her large living room. She sits down on one of the two armchairs in the middle of the room and lays the Novae Terrae down on her lap.
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