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"That private war of mine endangered everyone I loved. How stupid I had been to think that he would draw the grudge solely on me."

Lestat, The Vampire
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PREAMBLE.

Surroundings of Targoviste, Wallachia. 1461.
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The lamentations and cries of pain were dissipating, the sounds of the battle disappearing. The light of the full moon illuminated the path without the need for torches, but the thick of the forest had hidden them perfectly, even their land was loyal to them and the surprise factor worked. It was becoming more and more normal for enemies to cross their territories in fear of their quick and deadly incursions, in fear of the sounds that the darkness brought with it. That night the skirmish had turned out, it was easy to intercept the scouts or the outposts and even a small army and, little more than fifty men, they finished off the Turkish contingent; the once allies lay covered with their own blood, drowned in their own fear, because that night they would not take prisoners, orders from the voivode. For a while they would avoid the massive impalements and the incessant groans of the future dead rivals.

The soldier in the Dragon armor approached one of the unfaithful enemies, he had been dragged to a hidden place among the trees, further away from the fight. I knew him well, he had fought among their ranks for years, he was one of the commanders of the Janissary army, although I could not remember his name, and this one also recognized him, everyone knew who the Dragon was, everyone knew his fierceness in the fight, his legend, the stories that ran about him. The horror-filled look the Dragon saw in his victim's eyes confirmed it to him. The injured man would have wished for anyone else to finish him off.

Velkan, he rarely took off his helmet in battle, that way he prevented them from seeing his face, from recognizing him, it had been an order from Vlad: the identical armor made them indistinguishable for everyone, thus protecting him from his own nature. But lately that nature was weighing on him more than the account and not for him, but for the repercussions it had on Vlad, for the cruelty that was necessary to deploy to divert attention and to which he was gradually getting used. He felt more and more guilty when he went up with Vlad to the battlement to witness the bloodshed and the tortures, when Vlad looked at him with resignation and understanding, when even he himself was not able to absolve his punishment. However, that night he felt different, exultant, full of life. His instinct kicked in and nothing mattered to him.

With everything in his favor, sheltered by the thicket, he raised the visor of the helmet so that his Turkish prey could contemplate him, so that he would not doubt who he had in front of him. Slowly, he extracted his bastard sword still covered in blood from the sheath, smiled, stood over the wounded man with the tip of the steel rippling menacingly on his chest and supported the shod foot with the escarpment on his neck gradually increasing the pressure and limiting the janissary's oxygen. He looked around, beyond, among the trees, observing how his men were skewing the lives of the fallen along the forest, by his side only Petrus, his faithful Moldavian, stood, someone who would never give him away. The black eyes of the Dragon denoted his condition, his thirst and he looked again at the wounded man under his foot; the Turk knew it, he knew that death would come to him in an atrocious way and at the hands of the devil. Velkan twisted the gesture into an evil grimace and did not let the lack of air cause his prey to faint, she wanted him awake. He raised his foot slightly, giving him a break, a second of relief, to drop the sword on his chest, slowly thrusting it in and reveling in the sound of metal piercing the Ottoman armor, enjoying the sensation of the blood gushing out and the weak moan of the Turk. Without taking her intense gaze away from him, she bent down and with a masterful and impossible twist of the weapon, she opened his chest and just as easily tore out his heart with her own hands. The Janissary was still alive when, horrified, he saw him drinking from it, he was still aware of what was happening when a crack made the last breath of life disappear. The new blow of the Dragon's foot broke his neck and it was all over. Velkan slowly sipped the thick, hot liquid and threw the dried vital organ over the Turk's corpse, then lowered the visor again and returned to his men, giving the order for everyone to finish their work and return to the capital as if nothing had happened.

The gloom of the night and the greenery helped him, but again he let down his guard and did not realize that it was not only he and Petrus who were watching the grisly and bloody scene, that other eyes, hidden and frightened, discovered his secret and saw him drinking blood from a still beating heart that he tore out with his hands. The Wallachian soldier fled, whispering prayers and crossing himself and a single word was engraved in his mouth and in his soul: dracul...
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CHAPTER 1

Currently...
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Nothing could be heard around. Not even the sound of the wind among the trees or the birds or the crickets or the nocturnal animals, it was as if the world did not exist beyond its lair, beyond its darkness. His body was heavy, he felt it alien to him and he concentrated on his breathing, on the way his lungs were filling; he began to notice the touch on his fingers, his skin; he sought to recognize the smells that enveloped him; he tried to feel a glimpse of what was nearby, but the only thing he knew for sure was that the night was with him.He took a deep breath and opened his eyes, slowly. As he feared the darkness was total, the recess of the wall prevented him from moving and at that moment he became aware of the situation and a lump in his throat threatened to let out the tears: he was alive. He had begged, prayed to a God he didn't even believe in so that everything would end, so that this time it would be forever, so that he wouldn't wake up again and there, sandwiched, his nature opened the way to the world again, a world he didn't want to step on again. Even so, he knew that in that state his survival instinct would make him do whatever it took to survive, the only option had been that serum, that magical breakthrough of medicine that could keep him asleep forever or kill him, but it hadn't worked either, Viktor and that Dutch doctor had made a mistake.

Little by little he recovered his senses, his sight got used to the gloom, his smell caught some animal passing by looking for its food and his hands felt the lid that covered the box in which he had rested, finding a small spring. He smiled, Viktor had covered his back and had left a simple way to open from the inside, deep down he didn't want to let him die there, now he remembered his last words: "What will happen if you wake up locked up, I can't let you spend eternity trapped... Brave sentimental fool!"He had put the world at his mercy again. He did not wait any longer and tightening the spring, he opened the gate and slowly got up, regaining his abilities and his mobility asleep for years.

He remembered the place he was in, he had prepared it himself for his rest, the place that was always his refuge, in which to rest for eternity. In the cabin dug into the earth only the box he was in could fit, the walls had been insulated so that the conditions did not affect the passage of time and he only had to stretch his arms and push hard one of the wall slabs to be able to go outside, it was that simple.

The cave, in complete darkness, was like the last day he saw it, he knew every detail of the small place and observed that it had not been used in many years, the carelessness and loneliness that were palpable confirmed to him that no one had discovered it yet, that it was still only his. There he had lived when he wanted to get away from people, there he had played with a boy Vlad before his father handed him over to the Turks and there he had buried him secretly centuries before leaving another corpse dressed in his clothes in its place, he could not allow it to be desecrated. A large part of his life had been spent in those lands and he would leave them again to live again. "How long would it have been since they put him to sleep? Would his family still be alive? Viktor or his descendants?"He had never been alone, always one of them accompanied him, what would happen now?

He advanced through the gloomy cave to the outside, removing with his hands the remains of vegetation that blocked the entrance until a sky full of stars returned his gaze, few clouds hid their brightness, something strange in the Carpathians and an icy wind whipped his face. He walked along the mountain through the forest, letting himself be illuminated by the moonlight, stepping again on the places where so many ambushes and battles had taken place; he looked up and contemplated the ruins of Poenari that were silhouetted in the distance, a glimpse of the fortress that was and sighed. Then he felt it: he needed to feed, his body needed to regain strength, but leaving a trail of dead animals in his wake didn't seem like a good idea, not before knowing what circumstances he was in, what he had to face, he squeezed his eyes and controlled his hunger as he continued to move aimlessly. He tried to remember which way to go, trying to recognize the area he was in, he would soon arrive at some populated place, some village and he should be able to relate; but he was still too hasty, he didn't want to do it with that necessity. He kept walking without clearing his mind until a crossroads of paths and decisions appeared in front of him: on the left the inhospitable Carpathians would hide him and on his right civilization. He weighed the two options, after all, he was a man and the curiosity to find out what time he was could with him, he followed the path on the right and after a few hours, the first lights of dawn showed him a village in his vision. He stopped again. He had to feed. He couldn't delay any longer or there would be danger. A deer or some rabbits would do him good....

- For God's sake, are you okay?

A voice was heard behind him, an accent he recognized instantly, from the area. He closed his eyes, too early to face men.

"I feel fine," he replied in the same language as cordially as he could, but his voice came out choppy, without strength, a voice of sleeping years.

- Let me help you.

- Please don't come near me.

The old man ignored him and approached. The two stared into each other's eyes, groping each other and, without any fear, the man held out his coat to her.

- Put this on, you can't walk around half naked. What happened to him? Has he escaped from somewhere? A robbery? - he nodded and let himself go-. Come with me, my house is not far away, you can sleep, have something to eat, get cleaned up and change those rags.

At the most inopportune moment, that pastor had appeared next to him and was leading him to his home, to more people and hunger was beginning to cloud his senses. No one knew him there or knew of his existence, he could run away later and no one would suspect him because he was alone... it would be so easy... He clenched his teeth as he listened to the man tell him his stories about how normal it was in those times to be robbed, that many people were suffering from the economic crisis, that the price of cattle had plummeted and few kept at their job, but he could only smell the blood running through the old man's veins and imagine his bleeding heart in his hands, drinking from it... anyone who found it would think it was a wolf or another nocturnal animal... and then he saw the man smiling at him and resting his arm on his shoulder, encouraging him and he remembered all the people he had lived with and their kindness, only he was the monster and only he could help it. He returned the gesture to the pastor and continued to listen to him in silence until he got home, but... it would have been so easy...

— It's been a while since you've been to the village, what brings you here? - Felix asked Ivan.

- You're telling me like you don't like me being here with you.

- You know as long as you buy me a beer, you're welcome.

- Look, you're a jerk....

The two friends started laughing, despite not living excessively far from each other, they had not seen each other for almost a year and were happy to be able to have a drink together and chat. Felix was a teacher at the school all his life, in the town that had seen him born, but Ivan left years ago for Targoviste and had created a multidisciplinary company with laboratories in his charge. The tavern where they drank was the oldest in the village, the only one that remained without becoming a tourist attraction and most of the people there gathered at their tables to discuss any matter.

"I thought you had your grandparents' properties figured out," Felix said, wiping the foam from his mouth.

— Nothing like that, there is a problem with the tenants, with the conditions of the contracts and payments - Ivan informed him scratching his head, he had never liked the land issues.

— What I don't understand is why you don't sell them to them, they've been taking care of your land for years, there are barely any landowners left around here.

- I do not decide to do it, these lands have always been important for my family.

- Well, excuse the sincerity, but your grandfather was a little crazy about the possessions close to Poenari: the Basarab and his link with the Draculesti - Felix said, they had been friends since childhood and he knew that he was not going to get angry about his comment.

- I know, even so, it's hard for me to get rid of them and tourism and the crisis are not making it easy.

- That's what Dracula and his legend have, what am I going to tell you if I was your ancestor!

Felix Rio always liked to tease her with that.

- That's not entirely clear, we supposedly only share a family surname.

Ivan frowned, he didn't like his friend's jokes about his lineage.

- I have always thought that, if it were not for the attraction of the village in the style of the voivode's time, it would have been forgotten years ago - Felix said.

- Yes, of course: "Vlad, the impaler, slept here when there was a full moon or tasted the blood of thousands of his victims here while having dinner. All these lands belong to his most faithful vassals..."You can use that too — Ivan told him sarcastically.

- It wouldn't be bad. Hey, Dimitrus! What do you think if from now on your bar becomes the vampire tavern? - Felix asked raising his voice.

Dimitrus, the plump tavern keeper, looked at him from inside the bar and made a threatening gesture with his clenched fist while cleaning a pitcher of beer.

- Leave it, Felix, he's still a local hero here.

- Don't you believe in vampires? Come on, Ivan, it's a popular belief, there are still people who are afraid of them, who see them wandering at night. Uhhhhhh!

Felix laughed heartily and Ivan looked away, through the window pane. He was right and they were lands of superstition that still believed in the strigoi, even recently, in Bulgaria archaeologists had discovered tombs with bodies from centuries ago buried with anti-vampire rituals, the iron stakes in the heart, the stone slabs over the bodies or the beheading were samples of them and those findings still caused people today to cross themselves. But Ivan did not live the myths about vampires in the same way, his relationship with them was totally different, his grandfather, his father and before them his other ancestors had taken care of it, to show him another way of seeing things, until he came to think, like the people of the village, that they were crazy. However, despite everything, he had to promise his father on his deathbed that he would take into account everything that he and his grandfather taught him, that he would jealously guard a bunch of old junk that he bequeathed to him and that he would pass it on to his children.

"The only thing that worries me now is the property," Ivan said turning the jug over.

- Listen to me and sell them, luckily, you don't need them to live.

— It's my inheritance and I find it difficult to do it, anyway, I'll wait for this crisis to pass and then I'll think about it.

"You're right, these are complicated times—" Felix continued. Without going any further, this morning my grandfather picked up a guy lost in the forest, so, without worrying about who he was or the danger, he says that he came from the top of the mountain, all ragged, with a beard and that he seemed not to know where he was, as if he had escaped from somewhere or was one of those hermits alien to the world, he says that he barely speaks and that he keeps as if at a distance from him and my grandmother, he has only told them his name and it is the strangest, I think Beltran said or something like that.

- Velkan? -Felix nodded and Ivan jumped in the chair.

- Do you know him?

He didn't have time for any more questions, Ivan ran up from the table, got into the car and drove as fast as the dirt road allowed him to the house of Felix's grandparents. The journey of barely a kilometer seemed eternal to him and a thousand thoughts crowded into his mind, but only one was the important one, "How could it be true?"He stopped the car at the door of the shepherds' house and let out the breath he had been holding since he left the bar. He had arrived there mentally prepared to face anything, but at that moment something was preventing him from getting out of the vehicle, would it be fear, fear of what he was going to find in there? What would that mean in your life?

- Ivan, boy, it's been a long time since I've seen you around!

Mrs. Corina, Felix's grandmother, was sweeping the door when she saw him cross the wooden fence, carefree with the typical long skirt, apron and headscarf, there were people for whom time did not pass; she approached Ivan and without asking his permission planted one of those intense grandmother kisses. At that moment his friend's car arrived, which apparently had followed him, worried.

- What's this about, man?

- Mrs. Corina, the man from the forest? - Ivan asked the old woman without paying attention to Felix who was looking at him arching an eyebrow, not understanding his reaction in the bar.

- Poor thing, he's inside resting, he must have been kidnapped or robbed or beaten, he doesn't come near us and he doesn't speak, poor thing, he's scared, poor thing...

Ivan advanced to the door of the house and slowly, looked inside, letting his eyes get used to the interior.

- Ivan! Wait! -Felix shouted, but before he came in after him his grandmother claimed his attention, preventing him from following him.

The house had a certain clarity, the little that the windows gave to the village constructions characteristic of Romania and there, in a corner on a thick sheep's wool blanket, she saw him. He hugged his knees and kept his gaze on the flames of the bonfire, it was not what Ivan expected to find, it was not how he had imagined it.

- Velkan? - Ivan asked.

The man looked up at him and his eyes, completely black, opened in surprise.

- Viktor?

-No, I'm his great-grandson, my name is Ivan, Ivan Basarab, I'm going to...

Without Ivan having time to react, Velkan threw himself into his arms and at that moment the emotional bond between the two was forged, from then on Ivan was his window to the world, his guide and his protector, he had always been like that, they were his family and they had sworn it.

- Thank God.

- Come on, I'll take you home.

Ivan noticed him, in his old and shabby clothes, in his long matted hair, in his dark beard. He was a man from another time, from another nature, but now he was there. Without leaving his side much, they left the house together to meet Felix and his grandmother. Ivan realized that he owed them an explanation.

- Well? - Felix asked, Ivan nodded.

- He's my cousin, he came a few months ago to do a study on the botanical species of the Carpathians, I guess things got complicated and there would be no coverage up there to warn us. He has always been very busy with his job and losing track of time.

- Really, the Basarab are a little crazy. What a fright you gave me, you left so quickly that I thought it was more serious — said Felix.

- Well, it's already fixed. - Ivan slapped his hand to take the iron out of the matter, he had to get him out of there as soon as possible-. We're leaving, you'll have to eat and get cleaned up and that's better at home. Well, Grandma, thanks for everything.

"Come by another day and see us more calmly, boy," Mrs. Corina said to him, smiling and going over to give Velkan a kiss as well. And you be more careful, son, the mountain is dangerous.

Velkan nodded, but Ivan noticed the tension in his body as the old woman approached.

- Felix, I'll see you another time.

- Call me anytime, I'll be around.

Ivan held out his hand to her and they said goodbye.

Leaving his friend and grandmother at the door of the house, he drove Velkan to the parked car a few steps ahead, on the sand of the courtyard. He opened the co-pilot's door for him, indicated him to get in and placed the seat belt before his astonished gaze that did not improve when he heard the noise of the engine starting.

"I guess this is different from the horse—drawn carriages you'll be used to," Ivan told her quietly from the driver's seat. I don't want to scare you, but you are going to discover a lot of amazing things, just trust me and I will try to make you accept them little by little.

- What year is it? - Velkan asked him as the vehicle started its advance, he knew he would have to go slowly, he realized that as soon as they took him to the village, as soon as he saw the cables, the antennas, the streetlights, the houses themselves, until that moment he had always been present in the changes of the world, but now he had to face them all at once.

—2016.

The car began to move along the road, first of stones and dirt and then of asphalt, passing by the houses of the village on each side of the road and crossing the flatter lands covered with crops and livestock that faced the road. When they took the Transfagarasan, Ivan accelerated leaving the mountainous areas in the distance.

— More than a hundred years... -Velkan realized that it was a long time that he was asleep, although for him not long enough, it should have been forever, he snorted without taking his eyes off the front— I am hungry...

- I know, it's all planned. Can I ask you something? -Ivan looked at him from time to time, what driving allowed him, he had avoided putting on music, rolling down the windows or any other gesture that would have strained the moment more—. Should I be afraid of you under these circumstances?

- No.

-You will understand that I don't understand how your hunger works, if I'm honest I didn't think you existed until a moment ago either, and if you really haven't eaten for more than a hundred years...

- I've never hurt my family.

There was a silence between them, Ivan understood about the bond with his family, his own father explained it to him, but that only meant that other people had suffered at his hands; however, Felix's grandparents had not been touched and he was in a delicate moment. He didn't quite understand it, he was very calm, as if nothing was affecting him, as if he hadn't come back to life a few hours ago in a new world. It was something that he should explain to her, although at that moment the most urgent thing was to feed him.

Anyway, I was more than ready. Despite not having trusted much in the words of his father and grandfather, he had covered his back for years and little by little, through his laboratory, he had managed to get hold of a good reserve of bags and vials of blood that he kept in a chamber in his house in Targoviste. I was hoping they would serve, it was the only thing I had and I didn't know how to get him fresh blood, just thinking about it made his stomach churn. But his grandfather had informed him about the circumstances and the nature of that man, the ancestor of his family, of his need for blood; Ivan smiled when he remembered how, while the other children fell asleep with stories about cats in boots and toads that turned into princes, he listened to stories about men capable of deceiving the inexorable passage of time and capable of feeding on blood. And despite seeming like an old man's bedtime story, Ivan had his own theory about Velkan: he believed that perhaps his body was suffering from a blood shortage phase identical to that of someone who bled out and needed an emergency transfusion, however, they were all assumptions; he just hoped that the stored blood would serve his purposes, that would save him a lot of headaches. Ivan looked at him again, the option of leaving him to his fate had not even crossed his mind, deep down he accepted his inheritance, his subconscious told him what his responsibility was without him noticing, he just acted.

However, the problem was to get the blood to him, Targoviste was still too far away and Velkan had to eat, he didn't know what was capable of resisting thirst and it was better not to find out. He took down the hands-free and called Sofia, while giving tone he explained to Velkan that he would hear a voice, that they were communicating like this, he nodded again and continued looking out the window, in silence, admired by the speed of the car.

- Yes, tell me, honey. -A woman's voice was heard coming out of nowhere, Velkan frowned, there would be time to understand everything by now.

"Sofia, I know it's going to seem strange to you, but I need you to bring me several vials and bags of blood from the chamber—" Ivan told her as quickly as he could.

- How?

- I'll explain it to you later. We are going to spend the night in Pitesti, I dare not go further, I will book two rooms in a hotel here, we will be in an hour or so. You need to hurry up.

- Shall we go? - Sofia asked again, surprised by the plural.

- Velkan is with me.

There was a silence, Sofia was digesting the news, Ivan could almost hear her thinking.

- It can't be... - she said at last.

- I'll explain everything to you when you get there, don't delay.

He didn't say anything else, the main thing was to hurry up. When he hung up the phone he found Velkan looking at him.

- Fascinating, you speak at a distance.

"It's called a telephone," Ivan told him.

He looked out the window again, the truth was that he was very interested in all these advances, but he had to concentrate on his thirst, there would be time to find out.

- Is she your wife?

- Yes, her name is Sofia.

- Do you know that?

- Yes, she has always known that, my father included her in the family secret as soon as we got married. Is there any risk? Because I'm not going to allow...

- She's your wife and that makes her my family.

- And you never hurt your family...

- Exactly, do you have children?

- Not yet.

- How old are you?

- Thirty-two.

Velkan looked at him in surprise, noting his clear eyes, straw-colored hair and curiously familiar face, reminded him of Viktor.

- You look younger.

-The thirties are no longer what they were in your time, now people can live to eighty and ninety without problems.

- What is the plan to follow?

- We'll book rooms in a hotel I know to spend the night, you wash and clean, you can't go around with those pints and you eat what you need.

- Can you get the blood for me?

- Yes.

— I'm not gonna let you get dirty for me.

— I'm not going to kill anyone! I have other means, Sofia will bring her. And how does this work? How often do you need to drink?

- I can spend long periods of time without needing it.

- How do you know when it's necessary?

- My instincts are telling me.

- And the rest of the time?

- Normal food, by the way, I like stuffed pheasant.

They both smiled, it was the first time Ivan had heard him joking and he liked that he had a sense of humor, that would make it easier. He seemed like a normal man, quite sane, perhaps too much, apparently it was only his prejudices that led him to fear or be afraid of him at first and he remembered the feeling he had when he hugged him at Mrs. Corina's house and when he told her that he was protecting his family, because now they were that: his family.

In just over an hour they arrived at Pitesti. He had texted Sofia with the address of a much quieter hotel on the outskirts, where he had already booked two rooms. They entered the hotel garage and Ivan told Velkan to wait in the car and he obeyed, still amazed by the city lights and the hustle and bustle of modernity, without understanding much of what he was seeing and with a million questions. Ivan went upstairs to pick up the keys to the two rooms and found Sofia at the reception who was already waiting for them.

- Well? - she asked him looking around — Where is he?

- In the car, I went up alone to get the keys.

- Well? - Sofia insisted.

- It seems normal, but I still don't know what to think. - She came closer and gave him a gentle kiss showing her support-. Go to one of the rooms and I'll warn you now.

Sofia nodded, took one of the keys and went upstairs with the small suitcase she was bringing. Ivan saw her leaving, he had his in the trunk. He hadn't even given her time to settle down in Arefu, and he went down to the garage again. Velkan had not moved from the car, he was continuing with his eyes to the front, focused, he only left the vehicle when Ivan appeared and indicated him to accompany him after taking out his travel bag. The two of them got on the elevator and Velkan flinched when he felt how it was moving.

- What is this? - he asked Ivan.

—A people mover. It's called an elevator and it will take us to the top of the building—" he nodded, more things to add to the list of questions. A few seconds later he stopped— "We have arrived.

The rooms were next to each other, Ivan opened the door of one of them and entered leaving the suitcase on the floor, in front of the window and went out to knock on the door of the other, notifying Sofia that they were already there, then returning to his room. Velkan looked at the room with curiosity, comparing it with what he knew, of course it was not the mansions he was used to, but being a transient hostel it was quite good, he did not remember them as clean and tidy, it even smelled of flowers, although the decoration was quite strange, there were no tapestries in the walls or still lifes or landscapes, just some brown curtains and a black painting on a low piece of furniture, but yes, the lighting was tremendous, it seemed like day.

"I have notified Sofia," Ivan informed her.

- I guess she'll be surprised, I guess you both will be.

Ivan looked down, but just at that moment Sofia entered the room, carefully observing the man who accompanied her husband. His appearance in clothes from bygone times touched by the passage of time and the intense look of his black eyes did not help to reassure her and she approached Ivan slowly to protect herself.

"Sofia, this is Velkan—" Ivan told her, drawing her to him.

- I have brought what you asked for, there will be time for introductions. - She kept looking at him, she was scared, but finally she moved- I have it here.

He brought the small suitcase he was carrying to the furniture and took out a bag of blood from inside, holding it out to Ivan under the attentive gaze of Velkan who was already noticing the smell of the fluid.

—You just have to sip from the tube - Ivan explained to him as he opened it and handed it to him, he took it.

- Blood in bags? - he asked, surprised.

- Try it, if it works it will be easier.

Velkan sipped without much conviction, but at the first sip he realized the beneficial effect that the thick liquid had on his body, on his thirst. He stopped and swallowed again, finishing it after a few seconds, but without being completely satiated, he had been asleep for a long time.

- It'll do, do you have more?

"I've brought several bags just in case," Sofia said and took out another one.

"Thank you and... it's an honor to meet you—" Velkan told her with a slight smile.

- An honor? How chivalrous!

The comment served to make Sofia relax, so that she would not consider him dangerous, so that the circumstances would be more acceptable.

Velkan continued to feed and several bags later, already satiated, he lay on his back on one of the beds and let the couple talk.

"He needs a good bath and a good shave," Sofia told him.

- I'll take care of that.

- I left my things in the other room.

- Yes, it's better that you sleep in it, I'll stay with him tonight.

- And tomorrow?

- We are going back home and there I will be preparing him for his new life.

- How's it going?

—We haven't talked much, but he seems quite intelligent and able to accept his surroundings with ease. In addition, if the vials work we will not have to worry about blood or instincts.

- So, is it safe?

- He told me that he has never hurt his family.

- This is going to be complicated, I still can't believe it.

- Imagine me, everything I always believed a delusion of my grandfather is true.

— I understand, it must have been a shock, then you tell me everything - Sofia told him giving him a kiss.

- I'm going to help him get cleaned up, go to the other room and I'll call you when he's ready.

And, accompanying her to the door, he set out to clean up Velkan, to prepare him to face the world.

The long and matted hair as well as his beard were going to need some time to get well, with the clothes it would be easier just to remove them. She looked at him again, they were going to be entertained for a while.

- We should start washing you. Come with me to the toilet.

Velkan got out of bed without a squeak and followed him to the bathroom. He was at ease and his instincts had gone back to sleep. Ivan took out his shaving products and told him to sit on the toilet bowl, rested a towel on his shoulders and began to trim his beard so that he could use the disposable one easily and when he was with an adequate length he covered his face with foam and was shaving it calmly.

— If you like a beard, you can let it grow a little, but you have to fix it.

- Does the light work with those pegs? - Velkan had watched Ivan turn on the bathroom light bulb as he entered.

- It's electricity, do you know what it is? -Velkan nodded—, only now it is driven through some cables inside the wall, you can turn it on and off easily, it also makes the elevator work among many other things that I will be showing you. Do you understand about shaving?

- Interesting... hey!... Yeah, sure, but aren't you going to shave me? - Ivan frowned he didn't know if he was saying it in jest or not and Velkan smiled—. I know you don't, don't worry, that hasn't changed so much, I'll know how to do it.

—As for the hair, I don't know how to fix it well, we should pick it up until...

- Leave it to me, give me something to cut it. -Ivan handed him a pair of scissors which Velkan observed carefully. She put her head down and grabbing her hair she cut it in one piece, leaving it at neck height from behind, and then and in front of the mirror she cut the strands that faced the face and the forehead above the eyes—. Is that enough or does no one wear their hair like that?

- No. That's fine. Now you should take a shower and wash it.

- Where's the tub?

- Here, get undressed.

Ivan watched him as he did it, he certainly had a good physique, in perfect condition he did not look like he had been asleep for a century, the images of decrepit vampires from the movies appeared in his mind and he realized that they were all lies. He went to the shower and turned on the hot water tap, when he considered that the temperature was good he let him in. Velkan's reaction to the hot water was one of amazement and pleasure. The sigh he let out when he felt the warm jets in his body made Ivan laugh.

- This is great, how do you get the water to come out hot?

- Because of the pipes and the heaters.

- I'd be stuck in here all day.

- Here, this is the soap for the hair and this one for the body, you just have to rub them — Ivan told her opening the tubes of the shampoo and gel.

- It smells like flowers, everything smells like flowers here.

- It's the normal hotel perfume.

- But it's a woman's scent.

-Not today, all soaps are common to both sexes, only personal fragrances change, I'll show you some so you can choose the one you like.

- Without smelling like a female, please.

Ivan laughed again, he understood that the new smells missed him, he would get used to it.

- I'll also leave you a towel to dry. - He leaned one near the shower and at that moment the mobile rang-. Can I leave you alone? They're calling me on the phone.

Velkan nodded, delighted under the stream of hot water and thought about how quickly the water cooled down in the old tubs. He had managed to relax, he no longer felt the fear of how to feed himself thanks to those bags full of blood, after all it was not going to be so bad to live again, that time held more surprises than he had imagined and the frustration of having woken up was giving way to a great desire to know what that world held.

- Say?

- Dude, where are you? I passed by your house and no one was there.

- I'm sorry, Felix, but we've left the village, we're on our way to Targoviste.

- And the tenants?

- Can you come over tomorrow and tell them that we will meet for another day, that I have an unforeseen personal situation? I will arrange it later with the administrator.

- Of course, don't worry, but as soon as you get back let me know and we'll meet, how about your cousin?

- Pretty good now that he's with me.

- It's weird that he got lost, isn't it?

- He likes camping and nature a lot, sometimes he gets so involved in his work that he doesn't control his enthusiasm, especially in places he doesn't know. He is too trusting and the Carpathians give no respite.
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- Well, I'm glad he's okay, it was just a coincidence that my grandfather found him.

- Yes, thank them again.

- Well, I'll leave it to you that you'll be busy catching up and come back to town soon. See you.

- I will, bye.

Ivan hung up the phone, Felix had believed his cousin's story, after all he didn't have to suspect anything else and the next time he returned to Arefu, Velkan would already be ready to meet the people there. He took some of his clothes out of the suitcase, Velkan was taller than him, although some T-shirts and sweatpants would do for now. He still heard the sound of the water falling, sat down on the bed and rested. Suddenly his life had turned upside down, both his father and his grandfather would have wished to be the ones to meet Velkan, but it had been his turn, the skeptic, from that moment on he had to take care of the man, to serve as a bridge and support, although if the blood served and he didn't need it as soon as he thought, it would be easy to live together; he seemed like a normal man, he had remained calm before the change of times, taking what he saw calmly and to his surprise he was very interested in getting to know him. After all, it was his family's oath. She waited until the water stopped and he came out of the bathroom with wet hair, helped her dry it and offered her clothes. There dressed and neat did not look the same as I had found a few hours ago.

Sofia returned to the room when Ivan asked her to.She had ordered something for dinner and waited for the room service to arrive in the men's room. As soon as he entered, he was left with his mouth open, the tall and attractive man with curly black hair dressed in sports clothes in front of him could not be the same one he had met an hour ago. He looked at her smiling and she was surprised intensely observing big golden eyes.

- You have honey-colored eyes, not black. They had seemed black to me before — she said in amazement.

- Quite a change, isn't it? - Ivan told him.

- Take your clothes.

- We're going to have to buy her something in her size, will you take care of it when we get home?

- Yeah, don't worry.

A few knocks sounded on the door, Ivan opened and let the room service cart with several trays through; giving the waiter a tip, he placed the food in front of the bed and they got ready to have dinner. Velkan was looking at the trays while Sofia uncovered them and a whiff of roasted meat came up to his nose, he was curious and wanted to try the food of that time, he got out of bed and took his place waiting until she served him, he devoured his part with enthusiasm, even beer and water had a pleasant taste. Ivan and Sofia didn't eat much, they could barely take their eyes off the new family member, but Ivan wanted to be alone with his wife for a while and while he was having dinner, he apologized and went to Sofia's room, Velkan could be alone for a moment.

They went into the next room and sat down on one of the beds. From that night on, things were going to change, what would her life be like now? What should they be afraid of? They still didn't know him well enough to solve their doubts. For the moment the best thing was to go back to his house and show him his new surroundings.

- How was the trip? - Sofia wanted to feel out the situation everything had happened too fast.

- Strangely calm, he has been observing everything around him with hardly any questions.

- Maybe he's taking in the new.

-That's why I was expecting some kind of outburst of anxiety or fear, not calm.

- If he's as old as you say, maybe he's used to changes.

- I guess you're right, but the advances today are many.

[image: image]

- Well, he'll just have to learn and get used to it. How did you find him?

-In the most casual way, I was having a drink with Felix, I had just arrived in Arefu and during the talk he told me about a strange man that his grandfather had found in the mountains, when he told me the name something inside me stirred, it was like a shock that warned me that it was him.

- So it was Felix's grandparents' house then? - asked Sofia -, just like that, just like that?

- Yes, when he saw me he threw himself into my brazos...Me Viktor called.

- Viktor?

- He mistook me for my great grandfather, I guess he was disoriented, not knowing where he was.

- What are we going to do?

"To return home—" Ivan said, "a quieter environment for a while."

- He must be living with us, right?

- At least until he adapts. - Ivan looked at Sofia.

-We could prepare the basement for him, put a kind of loft with living room, bed, bathroom... there is enough space and now we don't use it.

- It's a good idea, so he can be intimate without being away from us.

- Well, we'll decide when we get there. - Sofia was getting impatient, Velkan had been only a while—. Come back to him, I'm going to sleep now, tomorrow will be another day.

- Yes, the first day of our new life. Thank you for supporting me in this.

Ivan kissed his wife and returned to Velkan, little by little they would get used to each other, for some reason he was sure that it would be so, a feeling of tranquility that made him be positive in the face of change. He smiled to himself and opened the door of the room where he would sleep with Velkan to find him fighting with the remote control and with the phone, not knowing what was in his hands. When he saw him enter, he abandoned his struggle.

- What is this? - he told Ivan.

- It's to turn on the TV.

- The what?

Ivan took the remote control and pressing the power button the sound images appeared on the screen. Velkan let out a scream.

- That painting is moving!

— It's not a painting, it's a new device where you can see moving images. - Ivan didn't know how to explain it to him so that he would understand.

- A small cinematographer?

- More or less, it's the technological evolution of all that. Nowadays actors make thousands of movies, series, social programs, news from anywhere in the world, there is everything, you will see it.

Velkan nodded taking the remote control from Ivan's hands and changing the channel by pressing several different buttons.

- That's funny.

- And that other one is the phone, just like the one in the car I talked to Sofia on, it just has another way. With these numbers you mark the one of the person you want to call and talk to them, you just have to know the personal numbers of others in advance.

- There are a lot of things.

-Most of them are advances of what you already knew, but there is also a lot of novelty, you will get acquainted with them.

Ivan looked at the already empty food trays and smiled, he hadn't left anything. Velkan followed her gaze.

- Did I have to leave something for you? Since you didn't eat much, I thought you didn't want any more.

- No, besides if I would like something else I can ask the reception.

"What happened has taken away your hunger," Velkan said.

- And I see you don't.

- I guess I haven't eaten for longer than you. - They both laughed-. I don't want to be a bother.

- I know, but for now it's better that you stay with me, time will tell, after all I'm the only family you have.

- Well, maybe we should take a break. - Velkan looked at the beds, - right or left?

"Left—" Ivan said watching Velkan head to his bed and lie down. The tracksuit he was wearing was comfortable and he could sleep in it.

Ivan went into the bathroom, took a shower, brushed his teeth and put on his pajamas, then lay down on his bed.

- Don't be afraid of me, I'll just sleep. -Velkan looked at the young man who would now be his guide with a gesture of gratitude and saw him smile.

Ivan realized that it was absurd to feel uncomfortable, if he had wanted to hurt her he would have done it already, he stayed on his back for a while and closed his eyes, but Velkan immediately turned his back on her.

- I almost killed the shepherd who found me on the mountain...

Ivan heard Velkan's voice almost in a whisper, it seemed like a confession, he thought if the circumstances had been propitious: the long sleep, the thirst, the disorientation...

— Why didn't you do it? - Ivan asked him.

"I don't know..." Velkan seemed to want to defend himself. I thought about his family...

— I see...

Velkan let out a loud sigh, he was still turning his back on her.

- I'm sorry it was your turn to take care of me.

- We'll get used to it.

Velkan closed his eyes, it was the first time he was with his relative all at once, normally he would have seen him born, raised him and did not know how to face him, how to make him comfortable next to him, maybe Ivan was right and time would tell. In addition, Sofia also seemed ready to accept it, she was a strong woman and it was noticeable that she loved Ivan and would support him in everything, although it was going to be difficult for everyone. Strangely, his eyelids began to close and sleep came, he fell asleep listening to the multiple sounds of the night and the city, most of them unknown to him.

The night passed quietly, the future was uncertain after that unexpected encounter, but strangely the three slept peacefully.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

- I've been observing the color of his eyes and I have a theory.

Sofia had been thinking about this for some time, she and Ivan were having a coffee sitting in the small backyard of their house in an urbanization on the outskirts of Targoviste, while Velkan, dressed in a T-shirt and sweatpants, was doing some exercise in front of them.

They had been together for just under a year and everything worked like a charm. They managed to turn the basement into a kind of home for him, a miniature house that had all the comforts of the time he was in and that allowed them to be together, but independent, it even had its own exit to the outside and the patio. At first it was hard for Velkan, he had to get used to all the advances and strange gadgets as he called them, besides knowing the new historical events that occurred during the century he had been asleep and in which wars had also been present. However, the only real difficulty was that he had barely left the house, Ivan did not consider that he was ready yet and asked for patience, when he went out into the world it should be with responsibility and fully aware of what he was going to find in it. If Velkan had something, it was time to wait and thus strengthened the bond with the couple.

- Which one is it? -Ivan took a sip of his coffee without taking his eyes off Velkan who was quietly stretching his muscles.

-I think his pupils dilate when he feels thirsty, that's why he seems to have black eyes like when you found him and as soon as he is satisfied they become their normal honey color again.

Ivan arched an eyebrow, they had rarely seen Velkan thirsty apart from that first day, he had blood at his disposal and did not go to those extremes, but he did remember the moment they met, the intense blackness of his eyes.

- Maybe you're right, although I don't think that should worry us, he organizes himself quite well.

— He is already perfectly adapted, no one would say that he has... - Sofia was thoughtful for a few seconds. How old are they?

—We have never talked about his life and I have not asked him directly, I only know what my grandfather said, that he was an ancient ancestor. - Ivan looked at Velkan again. I thought it was time for him to see the world, to socialize, to go out there, a restaurant, a bar, a pub, a cinema.

- With what he likes television he will hallucinate with cinema.

- I'm going to take advantage of these holidays to have a social life.

- Wow. Sofia looked at her watch. Then you tell me, I'm already late.

She placed a light kiss on her husband's cheek and making a farewell gesture with her hand towards the garden she left. Ivan got up and approached Velkan, who was contemplating the natural landscape of those lands, the same place where he had carried out so many battles centuries ago.

"All I need is a field of impalements..." she told Ivan and laughed at the horrified face he made, "you always end up believing everything." -Ivan shook his head as if eliminating the image of dead people on top of stakes that had come to his mind. Velkan looked at the horizon again, thoughtfully. I've never asked you what you know about me, about my life.

-What my father and grandfather told me, about everything related to our family and your nature. I don't know much more, if I'm honest I thought it was old man's ravings.

- And yet, you kept the blood.

- I guess deep down he was my grandfather, something prevented me from completely ignoring him. He always lived near Poenari, waiting.

- I knew your grandfather, but he was a few months old baby the last time I saw him. You look like Viktor, your great-grandfather.

At that moment a light in Ivan's mind turned on and he remembered something he had been told: that his great-grandfather kept a box as if it were something valuable. He had never paid much attention to her, tales about ancient legacies never appealed to him too much.

-Now that I remember, my grandfather told me about certain diaries and personal items that you supposedly left behind. On holidays we can go to the village to pick them up and I also solve the problems with the tenants, I have been delaying it for months.

- Trouble?

- Rents and crops, land issues, nothing of the other world. - Ivan also looked at his watch. I'm running late, I'm going to work. You stay in the care of the house, it's better that you don't go out yet, well... you know!

- Don't worry, I'll obey... besides I'm picking up the rhythm of that internet.

- Do you remember the key to the camera in case you need blood?

- Yes, go now.

- I'll see you this afternoon.

The truth was that she was dying to leave the house, but Ivan had promised to start doing it in a few days, when he finished working. He remembered the fear that had given him to return from his confinement, the difficulties of the last year, now instead he was dying to enjoy the world and everything thanks to Ivan and his bags of blood; if his instinct woke up, he should just take a couple of sips and like new, without risks and without worries. That's why, although there were days that he went out secretly to walk and observe the neighbors and their routine lives, he had made a promise to respect the order of his new companion, besides he already knew the operation of the devices that surrounded him, it was so simple and quick to find out what happened in the world, if they had had those means in the fifteenth century! In these times people did not seem so superstitious and few believed in demons or strigoi, everything was more scientific as Ivan said and that was good for his nature, for his life. He abandoned his exercises and relaxed with the hot water in the bathroom to later sit on a sofa in front of the TV, stretching his legs and enjoying some nuts and a beer, until his family returned. That afternoon she would prepare dinner, she had never tried it, something soft based on vegetables and fruit, Sofia did not like to eat copiously at night and had seen her using the kitchen, it did not seem complicated, so she would help in something, she had also been intrigued by Ivan's comment about the tenants and wanted to find out what was really going on. But all in good time.

- Was it necessary to buy so many clothes? - Ivan asked his wife as they were driving home.

— It's better that he has plenty, he barely has any fancy clothes and if you think that we go to restaurants and pubs... some T-shirts and shirts, several jeans and more underwear won't hurt either.

- He doesn't seem to like jeans very much, he prefers tracksuits.

— He'll get used to it, it's the most contemporary thing and they look scary on him.

- Sofia!

- What's the matter! It's the truth, despite everything, it's very good.

- Then maybe it's not a good idea to let him loose, women are not like before.

- Better for him, it won't cost him to flirt. And now that you're thinking about going out, he won't be able to wear a tracksuit all the time anymore.

- There's something else I have to tell you. - Sofia looked at him intrigued, she had put that worried tone of hers-. The village lands, the houses and the money with which my family created the company belong to Velkan.

- Everything?

- A lot of it.

- So?

- I'll talk to him to see how he wants to manage it.
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Ivan parked in front of the entrance to the house and was surprised to see light in the kitchen, they both looked at each other and entered. Immediately a slight burning smell flooded the room and Sofia, letting out a little scream, ran to the kitchen to see Velkan with one of Ivan's aprons turning over some burnt vegetables in a wok.

- I don't understand how they got burned so soon.

- You have the fire on full, give me that. For the love of God! What a kitchen disaster!

- I just wanted to make dinner.

- By yourself? - said Sofia taking the frying pan from him.

"When you want to do something for the first time, you should do it with one of us," Ivan told him.

- I'll keep it in mind, I thought it was simpler.

- Where are you going? - Velkan was leaving the kitchen to let him fix his clumsiness when Sofia yelled at him. Help me clean up, you can do that, pick up the remains and take them to the trash.

Ivan smiled at Sofia's rebuke, he had certainly lost his fear of the vampire and that calmed him down, meanwhile Velkan frowned with every scolding from the woman, deep down he liked that she had character, she reminded him of Elisabetta, Vlad's wife. Without hesitation he helped her clean up the kitchen and soon they were having perfectly cooked vegetables for dinner at the table.

- I got your official documentation. -Ivan took some identification documents with Velkan's photo from the wallet and held them out to her. There is the identity card, the driving card, the passport and the doctor, just in case. You are already a citizen of Romania.

— I have always been a citizen of Romania, can I go anywhere with this now?

"First with us, then we'll see if you're going alone," Sofia said unconvinced.

- Of course, but I can't drive.

- I'll teach you. - Ivan had planned it-. It will be the first thing we do. And Sofia will be happy to help you with the cooking, right?

- If that keeps me from burning it...

The three of them laughed, deep down it was good that he wanted to participate in family life, that he got involved with them.

"Velkan, we must deal with the subject of money—" Ivan told him, changing the conversation.

- What money? - he asked her.

- The family's, yours.

- It's the same one.

- No, according to the papers, it's yours.

- Before I fell asleep I left your great grandfather Viktor some powers so he could have everything, he's not mine anymore. That money was so that you wouldn't lack for anything, it's not mine, it belongs to both of you.

- Anyway, now that you're here we should fix it.

- But there's enough, isn't there?

- Well, the company is working well we haven't been touched much by the crisis and Sofia is also working. The land also helps...

- What about the bank's camera?

- What camera? - Ivan asked.

-I left a safe deposit box at the Bucharest bank with the family funds.

- I don't know anything about a safe deposit box.

- Well, there must be one, didn't anyone tell you about it? - insisted Velkan surprised.

- Nothing, it's the first thing I hear, will it still exist?

"If the Bucharest Bank is there, the camera should be there too," Velkan said.

- So? - Ivan said.

"You'll have to check," Sofia said— "You should have a key or something, right?"

—There is a chest with personal items and other souvenirs in Arefu's house, maybe it's there. - Ivan had already told Velkan about her.

- Well, we'll go get her and then to the bank. It's strange that they didn't tell you about her, although if Viktor didn't touch her it's possible that your grandfather didn't know about her existence. I just hope they didn't go through need for not using that money...

- Don't worry, I know they lived well and my family too. What's in the camera?

- Old personal items, some bonds and gold bars. There was a stage in my life when I moved to London and we had to move some of the gold to a bank there, but the adventure did not work out and we brought it back to Bucharest.

- Gold? -Ivan and Sofia didn't believe what they heard, and they were asking for mortgages!

- That's what I said, I had ducats, as well as coins and gold objects from many eras and we thought it best to melt it down and make ingots, they would be more comfortable to exchange and handle. We will go to see if it still exists and you can dispose of everything as you want.

"But it's yours—" Ivan insisted.

- Look how heavy you are, I've already told you that it belongs to the family.

- However...

-Then we discuss it and we'll see what to do, first we have to check that everything is still in order and in place.

Ivan nodded, deep down he understood why Velkan was talking about that they were family resources, but he couldn't help but feel strange before such an amount of riches, it was like having found a hidden treasure and as if it didn't belong to him, as if it wasn't with him. However, Velkan was right, they were in it together now, although it was going to take some getting used to.

A week later they were on their way to Arefu, Velkan was driving. To Ivan's surprise, he had been able to learn quickly and enjoyed driving, it was the first long trip they had made and he took advantage of it to conclude what he left halfway when he appeared. He got his manager to stay with them and part of the tenants in his house in the village. Sofia had preferred to stay in the city and accompany them to Bucharest when they returned from Arefu, so they could spend some more time in the village. It was Velkan's first contact with the new society and it was better to start doing public life in a small place, a more familiar place.

They arrived around noon and ate at Dimitrus' bar, Ivan was introducing Velkan to his countrymen and everyone was shaking his hand with a smile, they already knew the circumstances of his appearance, the news in the small towns was running like wildfire. He watched them carefully, it was not the first time he appreciated the courtesy of the people of the Wallachian regions; he was in another time and with other people, but the same land, his land, and the same cordiality. He remembered how long ago, Vlad had given part of those lands to his most faithful servants to enjoy, those same vassals were the ones who saved them and hid them in difficult moments; they were possibly ancestors of those who now greeted him. But part of the village had been transformed to attract tourism: its meals, its traditional dances, everything focused on the figure of the impaler and the tourists, Velkan did not quite understand the real meaning of all that.

Soon some of them sat down at the table with the visitors and became interested in their life. He spoke with great politeness, he was comfortable among them and that was good, and even joked about his bad orientation and everyone enjoyed his company, joking and patting him on the back in a friendly way, he was already one more, they had always respected the Basarab were one of the few somewhat more distinguished families left in their region and although they considered them somewhat eccentric, they esteemed them as neighbors and owners. Velkan rewarding their hospitality invited them to a round of dark beer that everyone celebrated. About half an hour after being there, Felix arrived and gave his friend a big hug.

- It's about time you dropped by here. - Ivan returned the gesture.

- I've been having a lot of trouble lately.

"You're having dinner at my house tonight, I don't want any excuses," Felix ordered him.

- Of course, no problem.

Felix sat down next to him and Velkan and took a pitcher of beer. Dinner with him was a good idea, Ivan had ordered food to be brought and the village house cleaned, but it was the first day and everything was not ready yet, however, they had kept some blood bags inside the chamber that was in the basement in case they were needed.

- What do you want for dinner? Felix asked.

- Do you cook? - Ivan told him with a sarcastic expression.

- Yes, who do you want to cook?

- Didn't you have a girlfriend?

- We left him six months ago.

- I'm so sorry.

- It didn't work, come on, what do I do?

- Something you can eat.

- Don't bother, Ivan.

- As far as I remember, you don't cook well.

- I've learned.

"Do anything simple," Velkan interjected— "it will be enough."

- Your cousin is more understanding. Felix turned his attention to him. Do you like the village? Apparently you do to them.

He noticed that those present were raising their beer as a greeting to the stranger, the two rounds they had already been doing were creating a good atmosphere of complicity. Velkan smiled, there were things that never changed.

- Yes, although I expected it to be calmer.

— That's because you're not here in summer, so it's a total hustle and bustle, tourists triple, although every year the visiting season gets longer, even in winter there are those who also do the routes. - Felix looked at the old wooden wall clock in the bar. How late it is already! I just came to say hello.

- What time do you come back to class? - Ivan asked him.

- In five minutes, I can't stay any longer.

- So we're coming to your house tonight, about what time is good for you?

- About eight o'clock, so we'll have an evening to chat quietly already once.

Felix left, but the celebration seemed not to end, the conversations and the small groups were organized and the interest in Velkan was diluted in other types of talks so they were somewhat freer to eat there. Dimitrus cooked them a nice beef stew and they rested in the tavern until the time agreed with the administrator, the afternoon was going to be busy with business.

At four o'clock the summoned arrived. The administrator took out the relevant documents and the tenants sat down around the large table in the living room that still kept the smell of the place closed. Ivan and Velkan were sitting opposite them, listening as the administrator explained the circumstances to them and handed them the legal papers. Those present there were peasants who had probably never left the Arefu region and who were still as rooted to their lands as the land itself and who depended on it and on the trust in Ivan, they were there to defend their exploitation rights and they had to take care of them. As soon as everything was ready, everyone expressed their concerns, everyone believed they were right and wanted to be noticed, soon the voices stopped being heard separately and a big commotion prevented them from understanding each other, Ivan got fed up.

"Wait a minute—" he said— "The problem is that I'm overlooking the payments. The delays are important and I can't put them off any longer."

- Mr. Basarab, the thing is very bad, we cannot cope with the general payments, the crisis and the fall in prices has us with just enough to live — said one of the farmers who seemed to be his spokesman, a tough man, forged by the years taken to work the land.

- But Mr. Basarab can't stop receiving his money, he owns the land. -The administrator was not going to allow them to stop paying, if necessary he would take away their livelihood.

- How much has the price of the product decreased? - Velkan had been observing those present for a while without speaking, it was not the first time he had heard about this crisis and decided to intervene, he knew the workings of the lands better than Ivan.

- It depends on the product. Twenty percent, twenty-five in recent years or even more - the administrator informed him.

-Then the rental price will be reduced by the same percentage until prices recover.

- Many years may pass and that would mean a setback in the accounts reports.

- To square that breakdown is their job, they do not have to pay for it, after all, they are the ones directly affected and we are not going to allow them to go hungry, that is something indisputable. We are willing to reduce the income. Better that than nothing, don't you think?

- I don't see it that way. -The administrator frowned, he had been in Ivan's service for years and had never interfered in his work, he had never been involved enough to know his work, his reports and his payments, but the new cousin seemed not to follow the same line.

— Well, then he has two options, either he fixes it or someone else will, - said Velkan without leaving any option, the administrator, something skinny did not end up liking him.

The man turned to look at Ivan, he couldn't believe I was talking to him about dismissal, but Ivan nodded, he should accept. The administrator put on his glasses and let out a slight sigh, apparently it was not going to be so lucrative to work for Basarab anymore; Velkan found it intimidating and meddling in his trade was an inconvenience. Even so, they were the owners, the ones who commanded and he wanted to keep his job.

—Okay, I'll get everything ready—" he relented at the end.

- Do you accept the conditions? -that time Velkan turned to the peasant speaker and he consulted him with the other tenants who replied with nods.

- Yes, that will allow us to comply. If it had not been for the economic problems we would not have come to this, we do not want anything that does not correspond to us.

—We've never doubted that—" Velkan said.

- Is everything solved? - Ivan asked.

They nodded again, now more calmly, it had been easier than it seemed at first and for the first time it had been in their favor.

Meanwhile, Ivan counted the attendees and realized that one of the families of the village was missing, usually everyone came to such meetings.

- Where are the Matei? - he asked them something worried.

- They couldn't make it, they haven't finished the pick-up yet.

- How is that possible?

- They don't have the money to hire anyone, they're on their own.

- Weren't their grandchildren with them? - Ivan was informed.

"They don't help them," one of the peasants corroborated. "All they do is waste the little money they have and let part of the harvest get lost in the field."

- I see, I will stop by to see what condition they are in and inform them of the modifications. - Ivan called the meeting over. Well, if there are no more doubts we will give this as settled, I will send you the new contracts as soon as possible.

- Thank you, Mr. Basarab.

Everyone came up to shake his hand, glad to have reached such a profitable agreement and went home with the confidence that they would do better from that day on, that the new conditions would facilitate the survival of the leases and the village lands. The manager was picking up the papers carefully.

"Get everything ready as soon as possible," Ivan told him.

— The new contracts will be temporary — said the administrator — instead of making them again, I can establish annexed clauses in the existing ones, it would be faster, a couple of days at most.

- Do it as you see fit, but the sooner they are the better.

- I still think it's losing money.

- You shouldn't think anything, if we lose something it's our problem. - Velkan didn't quite get along with the man.

"I don't think finances are for that," he told her hesitantly. Velkan smiled.

— You don't know anything about our finances, you only know about the land, but don't give it any more thought, it's already decided. When you have them written, distribute them. -Ivan settled the matter, the administrator did not have to know the existence of the possible family fortune—. Do you know what conditions the Matei are in?

- All I know is that they have personal problems with their grandchildren. I don't go into that.

- Isn't it your job to know the circumstances of your workers? -Velkan got up from the chair and faced him again, the man lowered his gaze- It doesn't matter, we'll take care of it ourselves.

The administrator did not wait any longer, did not want any more reprimands and left to prepare the documents, under the watchful eye of Velkan.

"Stop it already—" Ivan told her, guessing her thoughts.

- Can he be trusted?

- He likes money, but I think he does. Besides, he's from the area and he's been working for me for a long time, he knows everything and I'm not going to change it.

- Can you make sure he doesn't steal from you?

- If he does I haven't noticed it and I don't want to worry about it.

- It's up to you. -Ivan smiled at Velkan's capitulation, but he had to admit that he had resolved the conflicts quickly. And what do we do with that family you say?

- I should go see them, check on their situation.

- When?

- Right now, there's still time until dinner time with Felix.

- Let's go then.

The afternoon was overcast, although not enough to rain, it just turned the atmosphere leaden. They left the house and walked along the main road that crossed the village to the one of the Matei, Velkan followed Ivan who was the one who knew the place where they lived letting his feet go back to those lands. They wanted to inform them in person about the new deal and see with their own eyes what was happening. On the way Ivan explained to Velkan who they were, updating him about them.

-Andrei and Ferka Matei have always been loyal to my family, several years ago their children left for Spain to improve their life and left their two children with grandparents, that's why I'm surprised that they lose the harvest, they must be older and able to help them.

Velkan listened to him while he told him about the boys, in previous times even the children helped in the chores, now they had to be adults to do it and apparently they didn't even get it that way. They arrived at the house just as the couple was returning from work, just the two of them, without the grandchildren. The woman quickly came up to greet them, wiping her hands on the work apron she was wearing first, the man did the same on his pants.

- Mr. Basarab, what a joy to see you!

"We've come to check on you, Ferka," Ivan told her as he grabbed her hand.

"Working, you see," Andrei told him, somewhat surprised by the visit. Ivan understood her hesitation.

-I just wanted to warn you that there will be a significant reduction in the lease of your land, but I have been informed that you have problems taking care of the collection.

- We are already older and with the prices we can't afford to hire anyone — the man said.

- And your grandchildren? Velkan asked. The couple looked at him without recognizing him.

"He's my cousin Velkan," Ivan explained to them.

- They'll be around, it's hard. We have never wanted to bother them..., their parents are far away and... - said the woman.

"That's no reason for them not to help you. They live in the house and eat your food. A little effort would be the right thing," Velkan told them.

—We can't tell them anything, they don't listen to us — that time it was the man who spoke, the helplessness was noticeable in his voice.

"It is your duty to educate them," Velkan insisted.

—We don't have the strength for that," Andrei said.

- If you do not do it, the harvest will be lost and with it your income, what will you live on? - he asked them again.

They both lowered their heads, it was obvious that it was difficult for them to deal with the grandchildren, but that wasn't going to stay that way.

"We'll talk to them," Ivan told them. "Where are they?"

"Probably sleeping," said Grandfather pointing to the house.

It was after five o'clock in the afternoon. Velkan did not wait for permission, he quickly went into the house. It wasn't very big and it didn't take him long to know that the boys' room would be on the top floor; he entered without knocking, pushing the door and saw them sleeping in the two beds. He approached the feet and with a strong pull of the blankets uncovered them, one of them only grumbled, but the other threw a strong insult towards his grandfather, not knowing that it was not he who entered.

"Up now," Velkan shouted at them.

The two young men opened their eyes and looked at the tall stranger standing at the door with his arms crossed and his scowl in an angry gesture, an intense and slightly cruel look.

- Who the fuck are you? - asked the one who had blurted out the insult.

- The one who is going to clarify a couple of little things for you.

The young man got up to face him, but did not get further because a strong glove crossed his left cheek causing him to stagger. The other brother was still on the bed without speaking, Velkan watched him, he seemed calmer and more submissive than the one standing, with him it would be easier.

- Asshole! How dare you...? - said the beaten one. Velkan did not let him complain.

- From now on you are going to help your grandparents. - He ignored the pained young man and fixed his hard golden eyes on the other— - is it clear?

The boy, still in bed, looked down and nodded. But his brother was not for the task of obeying, least of all a stranger.

- And if not? - he said.

- Well, imagine what your life would be like alone, without money, without fun, with my shadow behind your backs... lurking... not knowing when I will attack... I promise I can ruin your life...

Velkan grabbed the boy in his pajamas and almost lifted him up, luckily he could already see fear in his eyes, the job was done, all that was left was to finish it off with some theatrical touch.

From the outer courtyard, Ivan and the Matei were waiting. At first nothing was heard, but soon the imprecations sounded, supported by some other crashing sound, the three looked at each other understanding part of what was happening inside, none said anything, but the grandparents wondered who was that man who had the guts to access a private house and make that scandal without any consideration. A few minutes later Velkan appeared at the door accompanied by the young men with short heads, one might even say fearful. Fear always worked, he had learned it with Vlad and the Turks centuries ago and those spoiled brats were not going to be less, a good threat against his life with a good dose of imagination was enough, grabbing them by the neck and intimidating them with ruining their life was an effective strategy, they understood that he was different and that he would be able to fulfill the threats. The option of helping at home seemed to them the best.

She dragged them out of the house and threw them on the ground in front of her grandparents, Ferka bent down to hold them, but Velkan motioned for her not to do so and she stopped, they had to be educated.

- From now on you will help in the collection. We will be here for a few more days and everything must be concluded before we leave - Velkan informed them without abandoning the threatening look-. Every year I will return on these dates to personally check that the deadlines of the work are met, is it clear?

The boys nodded, getting up, and Ivan saw how Andrei smiled fleetingly, understanding that a certain degree of control was necessary, a control that that cousin of Basarab had managed to impose in a few minutes. As soon as everything calmed down, Ferka went over to hug one of them, before doing so she looked at Velkan again, but he did not object, the conditions were already clarified and were now a family matter. Ivan realized that they should be left alone.

— We are leaving, everything seems to be solved here, we will send you the new contracts - Ivan told them seeing that everything was in order.

"Thank you very much, Mr. Basarab, for everything," Andrei told him clutching his hand, then it was Velkan's turn.

—Anything you need you can look for us at the family house, we will be around - Velkan assured him that he looked at the young people out of the corner of his eye so that they understood his words -, anything...

"Thank you, Mr. Velkan, we needed a push with them," Andrei confided to him, "I know Ferka has spoiled them too much, but you know how grandmothers are...

-Even so, there are behaviors that you should not consent to, they cannot take advantage of the people who love them and they must learn that.

Andrei looked at his grandchildren who were still by Ferka's side not wanting to enter the house until the Basarabs had left, they were already showing a minimum of respect.

- I think they seem to be getting it. Thanks again, sire.

Velkan nodded, however, he thought that what he had done with the young people was not his job, but that of his family, that things would not have had to reach that extreme if their parents or grandparents had made things clear to them from the beginning, after all, they should only help the family on their own grounds, nothing they could not do.

With the last greeting, they walked away from there and walked back to their house. Ivan had been afraid that Velkan would go overboard with his intervention and was not going to ask him what he used to scare them, but he had to understand that at that time violence and threats were a crime, although it seemed that he had managed perfectly.

"I'm not going to ask you what you told them," Ivan said.

- Better.

- Do you know you can't hit people? I saw the boy's cheek.

- It was a slight wake-up call.

- Anyway, it's no way to solve things today.

"That's the way it goes," Velkan said.

- Just tell me that you're going to control yourself at other times.

- I'll do my best.

Velkan winked at him and they both laughed, Ivan knew that he understood the circumstances and would act accordingly, he trusted in that, being his guide meant that he should listen to him, even if it wasn't always.

"One less problem—" Ivan told him. The truth is that you get along very well with the tenants.

— I have always been interested in the problems of the earth, before everything was not so mechanized, the contact was more direct and you learned to love her and interact with her, her knowledge was the difference between life and death.

- I guess you have more experience than me.

- Weren't you worried that the family's property was mine? Well, I can take care of the business side of things here, so I can take care of something and you can relax, we killed two birds with one stone.

Ivan smiled, he had never liked anything about the lands, if he had not sold them it was because he remembered the moments spent there with his grandfather, his childhood and what the place meant to him and his father, it was his inheritance, his roots, that Velkan wanted to get involved seemed great to him.

They arrived at the house, they still had a few hours until dinner with Felix and they set out to look for Velkan's belongings that Viktor had kept for more than a century and that hopefully they would have the key to the bank's chamber. They went up to the small attic in the high and central part of the house, its pronounced gabled roof left a small and narrow space for a loft and a window allowed the sunlight to pass through that was already getting lower and lower on the horizon. Velkan observed the place, there were everyday objects, some chests kept clothes and hats that he remembered and an old rocking chair returned the image of Hanna, Ivan's great-grandmother, cradling his grandfather as a baby. Ivan reached for the old carved wooden chest that was on top of one of the old cabinets, shook off the dust and opened it leaning on another of the shabby furniture. There he found some old photos of his grandfather and great-grandparents, an antique key and a chain with a medal depicting a dragon coiled with a cross. Velkan saw the chain and picked it up.

- Is it yours? - Ivan asked when he saw her surprised face.

- Yes, I carried it with me for centuries, I gave it to Viktor before we said goodbye.

- Apparently he kept it, what is it?

-It is the symbol of the Order of the Dragon, it belonged to one of your ancestors: Vlad III Draculesti and his family.

- I mean, it's true.

- The what?

- That Dracula was my ancestor.

- Dracula?

- Is how he is known today, although there are more names like Vlad the Impaler.

Velkan frowned, remembering the nickname the Turks imposed on Vlad: Tepes.

- Then yes, you descend from him and he from me.

- How old are you? - Ivan asked him.

- More than I remember.

Velkan went through the photographs in which Viktor, Hanna and the baby appeared. I remembered the first time they had seen one made, the revolution that it meant for society to be able to capture an image and immortalize it, until that day only canvases had achieved it, however, the photo was much more real. Ivan was watching one in which his father appeared with his first wife.

- Look. - Ivan showed it to Velkan-. She was my father's first wife.

- What happened?

- He died in childbirth and so did my brother, they were difficult times after the war ended. Then he married my mother.

- I guess everyone has their stories.

- Will you tell me yours?

Velkan closed his eyes and hung the dragon chain around his neck.

- It's time to go to your friend's house for dinner, there will be another time for stories.

Ivan nodded, it would be another time. They put the things back in the chest and placed it on a table, the key they were looking for was there and soon they had to take it to the bank, but first they would spend a few more days enjoying the village.

Felix's house was a few streets down from Ivan's and it didn't take long for them to arrive. His friend was already waiting for them with everything ready and the dinner passed quietly, in the end Felix had managed to make something edible and put up with Ivan's jokes for a while. After the meal, they sat on a sofa in the living room to taste one of the local liquors and chat. Felix handed the tray with the glasses to Velkan.

-Bring the ottoman closer to the armchair, so we will be more comfortable, leave the tray on it if you want.

- The ottoman? - Velkan asked, surprised by the name.

- Yes, that kind of square stool with sofa upholstery, don't you know what it is?

- Not by that name, why do you call her an Ottoman?

"That's what that kind of seat is called," Ivan said. "It comes from the East."

— Ya - Velkan laughed at the strangeness of the others.

- What are you laughing at? - Ivan asked.

- It was funny to me that there is an ottoman in Romania, centuries ago you didn't want anything Turkish.

"It's the fashions," Ivan said, smiling too.

— And history changes - said Felix understanding the comparison with other less peaceful times.

- Yes, it's a piece of furniture now. - Velkan couldn't stop laughing and it infected the other two.

After a few minutes of laughter, things calmed down and Felix poured the drink, pushing the ottoman away and bringing the table closer to the living room. 

- You're not from around here, are you? - Felix asked him.

-Yes it is, when he was a child his family left the country for work reasons and now he has moved back to live here - Ivan improvised, Felix didn't really care where he was from.

- Then we should remind you what our beautiful country is like.

—That's what I'm working on. After a few days here, we're going to Bucharest," Velkan informed him.

-Do the vampire route, the Dracula route, it's what the tourists demand the most, so come back here and see me again soon - Felix suggested to Ivan.

- The route? - Velkan asked, he had already heard about this topic in Dimitrus' tavern and wanted to understand it.

- Yes, tourists and interested people take a tour of the place where Dracula was born, the castles where he lived and all the vampire legends that inspired him — Felix explained—. The climb to Poenari is interesting, they have even placed impaled figures.

"It would be nice to take a walk," Velkan said sipping from the glass and letting the sweet liquor caress his palate.

- It is not so much, besides now is not the time, we have issues to resolve - Ivan stated.

"Man, when you have time—" Felix said.

- We'll see. - Ivan frowned.

- Well, you have the prejudices of your last name, but touristically speaking it is a reef, what a good thing that Bram Stoker did to us by writing that book.

- What book? - Velkan wanted to know.

- You know, Dracula, the famous vampire book.

Ivan snorted, he did not share his friend's enthusiasm for the figure of Dracula, he was so imbued in the village's commerce that he liked the tourist atmosphere and it was his way of getting into a joke with his friend. But Ivan didn't know what to think of Velkan's reaction, of his new interest. He assumed that he didn't understand what Felix meant by the vampire route either. As I had imagined, Velkan met Vlad, lived with him... it was still interesting to tour those places together. But it was still contradictory, the figure of Dracula had always raised controversy, in his land there were those who supported tourism as happened to Felix and there were those who saw it as an insult to a national hero. Anyway, Ivan had always tried to stay out of any opinion.

- By the way, what happened to your ex? - Ivan told him changing the subject, Felix would find it strange to find out that Velkan knew nothing about the well-known book or Moderna vampires.

— It was a problem of priorities, she didn't want to stay in the village and I didn't want to abandon my life or my work - said Felix bluntly.

"A good reason—" Ivan said.

- Well, I've gotten used to being alone by now.

Felix stretched his legs over the chair and leaned back on the sofa, playing some music in the background.

The rest of the evening the three of them caught up on their respective lives, Velkan's of course invented, and enjoyed some man time. After three hours and with a few too many drinks, they left Felix sleeping soundly in his bed and returned to his house, once there Velkan sat down in a fluffy and antique armchair and Ivan resumed the question he had asked before dinner, he was intrigued to know about him. He sat down in another of the armchairs in the living room and they were opposite each other, it was time to start getting to know him and neither of them was sleepy yet.

- What do you want to know? - I ask Velkan.

- I guess anything you want to tell me.

- In other circumstances you would already know everything about me.

Ivan nodded. If Velkan hadn't decided to die, she would have possibly raised him. He would know his story naturally, but now she had to tell him everything all at once.

"Start at the beginning," Ivan said, "at the moment you were born.

Velkan picked up a glass of wine and crossed his legs, settling into his armchair and, fixing his eyes on a painting depicting a typical landscape of the Carpathians, let the memories come to his mind.

— I couldn't tell you exactly how old I am, but I remember the time when I came into the world, close to here. It was a different time, a certain glimmer of peace was enjoyed, the territorial tribal struggles for the increasingly deserted hunting grounds were already far away. Centuries ago, the domestication of plants and animals had stabilized the clans and the villages began to grow. The few quarrels that there were with neighboring tribes were over any minor political issues and hierarchical disputes. The first cities began to emerge at the same time that labor and social specializations and metalworking developed.

- Is that in the Chalcolithic or in the Bronze Age? - Ivan was amazed.

- I used to work bronze, copper was hardly used anymore.

- So you're telling me about more than 3000 years ago?

- Possibly.

Ivan looked at him with wide eyes, he had thought it ancient, but not so much and that only meant that his ancestors also came from that almost prehistoric time. He slowly expelled the air from his lungs and prepared to listen to the very ancient story of Velkan's life.
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CHAPTER 3

Eastern Europe. Near the Black Sea. The Bronze Age.
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"He was born on a dark night, with the howling of a wolf being heard in the distance through the lush and unexplored forests that when darkness fell became magical places for the people of the place. When he left his mother, he did not cry, he breathed on his own, without help, and licked the blood of his mother that still remained in his little body. The midwife, surprised and frightened in equal parts, was looking at the child who was watching her with intensely black open eyes, it was not the normal thing in a newborn. His mother took him from the woman's hands and brought him close to her breast, but the child kept feeding on the blood, sucking on the fist that he put hard into his mouth, soon the efforts to hook it to the nipple were rewarded with the first drink.

- What name will you give it? - the midwife said to the young woman.

- Velkan.

- He's a strong kid, maybe too much.

- It's better, that way he'll survive.

The mother was still very young, she was at the age of enjoying youth, of enjoying the celebrations to the gods. That last year the small village of no more than thirty people had lived together with one of the traveling tribes that were still looking for the herds that were almost extinct. The few times that happened the relationships between different people and intercultural learning increased; the intimacy was much more varied and frequent, the celebrations more usual. It was after the nomads had left when Kara found out that she was on tape she didn't even know who the father of the child was she hadn't even thought about settling down and having a family, but now with the newborn everything was changing, she should soon decide on a man and give her son a safe home. The child had only been in her arms for a few moments and she already loved him more than anything, he had already become her priority, that's why, even if the woman told him that he was too strong, for her that was a peace of mind, the mortality of babies was very high and she didn't want Velkan to be one of them.

After the midwife left, the door of the hut opened and a dark-haired young man entered. Approaching the mother and sitting down next to her, she stroked the baby's head and kissed her on the forehead, with loving eyes.

—If you accept me, Kara, I will be with you — said the young man gathering all the courage he could, he had been quietly loving her for a while and he was not going to miss the opportunity to tell her.

—You've always been by my side, since childhood," she told him, returning a wide smile and remembering a lifetime of games together.

- You know I mean a home.

- I know, Atoral.

- So? - he asked.

Kara nodded. He was her future now and she would have never chosen a better one.

The days following the birth, Atoral prepared a beautiful home for her. The family hut he built had everything he needed to start a life together and the forge where he worked was so close that it allowed him to be constantly aware of her and his new son whom he loved more every day. It was a pleasure to have them with him; there, just the three of them, they formed their own family and started their journey side by side. I've always dreamed of something like this.

Time was passing, Kara was already walking comfortably after childbirth and taking care of her home, but Velkan was a constant cause for concern, he was always restless and his parents did not know what to do to get him to rest. The child clung tightly to his mother's breast, but still he was not able to satiate himself and cried more than he should, the young woman did not understand why this happened, why, having enough milk, Velkan was always hungry. He got used to carrying it loaded close to his breasts so that he could have milk whenever he wanted and while he slept close to his mother, she made her copper beads.

And it all happened suddenly.

One day when she was working, Kara hurt herself in the chest with one of the beads and a slight scratch let out a few drops of her blood that went to Velkan's mouth; when she separated the child from her to clean it, she observed a trickle of blood staining the baby's mouth, but at that moment he began to suck again with renewed eagerness, satiating himself, then Kara remembered something from the day of childbirth, she remembered the child licking his little fist covered by the remains of his birth and without hesitation Velkan, who sucked hard swallowing a mixture of milk and blood. Soon he stopped feeding and for the first time since he came into the world he fell asleep peacefully in his mother's arms.

- Has she stopped crying? -Atoral was returning from the forge and was surprised not to hear the boy.

- Yes. - Kara was biting her lip, thoughtful.

- Is something wrong? Is Velkan okay?

- He's had his fill.

- That's good, isn't it?

- I think it was the blood.

- Blood? What blood?

- Don't make that horror face, I just scratched my chest with one of the necklaces... but he drank it with the milk... I remembered that at birth it happened the same, he sucked his own fist when he still had the remains of childbirth. What if it's the blood that feeds him?

- Is that possible? - Atoral asked walking up to the boy and looking at him intensely while he was sleeping, he seemed so normal.

- I don't know, but it's calmed him down.

- That's too hasty a conclusion. We should wait and see if you're right, maybe you want me to stop crying.

— I'll check it when he gets hungry again, when he gets restless again, I'll give him milk just to see what happens.

The two stayed for a while watching Velkan sleep, nothing seemed strange, he was a normal child who squeezed his eyelids while dreaming and smiling in the warm and protective arms of his mother. After a few hours he started to move and look for the nipple again, they let him suck as usual and watched his reaction, he was still restless and not satiated, his mother did not hesitate and made another scratch on his chest, right over Velkan's mouth, which as soon as he tasted the blood calmed down. Atoral stroked his head.

- Well, we'll have to give him blood...

- And how do we do it?

- We can test with animal blood.

- He is still very small, I can give him mine, he doesn't need much, just by feeling it in his mouth it already works.

- You can't hurt yourself every time I'm hungry.

- Yes, I can, at least for a while, when I'm older we'll see what to do. - Kara kissed her son on the forehead. The man nodded. The boy didn't require so much blood that his mother couldn't give it to him.

— We'll hold out like this for a couple of months, but I'll still collect blood from some hunting animal in case it's necessary.

- Atoral, I'm scared.

- He's our son, he won't hurt us.

- I'm not worried about Velkan, but about the others. What will happen if they find out that he drinks blood?

- Well, we can hide it.

- What if we can't?

-Let's trust that no one will find out or that they will know how to handle the situation, maybe there are more children like him.

Atoral went over to hug his wife to make her stop shaking. It was what she loved the most, her and her son, seeing them together filled her heart and no matter what happened she would protect them.

A few weeks passed and they watched the child, apparently he did not need to drink blood always, but only occasionally and it took more and more time to do so. His mother began to know when he needed it by watching how his eyes changed color and a slight scratch on his chest was enough to satisfy him, it was not going to be so difficult to hide his secret. But one of those scratches did not go unnoticed by the woman who had helped her give birth. Denar, the midwife, had been monitoring the child's progress since the night he was born, since he licked the remains of childbirth, she had suspicions about the nature of the newborn and had heard ancient stories that referred to blood, although she always thought they were to provoke fear, legends to scare and teach that were told by the fire, stories to not sleep. However, there was something strange about Velkan and in his mother's behavior, he did not wait any longer and one afternoon he came over to talk to Kara.

The boy was resting on some furs when Denar entered the hut, as soon as Kara saw the healer she put aside the cakes she was preparing and sat down next to him. Denar's visits were always a reason for respect, but this time it was different and the woman did not take the herbal tea that Kara offered and went straight to the point.
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