
[image: Cover]

Table of Contents

Title Page

The Order of the Blood

Nicole Vlachos | & | Lane Morris

The Order of the Blood

The Order of the Blood

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book | Antelope, CA

~Dedications~

The Order of the Blood

Nicole Vlachos | & | Lane Morris

~1~

~2~

~3~

~4~

~5~

~6~

~7~

~8~

~9~

~10~

~11~

~12~

~13~

~14~

~15~

~16~

~17~

~18~

~19~

~Epilogue~

About the Authors

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Order of the Blood

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nicole Vlachos

&

Lane Morris

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Order of the Blood

[image: image]


A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

April 2011

––––––––
[image: image]

Copyright © 2011 Nicole Vlachos & Lane Morris

All rights reserved.

––––––––
[image: image]

Cover designed by Nicholas Grabowsky

copyright © 2011 by Black Bed Sheet Books and Nicholas Grabowsky

––––––––
[image: image]

The selections in this book are works of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the authors.

––––––––
[image: image]

Library of Congress Control Number: 2011926043

ISBN-10: 0-9833773-3-2

ISBN-13: 978-0-9833773-3-7

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Order of the Blood

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

Antelope, CA

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~Dedications~

[image: image]


Nicole Vlachos would like to dedicate the book to her parents, who always believed in her and to all the friends, near and far who encouraged her along the way.

––––––––
[image: image]

LANE MORRIS WOULD LIKE to acknowledge her professor of Biblical literature, who said she was the worst writer he had ever read, and who suggested she would end up working as a fry cook. Ding! Order's up!

~
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Order of the Blood

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nicole Vlachos

&

Lane Morris

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~1~

[image: image]


"How long have you been watching me?" Ian asked, without ever looking away from the window where he stood.

"Long enough," was the quiet reply.

His tall, slender frame was backlit by the full moon, painting the floor in vertical lines of deep, dark blue and the silver of her light. Wearily he turned to face the bed, squinting slightly to see her face. "You should be sleeping, Robin. I need you rested."

"To be perfectly frank, Ian," she said, "you need me any way you can get me. Rested, tired, sleep deprived half out of my mind—you just need me."

He sat down heavily in one of the wingback chairs that flanked either side of the window box and nodded slightly, staring off past the scraggly trees that seemed to claw at the moon. "True. A point for you."

"You make it hard for me to sleep, you know. You've been prowling around for hours now. Every time I drift off you're opening, or shutting another door and I can hear you walking. It's an old house. The floor creaks."

"You've got very sharp ears."

"Just wait ‘til you get to my teeth."

He glanced back over and she winked at him, a joke, an old one that was nearly lost in the darkness, but not quite. He had been looking for her for weeks. Searching until he found her in this elderly house on the outskirts of the very town where he had left her...

Nothing around her for miles but moors, fog, and dipping, swelling acreage. "This won't be easy, Robin. Neither of us can afford to pretend like we're in normal times."

"Fine," she sighed, shifting in the bed so that her back was to him. "You be still and I'll sleep."

Ian studied the gentle satin covered curves outlined in the nighttime pallets of blues and barely held back his own sigh. So much had changed since the last time he had seen her, but he knew, somehow he knew that she could be trusted, and that she could help him. She would find a way to help him. He knew her. She would do anything she could to help him. She had to. He was desperate.

"Tomorrow," her voice came in the form of a yawn,

"I'll take you to Gideon. He should know something about this."

"Tomorrow night, you mean?"

Robin looked over her shoulder at the worry in his tone, "Tomorrow night, yes. That's what I meant."

"And you're sure he'll know something?"

"God, I hope so," she said without bothering to camouflage the annoyance she was feeling. "You've been here two days and you're driving me insane."

Taken aback, Ian gripped the arms of the chair and frowned. "I'm sorry."

"It's okay," Robin groaned, curling back down into the bed only to sit up after a moment. "Ian, come lay down with me. Just for a little. Maybe it will help. I know you can't sleep, but maybe it will calm you down. Just pretend—and I know you don't want to—but just pretend things are normal for the moment."

He started to protest, but found no voice, so instead he obeyed, moving into her familiar arms. She soothed her fingers through his hair and whispered gently to him, breathy, sweet lullabies meant to ease him from his pain, but the warmth in her skin and the sound of her heartbeat sang a different tune, offered different escapes, and woke a frightening hunger that bit into his very bones.

He leapt from the bed with a cry and fled to the door.

"I can't stay in here, Robin," he nearly growled, covering his mouth with the back of one hand, "I'll be down the hall, or somewhere. Lock the door. Don't let me back in."

"As if I had any say in that matter now that you've been invited,” Robin glowered, clutching the bed sheets to her chest. “And that was dastardly of you, to let me call you inside before you told me why you'd come."

He did growl then, and slammed the door behind him.

Robin rolled onto her back and closed her eyes, reliving the moment of recognition. 

No one knew where she was, and she liked it that way. No telephone, no cable, no computer, no nothing. She was living like a hermit and that suited her perfectly. The only ones who were aware of her whereabouts were sworn to her privacy. It was a mutual regard that remained a precarious balance, but it worked.

The knock at the door had startled her and it had taken a good five minutes before she was able to disentangle herself from the latest project and clatter down three flights of stairs to find Ian standing on her doorstep, rain pelting him, lightening illuminating his familiar profile like some film noir anti-hero.

"Ian?" she had asked the figure.

"Robin," he had breathed with relief, "I finally found you!"

She hadn't been thinking, or maybe she had. Maybe she had known from the start. Against all normal protocol she heard herself saying, "Get in here before you catch your death of cold!" Almost as soon as she had the words out of her mouth she regretted them. It was after dark, she hadn't seen him in ten years, and he had appeared out of nowhere. What did she expect?

He was over the threshold in a heartbeat and she knew. She knew it in the pit of her stomach. She'd been dealing with that kind since her teen years and even at her youngest, she hadn’t made that kind of mistake. In twelve years of living among them, she had never once invited one of their kind into her home. Well, now she had done it. Worse, he had nowhere else to go, so she felt responsible to his care. 

Still, even with the difference, he was in all other respects the old Ian. Brooding, dark-eyed, sweet, unfashionably pale and thin, Byronic Ian. And he still paced when he was nervous.

It had taken two days to find Gideon’s current lair, and she wasn't looking forward to the meeting she had set up, but if anyone would be able to ease Ian into the transition of his new lifestyle—or save him from it—it would be that one. Gideon was well known in the circles of the Brethren and if he introduced a bastard-born to the community, they would accept it. Otherwise there would be no hope for the soulless fledgling.

Robin slipped out of bed and opened a drawer in her night stand to retrieve a small, velvet pouch. She took out a pinch of the pungent powder and sprinkled a heavy line in front of the door. It was a poor ward, but a ward nonetheless. Gideon had given it to her, so she trusted in its properties. If Ian found his nature driving him past his ability to refrain, the ward would keep him out of her bedroom. It was better than nothing. Or at least better than the corner she had backed herself into with the invitation to enter.

She had backed herself into many corners over the years, and had hoped those days were behind her. She just wanted quiet. Peace and quiet. After everything that had come before, it didn’t seem like so much to ask. 

It was that thought that tucked her back between her sheets and she sighed back into sleep.

Dreams were fitful. Nightmares, really. They always were when she was confronted with her past. Adam's face slipped in and out of crowds where she ran, trying desperately to convince anyone who would listen that her brother was human—in spite of his condition—and that he must be treated and tried like a human. Shouts from the corners of her mind echoed the sentiment that the Brethren could not be trusted, and should be destroyed, or administrated.

She continued to run. The dream shifted as was its norm, and she found herself in the basement of a home that was not hers. She was helping tunnel Brethren through, and then the fire came. It did not come as the ball of terror that had chased her up from between the floorboards as it had done in reality, but it came in the sniggering whisper of a struck flame. She could hear the accusations and the demands as each orange tongue licked over a surface, engulfing it in heat.

"Why didn't you smell the gas, Robin?" one would ask as another chimed in, "Not just the gas. Why didn't you notice the strangers who'd been hanging about the day before?" Acrid and burning, more voices chorused in cacophony. Why hadn't she locked the basement door? Why had she gone out that day? Didn't she realize that she had been their death?

She always expected the metallic slam of iron bars to jar her awake, but it never did. The six years she had spent behind them for harboring the Brethren and helping them to flee had hardened her to surprise. At least if she ever felt it, she never showed it. So instead of waking, she dreamed out a version of her incarceration that always ended with what had been the first, brutal beating. 

Finally, she woke with a cry and sat bolt upright to find Ian standing with his toes to the line of the crushed herbs that crossed her doorway. 

"Robin?" He asked, concerned, "I heard you...are you alright?" He looked distinctly uncomfortable and was shifting slightly, one foot to the other, but did not cross inside.

"It was a dream," she nodded, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. "Just a dream."

He nodded and stood a moment longer. "I'd close your door back," he offered sheepishly, pointing to where it had arced back into the bedroom with its opening, "but I can't seem to be able to get to the handle."

Robin felt a smile tugging at her mouth and she climbed out of bed and went for the door. "Apparently the ward works then."

"Apparently," he smiled back. "I'm, ah, just down the hall if you need me."

"I think I'll be fine. It was just a dream. Thanks."

Ian nodded again as she shut the door, then leaned down to pick up a pinch of the dried arrangement that had lined her doorway. He sniffed it. Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme. Someone had a sense of humor. Chuckling, he dusted off his fingers and moved down the stairs into her library. If it made her feel better to throw old spices on the floor, then who was he to take that away from her. He owed her peace of mind, if nothing else.

Ian spent the wee hours of the morning browsing through the library by the light of a small fire and several candles. It was odd and ironic that Robin would end up there. The Robin he had known loved light. She loved society. She loved people. She was the most energized when surrounded by loud, boisterous groups. She had been a party girl, involved in every activity on the college campus where he had met her. Where she had been a whirlwind of energy and excitement, he hardly recognized her now. 

Picking up a photograph, Ian smiled. Under a dusty glass, Robin and Adam smiled back. His arm slung around her shoulders. Two of her fingers behind his head, turning the pose silly. No one could ever have lived up to Adam. Robin followed her older brother around in a puppyish haze of pride and adoration, that was completely mutual, and it was that affection that had given her entrée into the world of the Brethren when Adam had joined their ranks.

~~~~~~~~~~~~
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AT THE TIME OF ADAM'S turning, it was still considered a privilege and honor to be accepted into the community. The Kin were the most highly sought after fraternal order on their campus, both feared and revered—and wholly credited for petitioning the university into holding classes at midnight—everyone wanted to be a part. 

Only the finest were invited, though.

Adam was a natural choice. He was brilliant. Talented at everything his hands touched, he could make any instrument sing, any canvas speak, and any clay, or stone come to life with the breath of his hands. 

Artistry aside, he was a clever wit and vastly intelligent. The shining star of his department, Adam was slated for greatness early on. Little did he know, little did any of them know, that when he chose to wear the crimson and silver of the brother hood he set a course with destiny that would cut him short entirely.

There had been a time that the Brethren were welcomed into any community. They were considered the keepers of historical knowledge and respected for their knowledge and experience. They were wise with their age, and willing to be the benefactors of the towns in which they lived. Further, they were careful to keep their numbers low, an effort to maintain a quality of the Blood. Their self-government was complex and in keeping with the mortals’, and there was never reason to question their motivations or intentions. They simply had always been, and it seemed they would always be.

But time turned, and the Brethren became more than monastic staples. A tide of interest swept the land and fraternal orders began cropping up on campuses. 

Younger, less wary brethren offered the gift to the best and brightest with the excuse that their numbers were so low they faced possible extinction. "And if we cultivate that which is most prurient in its mortality, we will build for both our community and theirs, a safeguard against the future. When the best minds are made immortal, their learning and their knowledge grow eternally and bring nothing but wealth to all around them." Soon, there was an actual, growing population, which continued to expand over the course of a decade.

Though rigorous standards barred entry to the majority of those who applied to join, elders such as Gideon had convinced themselves and others, that growth was good. It had never occurred to them that there might be a danger. But, Ian remembered, envy brings strife, and with it, every evil.

Vincent Gerry was one of those denied the Blood.

A young man, only a few years senior to Adam,

Vincent was already marked with political aspiration. He was erudite and a great intellect but as it was pointed out by Jude, then president of the order, "His character is weak. He bends rules to his liking. He is a rebel without a spine, because he is unwilling to even admit when he has manipulated a circumstance to his favor. We could not trust him to remain true to the Order of the Blood. He would very happily flaunt all past convention for his own foolish promotion.

Agreement had been unanimous, though Devlin had grumbled about how they were all making exceptions to the truth of the Order in even considering so many new members, and Vincent was passed over. From that time on, he had set himself against the Brethren and done everything in his power to destroy them. His rise in politics was stellar, and only a few years out of the university he was seated in a high place in government.

He quickly set about an agenda of destruction. Parroting the style of the most charismatic despots in history, through jingoism and fear mongering, it was easy for him to establish a series of new laws, curfews, and commandments against the Brethren. If he could not be one of them, none would be allowed to live freely. It was only by the grace of a few prevailing cooler heads that kept Gerry from outlawing their existence at all. As it stood, so long as they remained in their places, and so long as they remained visibly subjugated, they were allowed to live. Any infraction meant death, though, once proven guilty, which was never difficult.

Adam was lording the Order when Vincent's demanding strictures started trickling down political drainpipes and drizzling in through chinks in the armor of the Fraternity. First they were barred from teaching in the university, then from campus housing.

Next they were segregated entirely. Those of the Order who were still pursuing education were barred from attending classes. Soon, the flood of hatred had swept past the dams of education and into society at large. The winds of change started to howl, tearing at the shutters of convention and rattling the windows of foresight. Terror whined through keyholes and under doorways. Once respected, the Brethren were now hated and feared. And once welcomed, now they found themselves made fugitive....

Robin had been twenty, in her third year at the university, when every where, people began whispering about the Order.

Didn't they eat blood?

Hadn't they always had secret ceremonies that involved human sacrifice? Wasn't it true they had no souls? Where was Philip Kingston? He was missing! Had he been murdered by the Brethren? They killed to live, you know.

They had rituals where they sacrificed humans. They had no souls.

Soon, it wasn’t enough to chase the kin away. Only destruction would do. It became bitter and Brethren were rounded up and burned for crimes they had not committed.

The irony was that the Order had forbidden involuntary blood-letting for several centuries. Since the Dark Ages, they had written law for themselves regarding the use of willing chalices. Mortals were cherished, kept as pets, regarded as things to love.

But, with Vincent's pure eloquence driving the crushing tide of hatred, all fact became fiction and fiction became fact. Suddenly the Brethren were the things of nightmares, and classified as enemy.

Robin and Ian had watched in horror as their friends, and in some cases family, were arrested and murdered. Adam, in hiding, became the voice of his Order and of his generation. He demanded cessation of the genocide. He demanded a return to order. He demanded the rights due any citizen of a free nation. He was hunted. He was destroyed. As were the rest of Robin's family.

She fled, however, and in the arms of the Order that had become a second family, she managed to find a way past her personal grief and started her own revolution.

She became the conductor on something of an underground railroad for the Brethren, aiding and abetting as many as she could. She became as much a champion for their rights and freedoms as Adam had been, . but now there was a different fear. A new breed of the Blood, led by Gideon, reared its head in retaliation for mortal politics.

Suddenly there were takings and turnings and killings.

No mortal was safe from those who had gone rogue.

Not even Robin could safely submit herself to the trust of the Order. Now she guarded her life carefully, inviting no one past her door.

Of course she had been hunted, too, and found after five years. Ian had lost track of her, having run for his own life tied to destruction by friendship to Brethren. He hadn’t known what had become of her until he saw the headlines splashed across the front page that she had been arrested and was on trial.

How she avoided the death penalty was still a mystery, but she had. Sentenced to life in prison, he could still remember his own anger, the bitterness and the rage he felt at being helpless. The shame he felt at having run and left her behind.

Like any bloody revolt or fiery political cause, it was only another few years before it was swept away in the careless, fleeting memories of the human mind.

Yes, there was ash in the street, and garlic strung from doorways, but there were more pressing worries. Economy. Education.

Technology. The Order of the Blood was all but

Forgotten as their numbers dwindled and those who remained went into hiding, and political prisoners from that dark time were released.

Robin had fled to the central region of the nation, where Ian had found her. Never careful enough himself, he had trusted the hospitality of one of the Brethren and awakened alone to the horror that he was no longer himself. He was bastardized into the Blood with no sire, no brotherhood, and no hope of surviving in a land where harsh stricture still stood, even in light of a calmer political landscape.

So, he had sought refuge in the place where all the other Brethren had so many years before. It was hard to see her now. He remembered the brightness, the levity, and the utter thrill of living that had been so apparent in her. Time had done nothing to dull the nature of her beauty. In fact, maturity had given her a more gentle grace than she had worn before, but it had done something to her spirit.

She moved slowly and walked with a slight limp. He noticed that she kept to the sides of rooms when possible, always with a hand on something for support, and he knew that her hearing and vision had both been damaged. She was barely thirty, only two years younger than he, but what she had suffered in her captivity had broken both bones and will, and neither had healed properly.

Ian let out a sigh and sank back into a chair. Dawn was on its way, but he didn't want to fall into rest without seeing that she had made it through the night in one piece.

~~~~~~~~~~~~
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HE WOKE SCREAMING, the fingers of his now daily death pulling his eyelids back, expelling him from blackness with a violent force. It wasn't as painful as it had been in the first instance of his reawakening, and every dusk seemed to bring some small adaptation, some appropriation to his state that made the experience less traumatizing, but he was still new. He forced his body up, throwing the blankets off as he scrambled to turn on the lamp beside him, desperate for light.

"How long has it been?" Robin's voice broke through the hollow sound of his labored breathing, an unnecessary habit he had carried over from mortality, and he turned to see her sitting in a chair diagonal to the corner of the bed.

He was quiet for a moment, drawing breath and blinking away the ghosts of shadows in his eyes as he did the math "Three months. Yesterday."

"Who did it?" she asked, nodding at his answer to show she understood his state. "Did you even see who it was?"

"It was.....uh," Ian paused again, memories flashing in his mind. The warm, smiling welcome. A few beers and light conversation. The pure down pillows in the guest room. He'd felt safe there. "Caleb."

Robin shook her head, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth and chewing it absently. "I'm not surprised. He's one of Gideon's."

"Yeah," he replied, vacantly as his hand slipped up to his neck and rubbed the skin there. It was unmarked now, but it still throbbed with a ghost of pain. "I thought he was still my friend."

"He probably was," she said a bit brusquely, moving from her seat to sit beside him on the bed. Without another word she started rolling up her shirtsleeve and snapped out an elastic tourniquet which she tied off on her upper arm, using her teeth.

Ian stared at the way the pale flesh of her arm folded into tiny wrinkles with the band in place, and he swallowed hard. She thumped her fingers across her wrist, then offered it to him. "I'll tell you when to stop."

He wanted to refuse, to turn away, to insist that he didn't need it and that it wasn't what he'd come to her for.

The draw was too strong and the sight of the deep bruised blue of her veins proved too great an enticement. He took hold of her arm, his chilled fingers wrapping around her hand as he bent to his feed. Robin gasped at the needle sharp prick of fangs breaking her skin and she felt the warm blood pool on her wrist briefly before Ian sealed his mouth over the wound and began to drink.

She watched him and shook her head slightly. It had been at least two days since he had fed, and she wasn't sure how long he could go without. Gingerly she stroked his hair, not wanting to disrupt him, but wanting him to know he was safe and, at least for the moment, welcome. She soothed him with the same quiet words she had used the night before until she felt the stir that told her it was time, then released the tourniquet.

"Seal it now, Ian," she told him.

He forced himself to pull back from the feed and slicked the wound with his tongue, pressing the punctures until he felt them closing. Relinquishing his hold, he sat back, turning slightly away from her as she inspected the wound and re-cuffed her shirt.

"Thank you," he said, his voice a rasping whisper.

Robin looked up and saw that his face was flush with the feed, but also with a measure of embarrassment. "I'm sorry that I've put you in this position. I didn't mean to trick you, I didn't know where else to go."

She smiled a little, "As long as we understand that I don't want to be a permanent lunch, I think we're on good ground. Besides," she added, reaching up and pushing his fringe aside giving quite a lot away with the admission, "it is really good to see you. There aren't a lot of old familiar faces I'm glad to see."

"I'm glad of that," he answered, offering her a smile of his own. They had once been great friends and spent all of their time together. Vincent Gerry changed all of that.

"I've really missed you, Robin."

"Yeah, I've missed me, too," she snorted, standing unsteadily, dismissing anything that might have passed for emotion. Brusquely, she said, “I’ve called Gideon and he's expecting us. I've laid out some fresh things for you in the bath, and while you're getting dressed, I'm going to have a little nap. I'll meet you downstairs at nine. Okay?"

"Alright," Ian nodded, watching her slow, even progress from the room. He sat still, listening to her heart beating until she'd made her way down the corridor and slipped into her room. She was afraid, though not of him, as she never would have allowed him a direct feed if she were. 

What was it, then? Gideon? How bad had things really gotten? Ian found that he was becoming unnerved at the thought of facing the elder vampire, even if he was a descendant of the bloodline. Just because Caleb was one of Gideon's chosen, that did not automatically grant such concession to one created on a whim.

He made his way into the bath where he dressed carefully, then, rather than going downstairs, he headed up the flight to Robin's room. She was curled up on top of the covers in the middle of her bed, her back to the door.

More than anything he wanted to ask what all had happened to her, but part of him thought he would not be able to hear it. Her feet were bare and he could see a definite scar that ran from the bottom of her heel up into the hem of the leg of her jeans. He swallowed and turned away. According to mortal law, as it was now written, any being taken and turned by the Brethren without the express consent of the High Court of the land was to be immediately executed. 

Gideon had been one of the infractors who laughed in the face of that law and had begun turning left and right. He had also begun to kill.

Gideon was infamous within the Order for his rebellion. "If they want us to be cold blooded killers, then by all means, let us be that! We will tear down their establishment human stone by human stone, and will not stop until the blood of our Blood is avenged entirely."

That was the roar that had flooded the halls of the underground to which most of them had fled. That was the motto inscribed on the hearts and minds of all of Gideon's disciples. That was the epitaph Caleb had left pinned to the wall beside him. Caleb, one of Gideon's own, sent out into the world as a mercenary.

For a moment Ian smiled darkly and supposed it could have been worse. He could have been one that was marked for kill, rather than kin. As random as turnings had become, there was still some element of honor in the choosing. He only hoped that element would transfer in the eyes of his elder.

Just before nine he heard footsteps moving down the stairs. Robin's step was light and he had noticed labored only when she was tired. Now she moved with a rested grace and met him in the foyer.

Her delicate face was framed at the point of her elfin chin by a fitted black turtleneck, and she had changed into black trousers as well. She wore her chestnut colored hair in a high, tight ponytail that somehow drew attention to her gold flecked, green eyes. "Are you ready?" she asked him, tilting her head.

"I suppose so. Are you sure you want to go?" Ian asked as he shrugged into his jacket. "You don't have to, you know."

Robin laughed, "Okay, first of all, yes I do have to go.

Second of all, yes I do want to go. I'm not sending you in there alone!" There was a flash of the dimple he had always loved and she shook her head, reaching for her own coat. "Besides, they wouldn't let you in without me."

"They'll probably stake me at the door as it is," he mumbled, reaching for the knob and pulling the front door open to let her go in front of him. "Might as well get this over with."

Robin laughed again and pulled Ian's hand. "We don't go out the front," she informed. She led him down another hallway through the vast kitchen, then pulled up the hood of her jacket against the wind and spattering of rain they would encounter the few steps it took to the garage door.

She situated herself in the driver's seat of an old station wagon and waited for him to settle at her side before turning the key in the ignition. The engine thumped twice before grinding to life, and she wrangled the stiff gears out of neutral. It was a quiet ride through empty streets, listening to the swipe of the windshield wipers and the sound of tires on wet pavement.

"We have to go into London," Robin said after a length of time. "He holes up in a club down there. It should take about an hour to reach him."

Ian nodded, then realized that she probably didn't notice and mumbled, "okay." The silence fell heavily over them again as he stared out the window, watching the scenery pass by like water color prints on a reel. He'd skirted London on his way to find her, fully aware that much of the Brethren activity was centralized there. If he'd shown his face in the city at night without someone to speak for him, he never would have seen the coming dawn. Without the benefit of a sire to teach him, Ian had been forced to learn the ways of survival on his own, and he was barely succeeding. It was hard enough to have to hide from humanity, but options were limited when you had to hide from the ones who'd made you their own as well.

"Do you have much contact with him?" he asked finally, turning to look at her as he spoke. Her eyes were trained on the road and for the first time Ian saw that she was concentrating on the sound of the tires and squinting at the gleaming asphalt that lay before them. "Do you want me to drive, Robin?" He offered, before she could answer the other question.

She slowed, easing her foot off the gas wordlessly, and pulled the car off the road into an emergency lane before speaking again. "That'd be good. I can give you directions once we're closer."

They played a Chinese fire drill in the rain and started off again. Ian glanced to his left as he steadied into the fast lane and noticed that Robin had crossed her arms close to her chest. Streetlamps that were flown past streaked light across her face to reveal flashes of misery.

"Robs," he asked, letting go of the wheel with one hand to touch her elbow.

She rolled her eyes up and sniffed. "I get frustrated," she said. "There are a lot of things I used to be able to do without thinking that take more effort than you can believe now."

He started to say that he was sorry, but stopped himself short, realizing that any offer of sympathy would only serve to add insult to injury. "I can believe that, but you seem to be doing pretty well for yourself, all things considered." The questions that had been swirling in his head tickled his tongue, coaxing him to ask, but he swallowed them instead. She would talk if, and when, she was ready.

"I do pretty well. I do very well, really. There's nothing I really can't do—just some simple things that take extended effort. I'm sure you've noticed."

He nodded and said yes. Flattery and lies were of no use.

"I have problems with depth perception and I have hardly any peripheral vision at all. The hearing is bad in my left ear. Those are the things you can't see right off, though you seem to have picked up on a bit. What I'm sure you can see is that I don't get around as easily as I used to."

Was she smiling? Ian glanced over again to see that she was, sardonically.

"My left leg was broken in a few places. Compound fractures, all very ugly. It took a couple of surgeries before everything was back where it was supposed to be, and that was all during my incarceration so it wasn't the best medical care. On the bright side, they told me I might not walk again period. I've still been told I won't run. I'm working on that."

"You'll get there," Ian said, easing the car through a deep puddle on the road. "You've always been able to achieve whatever you put your mind to, Robs." She nodded, the smile fading slightly, and lowered her eyes before turning to look out the window again. They continued on in the deafening quiet for another distance, then Ian spoke. "You never did answer my first question. Do you see a lot of Gideon?"

"A lot? I don't see him on a regular basis, no, but when I do see him it is usually extended—no short hello goodbye visits. Our paths cross. More appropriately, he sees to it that his path crosses mine."

"How did he find you after you got out?"

"Same way you did, I guess. He looked for me. He and Adam were close, you know?"

"I remember." Ian nodded, the bright lights of the city beginning to flash inside the car as they entered London.

The conversation turned to navigation, a series of side streets and thruways off the more prominent lines into city center. Robin directed him, and soon they were pulling into a parking garage near Piccadilly.

They stopped and then Robin turned to face him fully after he turned off the engine. "Ian," she said, her voice gone soft, "I am glad you came to me. I know I'm—different from who I used to be. I don't know what you were expecting, but I'm pretty sure it isn't what answered my door."

He shook his head slowly. "No, Robin, I got exactly what I was expecting. I got you. You answered the door. You let me in. You've done everything you could to help me...even if you are a little standoffish,” he smiled and she stuck out her tongue. “But that's to be expected. It's me who is something entirely different. Not you."

"Thanks," she said, her lips turning up in a smile. "I'm kind of a hermit now. I think I've forgotten how to interact with the world."

"You've been on the run a lot longer than I have," Ian agreed, leaning in to cup her chin in his long fingers. "And I've got the impression that you've just gotten used to hiding."

When he kissed her, he half expected her to pull away, but wrapped his arms fully around her when she did not. There was so much tenderness in between the jerks and halts of her self-protecting walls and he wedged himself into a parting chink as her arms went around his neck in response. 

He tasted the warmth of her breath and spread his fingers over the fine bones of her back.

Memories flooded the moment until she eased away with a whisper, "He's waiting. We need to go.”
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Gideon made a disgusted noise and shoved his feet against the floor so that his chair spun away from the half dozen little black and white monitors he had been watching. On two of them the garage was clearly seen from different angles, brightly cataloging the arrival and departure of any who happened upon the address. It made it easier to dispatch the unwanted guests.

Having just watched the familiar station wagon pull into a space, driven by an unfamiliar man, and then having just seen that man turn and pull Robin into the embrace Gideon desired...he felt ill.

"Go get them and bring them to me," he growled at the two men who flanked the door. "I'll be in the back."

Had he remained to watch the other four monitors, he would have seen his orders carried out as his guards went to retrieve the couple in question, and lead them from screen to screen in a grainy silent film that carried them from the garage into a frantic scene of dancing; through a dimly lit corridor, past another smaller room where tranced-out Goths swayed drunkenly, into another hallway. They stepped out of sight of the cameras only when they crossed the threshold into the mahogany office where they were welcomed by an ice-blue gaze and a cruel, discomfiting smile.

"Hello, Robin," Gideon said, his fingertips pressed lightly together. He might have been praying for the position of his hands. "And Robin's puppy."

"I'm Ian," the other man said, flinching slightly when the door was shut and he heard tumblers twist locking them inside the room.

"Security measure," Gideon smiled, ignoring the other man. "Don't worry over it. Please, come in and have a seat. I hate it when people hover."

Robin eased forward and took the chair across from Gideon's desk on the right, leaving Ian the one to the left and closest to the door. The elder Brethren watched her carefully over his cheekbones, wheels turning in his mind as she sat and shifted into a comfortable place.

"It's bad tonight?" he asked with a thin veil of concern.

"It's raining," Robin answered. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of thinking she had anything other than a mundane ache.

"Hmmm," he shrugged, then turned his eyes to Ian and studied him a moment. Tall, slender, chiseled and handsome. He leaned across his desk suddenly and took Ian's perfectly square chin in his hand and turned his face to and fro before leaning back.

Ian's dark eyes flashed fire and he stiffened. "I didn't come to you to be handled," he said, "I'm not a pony."

"No, as I said earlier, you're a puppy." Gideon's voice was bored. "Why bring him to me, Robin?" he asked, never taking his eyes from Ian's face.

"Because you turn mortals at whim and never think of it. What's one more to your fold?"

"But he isn't mine."

"Surely you recognize whose he is."

Gideon met her eyes then and a frost slipped into his smile. "I recognize the smell of your blood on him. Are you saying that he is yours?"

"I am saying that he was turned by one of your own Childer," Robin said calmly, betrayed only by the slight blush that colored the bridge of her nose. "Surely you recognize Caleb's work?"

"Caleb, eh?" His full lips pouted out and he considered Ian again. "Yes, I do see that. Damn him. Well if he's Caleb's, what is he doing here? Caleb is in Australia."

"I was in Aus—"

"When I want you to speak," Gideon said so icily that

Ian felt the borrowed blood in his veins start to chill, "I will direct my conversation to you. Until then, Fledgling, hold your tongue."

"He was in Australia when Caleb took him," Robin sighed, rolling her eyes at the display. "And he came to find me because we've been friends. You just happen to inhabit the same corner of the world as I do, so I've brought him to you because ultimately the responsibility is yours."

"Responsibility?" Gideon spat. "There is no such thing!"

"Fine." Robin stood from the chair, small popping noises moving with her. "Come on, Ian, we're finished."

Both men looked at her strangely and she addressed Gideon again, "If you aren't willing to admit responsibility then I'll take him to Devlin."

The roar that filled the room was deafening as Gideon leapt to his feet, slamming both palms flat against his desk blotter. Simultaneously, Ian had jumped up and moved quickly in front of Robin. He felt her hand on the small of his back, steady and warm, not shivering in the least. He understood suddenly. This was what she had expected. This had been the intention all along.

"You will take him to Devlin over your own dead body, do you understand that, Girl? Nothing that is born of my Blood will belong to him. If this is Caleb's doing, then he is mine and I fully intend to exert all claim to him."

"Well then," Robin said, slipping from behind Ian's back to resume occupancy in the chair, "now all we have to do is determine what claim you have."

Ian was confused, but in the two hours that passed his fate was negotiated between the vampire elder and the mortal, who appeared to have some leverage as a keeper—ever more to her credit than he knew. In the end, Gideon agreed to introduce Ian to the Brethren as legitimate. Whether or not he would provide the necessary falsified documents for Ian to walk the city streets as legal was another matter, "For another day," Gideon insisted.

"For now," he continued, "I will interview him alone and you may wait outside."

"I am not leaving him al—"

Gideon interrupted Robin with a frigid smile. "Yes, yes you are, darling. You are leaving him alone in here with me. I've just spent most of my night arguing with you over his fate. Do you think I'm going to kill him now?"

"Knowing you and your temper?"

"Knowing that you have markers you can call in all over town?"

"He is going to have to drive me back home when we go."

"Of course," Gideon nodded. "Now go find someplace to play for a while, or have a sleep if you can."

She shrugged and stood, clapping Ian on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine,” she promised. “If he tries to kill you, just remind him that it would be what Devlin wanted.”

“I am right here,” Gideon said.

“And I’ll be right out there.” Robin hooked a thumb over her shoulder, then went for the door.

Ian watched her leave the room and felt his spine tingle. Looking back to Gideon, he discovered that the elder's face was grim and his eyes were trained on Robin’s progression.”

"I knew Adam very well," Gideon said as soon as the door was shut, regarding Ian once more. “Obviously, I was well past the age for the university and the fraternal order of the Blood, but I was one who was consulted with every applicant they felt worthy of the gift."

Ian nodded wordlessly, wondering what was about to happen.

Gideon stood and walked to a file cabinet across the room, sliding his hand over the lock with easy grace. The tumblers moved and the oval, gun metal shot out giving the vampire access to the contents within. He thumbed through and produced three files, then returned to his desk and opened one.

"Your application was denied based on your age," he said. "I thought I remembered that. We decided you were too young and needed a few more years of growth and maturity before you came into the full bloom of your talent and you intellect. When I say we," Gideon looked up from reading, "I mean the Council. I'm not certain how familiar you are with the inner workings of the Order, so I am presuming you ignorant entirely."

"I am entirely ignorant," Ian nodded and was rewarded with a very real, very disarming smile. He smiled back, and Gideon’s expression snapped shut again.

"Any applicant to the Order was reviewed by committee. If that committee found the applicant worthy of interest, he was directed to the elected officers of the Order. If the elected officers found a worth, the application was then directed to the Council of Elders presiding over the collegiate order. I sat on that Council then. I remember you very well."

Ian nodded for him to go on and Gideon smiled again, this time around his words. "You were suggested a short time after Adam was included, and we liked you. You were talented, intelligent, and seemed strong of character. You also fit the physical mold we like to keep. Did you have any idea that looks were a part of the criteria?" He chuckled as Ian shook his head, "We're vain. But I digress. With all your good qualities, we felt that you were yet immature and that you did not fully understand what you offered yourself to. Bluntly, Fledgling, I think you still do not fully understand."

"Bluntly, Elder," Ian snorted, "you see right through me."

It was Gideon's turn to shake his head, "No, I see right through her. You have an admirable and eloquent front, but the fact that she's crept out of her hole to bring you to me speaks volumes. You are already adept at guarding your thoughts, she, not being one of the Brethren, will never be able to do so."

He shut the first file and opened the second. "I have only one sworn enemy," he said, "and this is vital to your existence. You are either for, or against me in my desire to bring about an end to Vincent Gerry—and before you answer, Puppy, listen. All the Brethren have a hate for that name. All the Brethren hope to see him come to an end. Upon that we can agree. But there are two factions in the Order. One would see him deposed peacefully. I think they are fools. I would see him destroyed with the kind of anger and hatred he has shown to our kind. You make that choice and you will be called mine. If you choose the other side, you will be marked against me. Again, before you answer, look at this."

Gideon passed over the thick file and Ian scanned the dossier attached and flipped through the horrific photos that detailed Gerry's reign of terror. When he was finished he set it aside and waited. Gideon smiled and opened the third file. "One sworn enemy, and one I've sworn to protect." He pushed that file forward and Ian took it up.

The elder leaned forward and watched Ian's face intently as he looked at the heading on the file. McInnis, Robin, it read. As a mortal, her surname was still intact, unlike the Brethren who were known only by given name and chantry—if that. He knew from the younger man's eyes exactly which photograph, or document he studied. The 8x10 black and white glossies cataloged what Gideon had seen.

As soon as sentence had been passed, he and a handful of others had gathered to discuss the engineering of her release. "We must be legal," Devlin insisted, "We cannot afford to break form and tradition over this. It's as much a slap in our face as the murder of our Brethren, and it is meant to incite us to a rage that will give them reason to round us all up and destroy the entire population."

Gideon had been incredulous. The argument had been winding around legalities for hours and they were no nearer to resolution. "What you don't seem to understand, Devlin," he had said through his teeth, "is that every minute we waste here is a minute she may not live. We all know full well what will be waiting as welcome inside that prison."

"He's right on that count," Roger had spoken up from his quiet seat in the corner. "They've sentenced her to the house for the hardened, and Gerry has made it perfectly clear that any harm that comes to her will be more than tolerated."

Devlin rubbed his eyes and glanced around the room. "Do you suggest then, that we break her out? Show ourselves? Come out of hiding and be destroyed on a futile effort?"

"It's less than she did for all of our kind," Gideon reminded, barely containing the heat in his voice. "We risk one night. She worked for five years—to a mortal that is more commitment than most of them can even imagine. She would still be at our aid were it not for this. We owe her, Devlin."

"We owe many people, Gideon. Robin McInnis, though you have long preferred her, is not the only mortal who strove for our cause. There have been and are countless unseen others. I may not show it in a manner of which you approve, but her capture has been no less disturbing to me than it is to you. I would have taken her to protect personally, too. I am simply saying—"

"You're simply saying that you'd rather keep to the insanity of these mortal laws regardless of what it costs us now or in the future!" Gideon growled.

"I am saying," Devlin replied, his voice calm, his eyes narrow, "that if we are to coexist peacefully, we must not give in to the temptation to terrorize them. We must strive to show them that we are peaceful and have no intention of doing them harm. We are sworn since the Dark Ages to uphold and protect the fragility of their human lives."

"No!" Gideon stood and slammed his hands down on the table, "No! We have cowered in shame for close to a decade now, kowtowing to any rule made by any mad mortal. We have hidden ourselves and our true talents for longer than that. We have arts, Devlin; we have skills. We can move faster than light, we can walk through walls, we can hear the thoughts of men. How long has it been since you have used these gifts? Have you ever?! 

“Damn it, Devlin, they are our food, not our masters! We should rule this land, not them. Those short-sighted, baleful, judgmental and self-righteous decaying sacks of feed have no right," his voice was a roar now, "no right to command us in any way—they murder their own, Devlin! And if you are willing to stand by and let one of them pass into darkness as easily as that when she has balked against everything mortality stands for, then you deserve to live under the thumb of every Vincent Gerry that has ever sucked in air!"

Julian stood and nodded, "I have to agree. We have to do something other than sit and wait." Gideon's breath was heavy and thick as the other vampire continued, "I see your point, Devlin, and I understand your thinking, but I must agree with Gideon. Behind that hot head of his is an actual truth. They should not be allowed to wield power over us for what we have never been to them. We have been punished and persecuted on the basis of rumors and lies. It is our right to demand release from that."

The argument began again in earnest, seven voices clamoring to be heard. Gideon had thrown himself out the door and flown as quickly as possible to the place he knew she was being held. There was slight commotion and he saw a van being back loaded with a stretcher and cursed himself silently. He had wasted too much time arguing. He followed as the blood soaked, sheet covered heap was rolled into an emergency ward by armed guards, and watched as a surgeon was called.

Still watching Ian's face, he knew the fledgling had come to the photographs he needed to see in order to understand. Gideon remembered with alarming accuracy the scents and sounds of the place. It was not very clean. A low rent clinic used for the inmates—an occasional prison yard stabbing or beating. They were not prepared for this.

The film collected evidence, or perhaps not. No one cared who had perpetrated the crime.The film captured stills of what would be called justice.

The left leg in close up showed three clean breaks.

Shard bits of bone speared through torn discolored flesh and splintered. The leg was swollen and foul looking and the heel was split open where bone had been forced through its bottom.

Ian flipped a page and Gideon remembered. Blood had congealed in a dark, thickly clotted river from her left ear into her collar bone, and a stain seeped from a blunt trauma wound at the base of her skull. Bright red blood bubbled at her lips when she struggled to breath, clashing with the rusty stain that ran from both nostrils and the corner of one eye. Blood that had always sustained him, and blood that had always been his life, suddenly choked him, turned his stomach, and blurred his vision.

In the glossy, the face was a swollen, tortured mess. Ian found himself blinking at the name and date carefully typed across the bottom of the photograph, signed with the scrawling signature of the warden. The next signature he saw was the same psychotic slanting of letters across the bottom of a death certificate.

"They didn't check," Gideon told him in a quiet voice.

"They didn't even try. She would have died there, too, left unattended. What you can see in the pictures doesn't begin to detail what damage was done internally."

Ian looked up slowly, "How then?"

"I fed her."

Ian simply stared, unable to form the question he wanted to ask, so Gideon continued. "I took a negligent amount from her, and then I gave her my wrist. I took neither enough, nor gave enough to complete the turning in her, but what was done was enough to begin a healing process. She has no recollection of it."

"But how did you avoid being seen?"

"I used the thrall. I exerted my will. I imposed myself on the minds of the fools who guarded her and then made them forget. When I was satisfied she wasn't going to die right there, I moved the surgeon in and enlisted his aid."

"Enthralled his aid?"

"Exactly."

"Is that why her leg did not properly mend?"

"No," Gideon shook his head, "no. There are some walls we can't walk through—and I am waxing philosophic here—but you've seen the photographs, so I think you understand my meaning. That leg wasn't going to be properly mended unless someone with much more experience than that little town had ever seen looked at it."

Ian was quiet a moment. "Why didn't you turn her?"

"You'll think it odd if I say respect?"

"Respect?"

Gideon nodded. "Yes. I would not take anything from her that she did not freely give, and I could not give her the gift if she did not first give me her life. She was in no condition to make that choice, and has ever since refused the offer."

"So she survived. Why didn't they try to kill her again?"

"Why are you asking me? You are much closer to your own mortality than I. Answer the question yourself."

Ian thought and then smiled slightly. "Fear. They were afraid of something that had gone so close to the brink of death and had returned."

"Exactly." Gideon's white teeth were brilliant row against the subtle red of his lips and he nodded. "Exactly. It bought her time."

"And then you brought her here?"

"Excellent deduction. Of course she does not know this."

"You drew her with the Blood?"

Gideon nodded, "There is enough of me coursing through her that she will always feel my draw, but not so much that I control her movements. She chooses. Again, it is respect."

"To be so flagrant in your dismissing of tradition, you have some old fashioned ideas when it comes to respect," Ian noted with a smile, closing the folder and laying it back on the desk.

"I have never dismissed honor," Gideon told him, "only ignorance." He took up all three files and put them back in their places, then returned to his seat and leaned back considering the man before him.

"I will help you," he said finally, "Fully. I will give you the mark and you will be counted as one of the Order, but your payment for that is silence. You will never speak of your beginnings. You will never speak of what you have learned in this room. Especially not to her. I have no qualms about killing you."

Ian nodded. "Since I do have qualms about dying, I will accept your command."

"Good. Let's finish this, then."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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ROBIN FELT A LIGHT touch at her elbow and she bolted upright from where she had sagged against the wall next to her chair. "Yes?"

"Please come with me," a small, dark man said. "The Master has asked me to provide for you during your stay."

"My stay?" She fought to shake the fog of drowsiness from her mind and focus on the man in front of her. "What time is it?"

"It is nearly 5am. The Master says that he and the fledgling have much more to say, and that it will not all be accomplished until tomorrow night. He asks that I show you to a guest chamber where you might rest in peace and safety."

"Rest in peace, huh? Isn't that what they put on tombstones?" Robin rubbed the back of her neck and then nodded and stood. "Fine. Show me."

He turned sharply and led the way to a lift where they rose to the seventh floor of the building and he showed her down a corridor. It looked like any regular office building, but she knew the different doors housed something much more interesting than accounting firms, law offices and the like. The attendant opened one at the end of the hall and gestured her inside.

"You may stay here," he said, "the Master requests that if you have any needs, simply pick up the phone and Herve will see to you. Rest well." He gave a stilted bow and left her there.

Robin locked and bolted the door, more out of habit than sense of security. She was in Gideon's domain, after all, and if any of the vampires that roamed the halls on the other side of that door decided to come through it, there would be no stopping them.

She found herself wishing she'd thought to carry some of the warding powder with her, but hadn't expected to be staying the day in the castle. For all that she had to fear from them, though, Robin found some reassurance that Gideon enjoyed amusing himself through his teasing and gruffness and would not allow harm to come to her. She was as safe in this place as in any other, if not more so.

With a tired wariness, she inspected the hotel-like luxury suite, checking for uninvited roommates and pausing at every sound. It was quiet 'as the grave', she thought, as she made her slowed progress into the bedroom. The furnishings were nothing short of opulent, but detailed for comfort and function. The rooms reminded Robin of her past, of the person she had been and the places she used to occupy. Bright places, happy times, before the darkness took her life from her and began its years long reign.

She stood in the living area, looking out over the city for several minutes. It was good to see Ian, she told herself. Healthier to be happy to see Ian. What was unhealthy was the attraction she felt for Gideon, but it was something that had been simmering for a very long time. Not something to think about now, though.

Sitting carefully onto the bed, she eased out of her shoes and lay back, her head sinking into the depth of the pillows. She pulled one of them out from beneath her when it threatened to swallow her, the thickness piling on either side to block her ears from hearing.

Worry came creeping as soon as she closed her eyes, images of events past playing through her mind, calling the ghosts to the present. Adam was there, and her family, the leering prison warden. Gideon, Ian, Vincent Gerry. Dreams and nightmares in a constant battle for her attention. And her suffering.

~~~~~~~~~~~~
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GIDEON LED IAN INTO a dark room at the center of the building. "Not even a trace of light can get in here," he announced proudly, closing the heavy door behind them.

It was at least two feet thick and made of metal, reminding Ian of a bank vault. "I keep the temperature at a balmy chill, too," the elder winked. "I rest better in the cold, don't you?"

"I don't actually know yet. My rest hasn't been what you would call spectacular."

"Hmm. Well, all in good time. Tomorrow night we'll see what you're really working with and that will determine the course of your future. For now, you're welcome to take your repose in here with me. It guarantees your safety from any question."

Ian nodded and looked around. The room itself looked carved out of black marble, and much of it actually was. Dark furniture decorated it with a sparse elegance, and Ian realized that it was designed much like a barracks, if a barracks had been decorated by someone with a penchant for graceful finery.

Several long couches and divans jutted out at interesting angles, and hardly a chair was in sight.

Smiling, Gideon lowered himself down onto the centermost sofa and stretched out to the fullness of his height with a satisfied yawn. "I love dawn," he said, "it's such a reprieve from life. Find yourself a place and make yourself comfortable, then I'll turn down the lights."

Ian nodded again and chose a couch that would shield him from Gideon's sight and laid down. Almost as soon as he was settled the overhead lighting dimmed to nothing and he was engulfed in a darkness he would have thought impossible.

~~~~~~~~~~~
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IAN WOKE AND SUCKED in air to yell, but before he could get the sound out, a strong hand was clapped around his mouth, fingers digging into his cheeks to catch the sound and force it back down.

"No," a voice said, "we do not announce our presence in the dark. We are invisible. We are inscrutable. We are silent as Death."

It was Gideon. The relief Ian felt with the recognition flooded him with a shameful thrill and he found himself nodding into the coolness of the hand. The voice, neither bass, nor tenor, echoed through his whole body with the authority and wisdom of a father, and Ian was called the remembrance of being a child crying out in his sleep. The only comfort, the only respite from nightmare was the voice of his father. Strong and sure, heavy and solid, and capable of driving away all evil from the shadows that lay in the midnight heart of his bedroom. Now Gideon carried that voice and he nodded again.

"Good," the elder praised, waited a beat more, then released his hold. "Your waking will be different tomorrow."

Gideon sat back and gave Ian space to rise, watching him with keen interest in the blackness of the room. "Why will it be different?" The question he was waiting for was asked.

"You will be different." The question was answered.

Ian sat numbly, his eyes full of the blackness around him and wondered a moment how he would ever navigate the roomful of couches in the dark. Apparently Gideon already had. Then, Gideon was likely the one who had arranged them all, so of course he would be able to go around them. Still, that didn't seem right either.

"Use your eyes, Ian," the elder admonished. "Look at me."

"In this dark?"

"This is the dark of your birth and death, darling boy," Gideon chuckled. "If you can't see here, you can't see anywhere. This is the darkness of your hunt and your home. Wake up and use your eyes."

He started to protest, and shook his head, but as if by Gideon's own command, he found the room changing. Objects began to appear. His vision narrowed before it could scope and he cringed backwards. Everything had a greenish tint to it, and the couches he recognized stood out like holograms of themselves, leather glittering a bit on the edges with a dull, rusty copper. He swept his eyes around and lurched at the sight of Gideon, perched like a gargoyle on the arm of the nearest sofa.

He was grinning with his fangs in full view, arms crossed over the tops of his knees, balanced precariously on bare feet that somehow held his whole weight on a two inch strip of wood. Most disturbing, though, were his eyes. The pupil had swallowed the iris. None of the cool blue of the vampire's eye appeared in Ian's vision, eclipsed by blackness as his pupils opened themselves fully to drink in the absence of light and still function. No mortal eye would ever flower to such dark induced bloom. No mortal eye would ever truly see.

"It is different, is it not?" Gideon asked, shifting without obvious movement to sit. Now his feet were on the floor and he leaned sideways against the back of the couch.

Even as he nodded Gideon was speaking. "Nothing will appear as it does to your light fed eye. Rather than what the sun chooses to reveal to you in full blaze, or simply as reflection of the moon, you will now see everything as it appears lit from within. One of the reasons I chose leather for the majority of couches here, and marble for the stone."

"I don't understand," Ian said, watching Gideon smile further.

"You're a predator now. All predators have exacting vision. They must, otherwise nature is unfair. Well this is your vision, Puppy. Things that held life and no longer do still hold faint traces of their blood—look at the leather. Learn the color of age old death. It is copper. It still glows slightly. It is still warm. Had a mortal slept there, the color would have risen to the surface and you would be left with something like a heat vision photograph. We are cold, however, and do nothing to draw life to the surface. At least not in any way profitable."

Ian was silent, wondering. He knew nothing. In the first few waking moments he was discovering how little he knew, and how fiercely wrong he had been in any thinking of the Order. They were certainly more than simply enhanced mortals, he realized.

"Come," Gideon was saying, standing, stretching, touching his shoulder, "I have more to show you."

Before he was fully aware, Ian felt night air hit his face, it was whipping his hair and stinging his eyes with the gust of rushing speed. Often when he had flown he had wondered what it would feel like to ride the wing
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