
  
    
      BLIND GIRL

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        FAÎTE FALLING

        BOOK NINE

      

    

    
      
        MARY E. TWOMEY

      

    

    
      MARY E. TWOMEY

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Untitled

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Blind Girl

        Book Nine in the Faîte Falling Series

      

        

      
        By

      

        

      
        Mary E. Twomey

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COPYRIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Copyright © 2017 Tuesday Androsian

        Cover Art by Emcat Designs

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

        First Edition: July 2017

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The author holds exclusive rights to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

      

        

      
        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

        

      
        For information:

        http://www.maryetwomey.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Nellie Abraham

      

        

      
        Who always sees the best in people,

        even when we are the absolute worst.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          INVISIBLE BLIND GIRL

        

      

    

    
      “You don’t sound like you’re doing all that well,” I observed.

      Kerdik huffed through his response. “I’m amazing. Never been better.”

      I felt like a kid the night before exams. My stomach was in knots, and I had a guilty feeling I couldn’t reconcile, even though I knew this wasn’t a test, and very little was actually being expected of me. I placed my hand on Kerdik’s back, hoping the simple touch might calm his breathing. He was bent over and clutching his knees still.

      We’d made it from my living room in Common all the way to Avalon in the span of a few seconds, but now we were in limbo while Kerdik recovered from the effort. We were in minute one million (or like, ten, but still), and I was itching to get to our safe house – or castle, I guess.

      Bastien and Link were standing a few yards away, talking and planning about different ways to protect the castle once we arrived. Quinn was too afraid to stand near Kerdik, so my sweet friend stood on Link’s other side, interjecting a question every now and then. This was her first trip to Avalon.

      I stroked Kerdik’s back to soothe his panting. “I’m thinking this is a bad time to ask if we’re almost there.”

      “Which answer will pacify you? If you prefer I tell you we’re almost there, then yes, in a mere moment you’ll be strolling over your old drawbridge, and you’ll be greeted by Duke Lot.”

      I glowered in Kerdik’s direction. “You don’t have to be a d-bag about it. It was just a question. It wasn’t even a question. It was an almost-question.”

      “Well, then I’m almost irritated with you. Do you think it’s easy to port four people, plus all their gear across whole planes of existence?”

      I didn’t miss a beat with my tart, “yes.”

      Kerdik paused, and then started laughing at my frank demeanor. “I suppose I should be used to your mouth by now, but I can’t decide whether I want to kiss it or be cross with it.”

      “How about neither,” Bastien said, his tone a little gruff. I was glad he was upright, and that I hadn’t accidentally killed him when my Vampire tendencies took over. I was bonded to my husband by more than just vows. I’m an Attelage Vampire, and he’s my mate, so if I didn’t feed off of him regularly, my cravings went bonkers. Apparently, just shy of seven days of starving myself was when I checked out of Rosie Land, and went to Crazy Town. At the first drop of his sweet blood that broke my fast, I couldn’t stop myself, and took way too much. Link had to launch Bastien off of me to save his life. That’s the danger of marrying a delicious man. Unfortunately, we hadn’t been granted the space to talk about the incident, so I hadn’t been able to apologize properly. I was ashamed of myself, and certain he wouldn’t be able to trust me for a while.

      I held onto Kerdik’s hand until he was ready to stand up straight. He pulled me to his side so he could lean on me. “You’re using too much magic these days,” I observed of his heavy limbs. “Any chance of you cutting back at all?”

      Kerdik blew out a raspberry, which meant he was dragging more than he wanted to admit. “I’m fine. Never better. Just had to catch my breath.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been easier to port us directly into the castle?” Bastien inquired. “We’ve still got a ways to walk. I thought the goal was stealth.”

      “It still is. You’re forgetting who’s in charge. I can’t port into the castle because of my own charms set up to ward against such things.” Kerdik fumbled with a buckle, though I couldn’t tell what the metallic clang belonged to. “I brought the invisibility cloaks Cailleach gave you two to wear. No one cares if these two are here.” I’m guessing that last bit was directed at Link and Quinn.

      “Oh, sweet! I totally forgot about that. When you see Cailleach again, give her a big, sloppy kiss from me. Old girl is a great gift-giver.” I held out my hand, hoping Kerdik would set the cloak in my palm. That’s the problem with being blind; you have no idea what everyone’s doing around you, so there’s a lot of guesswork involved in normal day-to-day exchanges.

      Instead of handing me the cloak, Kerdik slid his palm against mine, interlocking our fingers. “We’re hidden for now. The trees are quite thick.”

      “Where are we?” I hated asking things that everybody knew but me. It made me feel stupid. I could smell pine and air that was crisp with the thrill of autumn. The ground beneath me was soft grass with a few crunchy leaves, but other than that, I wanted a clearer picture.

      “Forgive me. We’re in Avalon, in the woods near the back of the castle. We’re still a solid ten-minute walk away, though it’s all on the back of the property, so as not to draw attention to Link, Quinn and me.”

      Bastien moved to my side and wrapped his arm around my back, tucking me tight to his body so I didn’t trip over the uneven terrain. I breathed anew at the contact I’d been too ashamed to ask for. I wanted to be near him, but I knew I didn’t deserve the privilege. I’d attacked my own husband, seeing him more as food than as my partner. I was a horrible person, yet Bastien didn’t seem too put off. “Here, put the cloak on me. I’m taller. Link, take the second one for you and Quinn. No one’s after you two, but news of an Untouchable in town spreads fast.” He lightly shoved my face into his armpit. “How’s the air, babe?”

      I pretended to gag, but truthfully, I loved Bastien’s oaky smell. “Totally rancid!”

      Bastien tied the cloak around his neck so that we both vanished from view. We walked in-step through the woods, though our progress was slow. Walking across a flat surface was more difficult than people often realize. My cane did its best to tap along the grass and seek out problematic roots. That, paired with Bastien’s keen eyes might’ve been enough, but after the third time I tripped, he ruled that me simply walking wasn’t safe. “Oh, the joys of being the weakest link,” I muttered as I clicked my telescoping cane down to a mere eight inches.

      “You can carry me when I go blind, if that makes you feel any better.” Bastien scooped me up in his arms, making me feel small and incapable, though I know that wasn’t his intent. He loved me, and did his best to make sure I didn’t do a Three Stooges faceplant along the way.

      “I used to be able to keep up with you warriors,” I mumbled, disheartened.

      “You still can. This is only temporary.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, pal.”

      Bastien’s arms tightened around me. “Come on, Daisy. We can’t lose hope. Everything’s going to be alright. I’ve got you.”

      My sullen expression softened, and I relaxed in his arms, letting him cradle me to his chest as he walked steadily forward. “Well, what could be better than that?” I rested my head against his thick shoulder, marveling at the muscle beneath. “Are you sure you should be exerting yourself like this? You lost a lot of blood last night.”

      “I’m doing just fine. I can’t believe I actually fainted. Now who’s the damsel in distress?”

      “I’m really sorry I hurt you. I didn’t mean to take so much blood. I completely lost control.”

      “I have that effect on women.”

      My fist bunched the material of his shirt to get a little closer to my ultimate source of comfort. “You should be mad at me. You should be furious. I hurt you. If Link hadn’t been there, I’m scared to think at what might’ve happened.”

      Bastien paused to kiss my lips, letting the others trail ahead. “But he was there, and you did stop. Now we know that you can’t fast off of blood anymore. Problem solved.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of me?”

      Bastien’s chest vibrated with silent mirth. “Oh, absolutely. You’re the most terrifying queen I’ve ever known.” He pinched my thigh. “Do you want me to be scared?”

      “No, but I… Bastien, I’m so very sorry. And don’t forgive me. Somehow that just makes what I did seem even worse.”

      “I’m not worried, and I’m not upset.”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I could’ve killed you.”

      Bastien was silent for a few beats. “But you didn’t, so we don’t have to be upset about that. If you had killed me, boy, would I have had a thing or two to say about it.”

      I snorted, and then kissed his scruffy cheek. I absolutely adored his perma-five o’clock shadow, and rubbed my nose up and down it just to get a little closer. “You’re precious to me, and I was careless with you. I won’t put you in danger like that again. I won’t try to go off blood like that.”

      “Music to my ears. You know, if you’re feeling this guilty, I’ve got a few ideas as to how you can make it up to me.” He proceeded to whisper a litany of filthy things into my ear, making the heat rise in my cheeks, and my body curl into his like a needy kitten.

      “I think all of that can be arranged, once we get settled.”

      Link’s brogue interrupted our forest flirting. “We’re moving into the open now, so stay close by, Bastien. Quinn, let’s walk next to Bastien, so if something comes at us, he can leave Rosie with ye, and help me fend it off.”

      “What exactly are we worried might attack us on the castle grounds?” I asked quietly.

      Kerdik’s voice was quiet as well, so I knew Link wasn’t being paranoid. “Farouche Vampires, or any number of disgruntled Dullahan. There are two groups of headless horsemen now. One are mostly harmless. They actually help Duke Lot by gathering up the decapitated Vampires. The other group is more vigilante. Not quite so forgiving of the townsfolk who turned on those affected by the higher magic. They ride on horseback, and whenever a Dullahan stops riding, someone dies.”

      “Yikes.” My spine tingled with the threat of the ominous. “Um, guys? Are we still in the forest?”

      “We are,” Quinn replied. “We’ll be out soon enough.”

      “I don’t hear any animals. Like, none at all.” With my birth blessing, I could not only hear the chirping and movements of animals, but I could talk to them, too. Usually they flocked to me for the chance to finally be heard, but I couldn’t hear a single cheep.

      Everyone stopped moving, and for a moment, I wondered if we’d all stopped breathing at the same time.

      I should’ve known we were in the calm before the storm. I should’ve known the storm would do its best to suck all of us under. I stiffened at the footfalls that were too heavy to be a critter, and too erratic to be a person.

      “Behind us!” I warned, but it was too late. Link cried out at the collision that I couldn’t see, and hadn’t been able to prevent. His cry pierced my heart and made my blood freeze in my veins. If whatever it was could take Link by surprise, then we were all in trouble.
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          MONSTERS LIKE ME

        

      

    

    
      Bastien set my legs on the grass and moved me into Quinn’s embrace. “Take Rosie straight to the castle and lock yourselves inside. Hurry!”

      “This way, Rosie!” Quinn didn’t waste a moment, but jogged with her arm around my hips. It was difficult to run like this, but it was the only option if we wanted to make good time. The fact that my Compass was gone made things doubly difficult for me, but I did my best to power through. Quinn let out nervous noises of fear, interspersed with Link’s name. They’d been sharing kisses here and there; it was obvious they were crazy into each other. There were few things as powerful as the bond between an Attelage Vampire and her mate. It was counterintuitive to both of us to run while our men were in danger, but there wasn’t time for arguing, and I was pretty much useless in a fight these days.

      I winced at the growling that seemed to multiply behind us. I heard Bastien cry out, and nearly choked on my own panic. I kept running, though, concentrating as best I could on not falling.

      The yelping and screeching caught me off-guard, and I realized that must be what the Farouche Vamps sounded like when they were getting their asses handed to them. Kerdik was a menace even when he was having a lighthearted day, which this most certainly was not. I heard his angry grunts, Bastien’s forceful trash talk, and Link’s errant cussing. It wasn’t until Bastien cried out that I lost my footing and did a faceplant on the grass, letting out an ungraceful, “Oof!”

      “It’s alright!” Quinn wasted no time tugging me up and pointing us in the right direction once more. “They haven’t given chase to us yet, so we’re okay.”

      “I don’t care about me. I heard Bastien! Is he alright?”

      I hoped Quinn actually gave a visual once-over before responding with a quick, “He’s fine. Still fighting. Oh, there’s so many of them! Quick, now!”

      My feet felt like lead as they ambled away from my husband, who was in pain enough to cry out. My heart bled for him, and it felt counterintuitive to run away when he was suffering. I did as I was told, though – against my better judgment – and ran. I was clumsy, even after a lifetime spent making the soccer field my second home. It was difficult to run when you couldn’t see your path, or your own two feet – or anything, for that matter. My free arm that held my cane swung wildly, pumping in the wrong rhythm as I charged forward, praying the castle was near.

      Quinn let out a scared sob when Link’s voice broke above the din. “Quinny, run!”

      “They’re after us!” she informed me, picking up our pace beyond what I could keep up with. Of course the toe of my sneaker caught on a… something. I couldn’t even see what tripped me and sent me flying. I spat out a mouthful of dirt and grass as I did a pushup to right myself.

      Quinn’s fingernails dug into my arm as she tugged me onward. “Go!” I shouted. “I’m a liability. Run ahead and get help.”

      “I won’t leave ye! Oh, they’re fast, Rosie! Hurry!”

      Easier said than done. As scared as she was, trust me, ain’t no one more freaked out than a blind girl who’s got a supernatural mess hot on her unsteady heels. I could hear them gaining on us with unnatural predatory speed. The feral grunts of the rabid Farouche Vampires sounded more animal than human. As fast as I was trying to run, they were just plain quicker. Even with a track and my sight back, I knew I wouldn’t have been able to outrun them.

      “No!” Kerdik shouted, and I knew we were done for. The ground started rumbling with Kerdik’s temper, so of course, I fell again.

      This time, I was pissed more than I was afraid. It wasn’t in my nature to run when crap hit the fan, yet here I was, letting the men I loved battle it out while I headed for shelter. All of us knew that there would be no safety for me, so I decided to embrace the chaos as if I wanted it to stalk me. Life had no idea just what a danger I could be when I was determined.

      I climbed to my feet, but faced away from the castle, sneering in the direction of the Vamps, who were charging at their meal. I pressed the button on my cane to release it to its full usefulness, and broke free from Quinn’s grip. “Run!” I urged her, and then braced myself against my pursuer, or pursuers, I guessed. I couldn’t tell how many, but I could pick out at least three different chuffs and grunts that were gunning for us. Fear didn’t matter in situations where there was not a huge chance of a victory. Fear didn’t give a crap whether I won or lost, so I shoved it aside and summoned my inner André Roussimoff (my favorite wrestler). He wouldn’t be afraid in a situation like this. He would face his opponent head-on in any match that was thrown his way. I bent my knees, but still felt tall in my fury. I willed myself to fight as if I was the greatest wrestler of all time. This was my adventure, and these Vamps weren’t going to take it from me. “Come and get it!” I shouted with a snarl.

      Quinn tugged on my waist, but even she knew we had no choice but to stand and fight. We didn’t have knives, only our moxie and the desire not to go quietly. Never underestimate a girl with moxie.

      Quinn’s bleat was frantic, but came from my side, where I knew she would remain. “Your fangs, Rosie!”

      It was then that I realized we weren’t unarmed. Our teeth were just as sharp as theirs. I didn’t hold back my chuckle, nor did I pull back on my attack. Instead of waiting for them, I started running in the direction of the snarls. There were two of them, I was pretty sure. Quinn’s scream told me I was getting close, so I wound up and swung my cane as hard as I could, thanking my lucky stars that I cracked it across something hard. A skull, I hoped.

      The teeth that sunk into me from a second attacker tore into my forearm with vigor, tasting me without taking the time to savor my juices. I retaliated by biting him in return, not caring that he tasted disgusting.

      I cracked my cane on the first dude again, this time listening for his steps to falter before I lunged again for the guy who’d stolen a taste of me. He knocked my cane away, but I didn’t waste time panicking. Instead, I jumped up and gripped him around the shoulders so I could bite down on his neck. I didn’t drink from him to feel the satisfying taste of blood; anyone except for Bastien tasted putrid to me. I did it to show him I could be the bigger monster, and that this was no gentleman’s game.

      Something zapped my finger, stunning me slightly more than your average static shock. I yelped and shook my right hand, but didn’t ease up. I bit down on a new spot and sucked the blood as quick as I could. Quinn was dueling with the other dude, but I wasn’t totally sure I’d incapacitated the first guy with my cane. There wasn’t a whole lot of margin for error here.

      There hadn’t been words that came from the Vamps. Farouche Vampires were incapable of speech or any higher reasoning beyond the need for more and more blood. But as I sucked, I heard my victim whimper, “Freedom!”

      It was just enough of an oddity for me to slow my vicious and sloppy feeding frenzy. “What’d you say?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, his knees gave out, and he collapsed atop me. He wasn’t fighting, and he wasn’t passed out, but he seemed to be coming down from the adrenaline that had been running too high for far too long. “It stopped,” he exhaled. “How’d you make it stop?”

      “Make what stop? Dude, you were attacking us!”

      “I didn’t want to! It had me, but now I can… You saved me!”

      “Huh?” He rolled off of me, panting as he lay motionless in the middle of the fight. I didn’t know what to do with him. “Um, well, if you’re not going to fight me anymore, then I guess we can truce it out. What the crap, dude?”

      “Help them!” he said of his Farouche Vamp buddies. “Set them free! We don’t want to be doing this!”

      “I don’t know how I did it! I’m not even sure it was me.”

      “Help them!” he repeated, standing to join the fray that was battling a few yards from me. A few seconds later, he dragged a grunting and spitting Vamp to me. “Do what you did to me! Hurry!”

      I gaped at him, unsure what I was supposed to do, or how this whole mess landed in my lap.
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          A SECOND CHANCE

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know what I did!” I was scared now, panicked that I was doing magic on the fly that I wasn’t aware of. “I can try feeding on him, I guess. That’s what I did to you. Hold him still.”

      “Rosie, run!” Quinn shouted, and I could hear the tears in her voice. She sounded like she was wounded.

      I didn’t know what was going on, so I threw out my logic that knew which way was up and which way was crazy, and grabbed onto the thrashing Vamp in the suddenly sane dude’s arms. I could hear the guys running for us, and felt the ground start to tremble beneath my feet again. I had a small window to conduct my experiment before Bastien intervened, but before I could bite down on my victim, that same zap shocked my hand, making me pull back in confusion. “Ow! What the crap?”

      The screeching and hissing came to a sudden stop, as if I’d let the air out of his tires, and his entire fight deflated in a breath. “Finally!” the second dude cried with the same elation as the first guy who’d cried out, “Freedom!”

      “Rosie, run!” Bastien called, and I could hear them coming nearer.

      “Quick, get on your knees and hold your hands up!” the first dude said to the second. “We surrender!” he cried out. “Stop! We won’t attack!”

      The footsteps slowed, and I could practically feel the confusion radiating off the three. “Did you… Did you just talk?” Bastien asked, stopping short.

      “She cured us! We were… But now we’re… We couldn’t stop ourselves!”

      The second dude sounded like he might pee himself. “We attacked Master Kerdik and two Untouchables? Our freedom won’t last a minute before we’re hanged!”

      I tiptoed forward carefully and placed my hands on both their heads, squaring my shoulders against Kerdik, Bastien and Link who I knew would have something to say about my getting involved. “Don’t touch them!” I shouted, bringing the men to a halt. I heard them panting, the beginnings of their arguments and then questions, so I cut them off. “Something happened, and they’re not Vamps anymore. They can talk, and the second they realized what they were doing, they stopped attacking. Don’t hurt them. I don’t totally understand what just happened.”

      “It’s your touch!” the first one said, speaking in a rush, as if he was afraid someone might run him through before he could say his piece. “A few seconds after she touched me, I felt something pierce my soul, and the darkness was drained out of me. I can reason again.” His voice cracked with emotion. “I can finally speak.”

      Bastien wasn’t in the mood to take chances. He pulled me forward so that I was out of arm’s reach from the former monsters. “Rosie, get away from them. We don’t know they’re cured forever.”

      The ground finally stopped shaking, and when Kerdik spoke he sounded pensive, and borderline frustrated. “I don’t understand what happened. You touched them, and their curse left? How is that possible?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not totally sure. I felt a shock a few seconds after I touched them, and then they started being normal.” Then something dawned on me. “Are there any who are knocked out, but not dead? I can show you.”

      “There’s one over there,” Quinn said, and then took a few steps away from us.

      Link raised his voice at Quinn, which was a first. “Don’t ye even think about checking him! He could be alive, and attack ye. In what universe did ‘run for the castle’ translate into my girlfriend and our wife fighting two monsters without a single weapon?” We didn’t answer him, but waited for him to mumble out his verdict that the victim over to the left in the grass was awake, and starting to rouse. “Should I run him through? I’m not sure what’s happening, here.”

      I raised my hand. “Hold up. Let me touch him and show you what happened. See if it happens again.”

      Link grumbled at the stupidity of my plan. “At least let Kerdik and me restrain him if you’re insisting on touching the monster.” He yanked up the Vampire, who was coming out of his fog of our attack, his jaws snatching at the air to get at us. I heard Kerdik move to help him. “In case ye missed it, I’m furious with ye, Rosie.”

      “In case you missed it, I’m too shaken up to give a crap. You should be saying, ‘Way to go, Rosie. Way to defend yourself, Quinn. I’d rather my girls stand and fight for themselves than go down screaming.’”

      Link’s voice shifted to panic. “Quinny, are ye alright? Is tha blood?!”

      “I’m okay, Link. It’s just a wee scratch.”

      “Rosie, we’re having words when this is over,” Link warned, as if I’d forced Quinn to stay and fight with me. “When I tell ye to run, I don’t ever want to see ye turning to take a swing at what we were handling.”

      I scoffed, but it was lost when the rousing Vamp started ramping up, his teeth snapping as he growled and fought against Link and Kerdik. Bastien held tight to my arm to hold me back. Something wet dripped onto my hand from his body, and I couldn’t tell if it was sweat or blood. I could smell that he was bleeding somewhere, and longed to clean every inch with my tongue. Now was not the time for that, though.

      “Careful, Daisy. Guys, secure his face if you can. I don’t want him snapping at Rosie. Easy, hun.” His hand on mine had a slight shake to it as he extended our arms and moved us forward.

      My hand rested on the man’s hairy chest, and at first, nothing happened. I was kinda hoping moonbeams would shoot out, and everyone would totally know something magical and miraculous had just gone down.

      But the man thrashed and growled still. For five long seconds, he tried to fight Link and Kerdik, until that same shock zinged through my hand. “Ouch!” I hopped backward and shook out my right hand. Then I heard the blissful sound of no more growling. The man gusted out a breath of surrender, and there was a shuffle of feet on the grass as they tried to keep him from collapsing. “What’s happening? Is he turning human again?”

      “Wildman, babe. He’s turning into a Wildman again, I think. Check him, Link,” Bastien said as he scooted me back from the ex-Vamp, just in case.

      “Did I do all that? Was it really me?” The man in their arms asked mournfully. His voice was scratchy from all the nonsensical yelling. His wail had angst to it now, instead of a rabid longing for more and more blood. “No! Kill me now. You have to kill me for all I’ve done!” Then he let out a noise of fear. “Master Kerdik! Ah!”

      Bastien was too shocked to hold me back any longer, so I didn’t have a hard time breaking free. I moved unsteadily toward the aching man, ignoring Kerdik’s warning and Link’s cry of confusion as I dropped to my knees before the guy and threw my arms around the stranger’s neck.

      He didn’t hold back, but wept on my shoulder, soaking the material of my t-shirt with his regret and grief. “It’s alright. I’ve got you now,” I cooed. I could tell by the man’s height, medium gut, and the pitch of his voice that he was probably way older than me, but that was all I could decipher. I held him as if he was a toddler in need of comforting when the bully on the playground pushed him one too many times. I knew that bully, and I hated the perpetual nature of the struggle against that which always seemed bigger than us. I patted the back of his hairy head. “You’ve been through so much. Just rest now. I’m right here.”

      His steady weeping was joined by the other two, who seemed too afraid to move, lest their advance be misjudged as an attack. I wondered if their arms were still raised in surrender. “The things I’ve done! I couldn’t stop my body. No matter how hard I fought, the animal inside me was always stronger. I killed them!” He sobbed, leaning heavily on me. “My wife and my children. I killed them all and wished for more! End me, sweet girl. Kill me for what I’d done to them, and to so many others. Save your compassion for someone who deserves it. I deserve the noose.”

      Kerdik’s superior tone set my teeth on edge. “I’ll not argue with you there. For all the trouble your kind has caused, a swift hanging would be a mercy.”

      I pointed my finger in what I hoped was Kerdik’s direction, shooting him a furious glare over the weeping dude’s thick shoulder. “You knock it off. I don’t want to hear that kinda talk from you. It could just as easily have been me who’d been infected with the Farouche Vampire strain. He couldn’t help himself.”

      “You’re too soft on them. If you knew the damage they’d done to my nation, you wouldn’t be hugging this monster.”

      “Don’t you get that I’m the same monster? Toss a noose around his neck, and you might as well throw me up there right behind him.”

      “Attelage Vampires aren’t the same,” Kerdik said dismissively.

      “I almost murdered my husband!” I shouted, furious that we were having this conversation. “Monsters can’t always control how dangerous they are. Most of us just want to be normal. Now, I don’t know how, but these guys have that chance! Let them go. Let them have a chance to make Avalon better.” I did my best to hold the trembling man together, and heard the victim next to us sobbing. “You’ve got one chance. That’s all life is – a chance. You’ve got a chance to be good, or a chance to do the wrong thing. Most people miss out on their chance, and they do nothing.” My anger got the best of me when my voice rose to a shout that made my teeth rattle. “You’ve got an eternity of lifetimes to do nothing, but that’s not me. I will not be nothing, and neither will these guys! They’ll take their second chances and make their lives count!”

      “It’s not that simple,” Bastien murmured from behind me. “You’re talking about letting murderers walk.”

      “I’m talking about compassion. Is that such a foreign language to all of you? This is your chance to give Avalon a new start, so take it! How much more devoted and grateful would you be if you were set free and forgiven from a curse like this? How much harder would you work to make your homeland a great nation?”

      Kerdik sighed, clearly frustrated. “I can’t deal with you when you’re like this. It’s moments like these that make me wish you had a few warts, so we could avoid your misguided kindness altogether. Your beauty’s hardly worth this kind of gesture.”

      I knew he was referring to the birth blessing that he gave me – the secret one that said I would only be as beautiful as I was kind. My looks were limited by my goodness, as if that should be a motivator to be nice. “Well, the joke’s on you. I don’t give a crap about my looks. But I do care if we do the right thing. You can blame yourself for this one,” I spouted. I heard Link and Quinn murmur their confusion, but paid them no mind.

      Kerdik guffawed. “We don’t even know how you’re healing them. Maybe it’s an isolated incident. This is why Cailleach called my blessing a curse, by the way. Your bleeding heart for cast-outs will lead Avalon to ruin!”

      “Then let it burn!” I raged, furious that this was even a discussion. “A country that doesn’t show mercy in equal measure to justice isn’t one I’d bother to set my foot down in.” I kissed the sobbing man’s wet cheek and released him to stand. “Take me to Lot. He and I can decide what to do with our province.”

      Kerdik’s tone was sharp. “This may be your province, but Avalon is my creation, Rosie. I have the final say. I don’t answer to Lot or you.”

      “You’re not going to murder victims, Kerdik. If you want to start in on that, you can find yourself a home with Urien, who has no problem writing off anyone who’s a little bit broken.”

      Kerdik’s intake of breath was ominous, and I knew I’d crossed a line. Though, had I the chance to take my words back, I’m not sure I would’ve. “You’ll watch your tone, Rosie.”

      “You’ll watch your back, Kerdik. I’m in no mood to be bossed or overruled. No one touches these three until Lot weighs in. He’s the one who has to deal with the fallout.” I snarled at the group. “Everyone wants me to be the Avalon Rose? Well, this is what that looks like!”

      I smelled urine, and I’m guessing the crying dude had finally peed himself. I didn’t much blame him, poor guy.

      “Enough,” Bastien ruled. “Let’s get these three into the castle. Guys, I’m sorry if you’re upset about it, but we’re binding your hands, in case anything goes south with your cure. We don’t know enough about it to trust you all yet. And I’m taking you to the dungeon, just in case. If you’re really cured, then we’ll let you out and see what’s what. Sound fair?”

      The three murmured their gratitude and their consent. I didn’t like it, but I saw Bastien’s point. The seven of us made our way to the castle, with each man escorting a prisoner, and Quinn’s shaking hand guiding me forward.
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