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It Isn’t Better To Have Loved And
Lost

 


 


 


 


If you want to keep a secret,
you must also hide it from yourself.

 


-George Orwell,

1984

First Published in 1949

 


Screams roused me, slumber
disintegrating as I bolted upright, my hands already raised in a
defensive position. Seeking to evade whatever shrieking monster
terrorised me, I tumbled from my bed, still wrapped in
sweat-drenched sheets. Then I realised the screams were coming from
me.

Not again...

Waking to the sound of my own
anguished cries had become an ever more frequent event. I'd already
done so twice during the daylight hours; Viola had left her mark on
my psyche as well as on my body, and nightmares of being chained to
a table, to be sliced up and scarred by burning garlic oil, haunted
my sleep. Memories of those long hours – between my abduction and
being rescued by Conn and Gunner - tortured my days.

I loathed lying in my cohort
assigned room, waiting for the next replay to begin. Truly loathed
it. Yet Viola's torture was not the only history making rest
impossible for me, and that complicated already mind-boggling
matters.

At first, I’d felt relieved on
those occasions when I awoke, unable to remember my dreams; unable
to remember what horror had made me scream. Sometimes my nightmares
shrouded themselves in amnesia far faster than expected. I told
myself that my mind had protected itself; leaving a dark fog where
remembered terror should’ve been. The truth seemed far more
sinister, and it lay in whatever my grandmother had done when she
recalled my soul from the grave. She had hidden so much, and so
much remained masked behind her magic.

I wanted to blame Viola for
those unrecallable dreams. I really did. But I couldn't, because
Ben – the cohort’s resident dream-thief – had pulled me aside to
ask if my nightmares were of the distant past; of the time before I
was reborn as Darcy Salix. With one question, he revealed that it
wasn't Viola alone who disrupted my sleep.

I didn’t know what to do with
that information. I was no more ready to face that long-lost past
than my Sire – my former husband – seemed to be. I told Ben that if
I’d had any dreams of my life as Dunthryth, then I couldn't
remember them. I told him truthfully that I could only recall
nightmares of Viola's cruelty. He'd frowned at my claim, insisting
that I projected far more than I admitted, but I didn't want to
listen. I didn't want to know what horrors lay in a past that both
Conn and I were trying to ignore.

I forbade Ben to tell me about
any of the history that my dreams revealed to him, all in the
desperate hope that I would never have to face up to what my Sire's
maker had insinuated on the night of the cohort dance. If Ragnar
recognised me, then Ragnar had known me. If he had known me, and he
was as terrible as Conn indicated...

Well, that train of thought led
to a terrifying destination.

My nails dug into my palms at
the horror-inducing possibilities, cutting into my flesh so that I
could smell my own blood. My heart raced as reasonless panic
coursed through me, but at least my stinging palms tugged me back
to here and now, grounding me as I lay on the carpet of my room,
among the debris of a life which had turned to chaos.

How had things spiralled so far
out of my control?

Laundry and crisp packets lay
scattered around me, alongside empty pop cans, and several books
which I'd tried to read only to discard, unable to focus. I'd
managed to concentrate on only one tale in recent weeks; the
manuscript I'd written in my teens, when I’d still believed the
story to be fictional. The tale of the ‘widowed’ Dunthryth had
beckoned to me night after night, even as I tried to ignore the
truth of my own history, until I had given in and reacquainted
myself with what I’d penned so many years earlier.

Maybe that had been a mistake.
Reading those words had given me even more to fear; a horrific
suspicion which I didn't want to broach with my ex-husband, or even
dwell on myself. But maybe that would prove unavoidable. The
manuscript was the only link I had to a past that seemed determined
to bite me in my metaphorical arse.

Conn wanted to read it too, to
see if it really was more than the imaginings of a lonely teenage
girl, who’d sought solace in writing rather than suffering through
the absence of any real friends. So far, I'd managed to refuse his
requests, but I wasn't sure how long I would be able to rebel
before my Sire pulled rank and demanded to ‘read my diary’, for
want of a better analogy.

I was tempted to burn the hard
copies and re-format my USB drives just to ensure his interest
proved fruitless, but I knew in the deepest, darkest parts of my
heart that I didn't want to erase the only carrot I had to tempt
Conn's continued attention. Any attention was attention, after all,
and I did so want him to notice me. His determination to ignore me,
except when he sent his lieutenants to request the manuscript, hurt
far more than I could say. I'd taken a bullet for the bastard, and
he still made me feel disposable.

What a sad, sorry truth. He'd
left me standing alone on the dance floor; a public statement that
there would never be anything between us. Even once I confronted
him with Ragnar's big revelation of who I’d been – his long-dead,
Anglo-Saxon wife – he still insisted that it changed nothing
between us. That was something I just had to accept. He said it to
protect me. He said it to protect himself. But my brain still
whispered that he believed me to be unworthy of his interest. I'd
failed my cohort when Viola captured me. Why would my Sire give me
a second glance?

Yet, as I peeled myself from the
floor, and untangled the twisted sheets from around my scarred
body, tears stung my eyes. I knew that it would never be that
simple, not between Conn and me.

I know you far better than I
should.

The words, which I’d spoken back
when he took me hunting for the first time, still haunted me just
as thoroughly as Viola's image. Why? Because they were true.
Because something in me recognised and was drawn to Conn, like a
moth to a flame, or a once devoted wife to her long-lost
husband.

“Fuck this shit,” I muttered as
I threw myself back onto my bed. Then I pulled my laptop onto my
knee. “In the absence of sleep, watch a movie.”

Only when I scrolled through
those films already loaded onto my computer, my cursor hovered over
Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope. I glanced ceiling-ward,
in the direction of the Sire's suite, where I'd spent just one
night watching Episodes IV and V with Conn. That night seemed like
a lifetime ago, and I longed to go back, to either refuse to go up
to his private sanctuary, or at least to change what followed; to
avoid falling into Viola's trap. If I could re-do things, I would
persuade my ex-husband that a relationship between us was not only
possible, but also necessary.

“Damn him,” I grumbled as I
clicked on A New Hope and gave up trying to resist my own
sentimentality.

In truth, I knew how the day
would play out; I would watch both A New Hope and The
Empire Strikes Back, then I would plug in my earphones, go to
Spotify, and play Iris on repeat until I fell asleep, still
clutching the shirt which Conn had lent me following the Wolf Blood
incident. I held onto that shirt because it was all I had that
belonged to him, despite what clinging to it said about me. A thin
line remained between sentimental and stalker, and I suspected I
stood on that knife edge.

“One day you're going to have to
get over this obsession,” I told myself as the film started. “This
isn't healthy.”

But being turned into a vampire
without consent, and then being tortured, hadn't been healthy
either. Maybe obsessing over my Sire wasn't so bad in the grand
scheme of things. I had been married to him, after all. Even though
I couldn’t remember that past.

“Shut up,” I told my brain. “For
a few hours, can't you just shut up?”

I forced myself to focus on the
film, then on the second film, even though exhaustion crept up on
me. I would rather be awake and exhausted than fall asleep and
scream. I would've liked to watch Return of the Jedi too,
but part of me was still holding out for the day that Conn shared
the last instalment of the original trilogy with me.

Ha! With his stubborn streak, I
might never again get to watch Return of the Jedi. That
would be a cruel fate, but also one I’d resigned myself to.

Instead of watching Episode
VI, I shoved in my earbuds, opened Spotify on my phone, and
cranked up the volume of the Goo Goo Dolls. The lyrics of
Iris blasted into my brain, bringing with them memories of
the one dance I'd spent in my Sire's arms.

I just want you to know who I
am...

Further tears welled, but I
still didn't turn off the music. Torturing myself with that song
brought a bittersweet swell of grief; it reminded me that, despite
himself, Conn wanted me.

With that thought at the
forefront of my restless mind, I pulled his shirt from under my
pillow, cuddling it to my chest as I curled up and tried to sleep
again. I needed to rest if I had any hope of patrolling with Lex at
dusk. Life went on, after all. Even after death, in my case.

When, at last, oblivion claimed
me, I knew nothing more until my phone's ringtone blasted through
my earphones. The jingle jerked me awake once more, to discover
Milbank House's mechanical shutters already whirring upwards,
revealing another night in Newcastle city centre.

“Here we go again,” I grumbled
to myself.

Fumbling with my phone, I
flinched as I saw William's name flashing on the screen. I didn't
want to speak to Conn's Second, yet I could hardly ignore him;
cohort hierarchy made him my superior, and if he wanted my
attention, I had to give it to him.

“I'm not giving him the
manuscript,” I stated as I answered, predicting which demand would
be forthcoming. It wouldn't be the first time William asked, if
that was what he wanted from me.

“It doesn't matter what's in
that story. Ragnar has already clarified who I am, and the rest is
history,” I tagged on, hoping to emphasise that further exploration
seemed unnecessary.

“That isn't why I'm phoning,”
William retorted, catching me off guard, then amended, “But you
should give it to him, it could tell us whether or not you’ve ever
possessed memories of your past life.”

“What do you want, William?” I
asked, ignoring his advice and keen to move on to whatever he’d
phoned for.

“We were supposed to go hunting
tonight,” he reminded me. “But Gunner tells me you’re on duty this
evening? You haven't fed this week, Darcy. We need to hunt. You
can't keep avoiding it...

“Look, I know you never wanted
to be a vampire – I know you never wanted to rely on veins rather
than bottled blood – but starving yourself won't help anyone. We
don't need a starving Master vampire losing control in the city.
And you really don't want to face the consequences of any slip
up.”

Closing my eyes, I felt my
posture sag at William's tirade. I knew he was right, but I hadn't
intentionally forgotten to rearrange our hunting trip. When Gunner
posted the sentry rotation for the week, I had intended to double
check my calendar; but between navigating panic attacks, and
evading Conn (whilst also secretly seeking to irk him), I'd
forgotten all about William. Anyway, I barely noticed my hunger
past the constant, gnawing anxiety which plagued me.

“I'm sorry. I don't have an
excuse. I forgot,” I admitted, resenting my latest failings.

William sighed. “I can't say I'm
surprised; you're barely present at the best of times. I really do
think we should arrange some counselling for you. What happened
with Viola would unsettle anyone. It's alright to need a little
support. It doesn't mean you've failed because you need a little
help.”

“I don't want or need
counselling,” I insisted, frustrated by how frequently William
raised the subject. “Talking it over won't change what happened. It
also won't change that Ragnar was the one who trained Viola to
inflict suffering, or that Ragnar is still out there, capable of
inflicting more. I just need to do my duty for my cohort, because
Gunner insists that I continue to stand sentry, and then I need to
come to terms with everything else in my own time.”

“But neither you nor our Sire
are coming to terms with it,” William responded, sounding
almost as frustrated as I felt. “You're both ignoring what happened
with Viola, and the implications of what his maker told you. You're
both being ridiculous.”

“Having this conversation,
again, is also ridiculous, William. Look, I need to go and get
ready for patrol. We can hunt tomorrow, ok?”

He sighed again, but relented,
offering, “Alright, Darcy. Just try to remember that I'm your
friend. I want to help you. You saved my maker's life, and for that
I'll be eternally grateful. Even if you don't want counselling, my
door is still open. I'll listen to you.”

“I have nothing to say, though,”
I told him, then admitted, “All I have to say involves Conn, and
he's not interested. I'll live. I'm ok. I just need a little time
to acclimatise to everything. Now, I really do have to go...”

For a moment, the line fell
silent, and then William added, “Stay safe out there, alright
Darcy? It'll destroy him if anything happens to you.”

“Goodbye, William,” I replied,
then I hung up on him. Not a diplomatic way to end a phone call
with Conn's Second, but I wasn't prepared to deal with the
minefield I'd have to cross to make sense of how any harm befalling
me would affect Conn.

Rolling out of bed, I trudged to
my ensuite. A quick shower later and I was ready to tug on my
black-on-black sentry uniform. The Newcastle Cohort’s raven shield
decorated the t-shirt, and I was surprised the black cargo pants
weren't similarly branded. Gunner liked to ensure that our
allegiance remained clear to all and sundry.

Even my quilted winter jacket,
which I picked off my litter-strewn floor, had the badge stitched
onto the breast pocket. There'd be no mistaking me for anything
other than a cohort sentry, especially once I strapped my
cohort-issued katana to my hip. Being law-enforcement had some
benefits, and at least the weapon would give me a fighting chance
if any future Viola-wannabes came at me.

Unless they knock you out
again...

“Shut up,” I told my brain. Then
I jumped as a sharp knock on my door warned me that Lex had arrived
to check I'd made it out of bed.

“Oh, you're ready today!” the
magenta-haired pixie announced, beaming at me as I opened my
bedroom door, before tagging on, “You still look like shit, but
you'll have to do.”

“Way to soothe my fragile
self-esteem,” I muttered, wincing as Lex's lavender gaze slid past
me to the clutter of my room, finally coming to rest on Conn's
shirt, which still lay, unhidden, on my bed. Thankfully, she chose
not to comment on my unhealthy coping strategy, or on my lack of
self-care.

“So, do we have time to grab
breakfast before patrol?” she asked, to prevent what would've
become an uncomfortable silence.

“We do, for a change,” I
responded as I slipped out of my room and locked the door. “To the
dining hall?”

“To the dining hall,” Lex
confirmed with a nod of her head.

We made our way downstairs side
by side, me conscious of every sideways glance that cohort members
cast my way, and Lex blithely unaware of their scrutiny. Although
the rest of the house saw me as the enigma that Conn had publicly
abandoned, my friends saw past that. I felt grateful for Lex and
Lily, and even for Ben, although I wished he couldn't see my
dreams. They dragged me out of my room and kept me from floundering
completely. I doubted I'd ever be able to repay them for their
patience.

Lex and I had just stepped off
the bottom stair and into Milbank House’s entrance foyer, when the
door down to the basement level opened, revealing the cause of all
my woes, deep in conversation with his head of security. I didn't
glance at Gunner as my attention narrowed in on Conn, his innate
magnetism calling to me in a way that I couldn't explain.

He embodied perfection in my
view, from intense midnight eyes to broad chest, to the way he
carried himself; confident, strong, powerful. As always, I was
struck by the desire to tug his long, blond hair free of its
leather tie; to run my fingers through it. I wanted him to let me.
To let me in, and to tell me who I'd been – and who we'd been
together – rather than continuing to maintain this painful
distance.

My Sire glanced up, his gaze
locking with mine for the briefest second. For that second, he
seemed to see into me. His conversation with Gunner died, and there
was only us. Then he shook his head, as if to free himself of the
connection, and turned determinedly towards his head of security,
all but turning his back on me. Again.

My throat constricted at the
barely perceptible dismissal. My eyes burned, but I'd be damned
before I cried right there in the entrance hall, surrounded by my
housemates. Instead, I headed for the dining hall, with Lex
trailing in my wake, where I grabbed a pile of crumpets and
slathered them in chocolate spread, hoping to self-medicate away my
hurt with too much food.

There had to be some benefits to
the all-you-can-eat buffet that was laid out every evening. Maybe
chocolate would help me focus for long enough to do the job the
cohort paid me to do.



CHAPTER TWO
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Vampires Make Poor
Fairy-Godmothers

 


 


 


 


“So, you still have the story
you wrote, right?”

Like William, it wasn’t the
first time Lex had asked, almost as if she suspected I might follow
through on the idea of erasing it all, just to keep it out of
Conn’s grasp.

I nodded as we stepped out of
Milbank House and into the street, and she followed her inquiry
with the very question I’d debated for weeks, despite the denials
I’d given William.

“Wouldn’t you like to know how
much of it is repressed memory and how much is…”

“The fantasy of a teenage girl?”
I interrupted, ill-tempered despite the seasonal cheer which
surrounded us.

The route of our patrol went
between Milbank House and Requiem, making our task both cold
and wet, as snow fell in fluffy white flakes and the chill wind bit
at my nose. There’d been a time when I would have loved the sight
of streets blanketed in white, and of the golden light spilling
from the doors of late opening shops, and from cafés which made the
most of the weeks leading up to Christmas. Despite it only being
late November, twinkling multi-coloured lights decorated windows.
Christmas trees dominated shop floors and café counters. Mortals
bustled about, frenzied, even though the sun had set hours ago. The
excitement and festive spirit should’ve been infectious, but my
irritation refused to be soothed.

“Of course part of me wants to
know, and I’m aware that Conn could validate it. However, as he so
considerately pointed out, who I might’ve once been doesn’t change
a thing. What’s the point in knowing?

“Anyway, the warrior in the
story isn’t Conn, he isn’t even called Cyneweard. He was Leof, I
told you that.”

Lex shrugged, unaffected by my
petition. “So? Ragnar said you never called Conn by his name.
Anyway, I looked up ‘Leof’ for you.”

My friend seemed only mild
embarrassment as she admitted to interfering in my life,
explaining, “It means beloved. I think it might have been a pet
name, not a given name. Regardless, Conn’s the only one who can
tell you if you were writing about him or not.”

She was right, but terror crept
up at the thought of having it confirmed. If I’d documented a life
that I couldn’t remember living, then there was no way to dispute
who I was or what my grandmother had done, and I desperately wanted
to deny it all. I didn’t want to accept any evidence that the woman
who’d raised me had used black magic to determine the outcome of my
life. More than anything, it hurt too much to accept that Conn
would still brush me aside, even if I did prove to be his wife.

Yet, in my heart, I knew that
Ragnar hadn’t been mistaken. As Conn had once said, being with him
was like finding something I’d lost. My soul knew Ragnar’s claim to
be true, even if my mind wanted to protect my heart. I was
Dunthryth, but I’d be damned if I knew what to do with that
knowledge.

A weary sigh escaped me as I
answered, “Even if I gave the story to him, I could only let him
read up to his departure, when he went with Ælla. Nothing after
that.”

Thrusting my hands deeper into
the pockets of my cohort issued jacket, I tried to warm my fleece
covered digits, and debated telling Lex the reason for my
reluctance. There was motive behind my resistance. Ironically, the
same reasoning Conn used to justify the distance between us also
motivated me; despite everything, I wanted to protect him.

My friend frowned, confused.
“But why? Even though he wasn’t there, he might still be able to
verify some of the history. Even if he just confirms that your
description of Dunthryth and her home were true to life, that’s
something. What are you hiding from him?”

“That I was bitter at him for
leaving?” I offered, but if the story was accurate, then he’d known
that anyway, even before he failed to come back from our king’s
campaign against the Viking invaders.

If the words I’d written were
true, then we’d argued about it before he left. He’d gone anyway,
as stubborn as Cyneweard as he was as the Conn I knew in the
present day. I’d been forced to hand him his sword and remain
furious as I watched him leave. My anger soon became regret because
we’d never had the chance to make up.

The anger wasn’t truly what I
needed to keep secret, though, and sooner or later Lex would
realise that. As Orwell suggested in 1984, keeping a secret forever
was impossible. As much as I wished I could hide my fears, even
from my own awareness, I couldn’t erase the words I’d written as a
teen.

Eventually, Lex would drag the
truth from me because she was concerned for me, and because Conn
had probably asked her to get the story from me. The cohort acted
on our Sire’s command, and there was only so much stubborn
resistance I could offer up in response.

I sighed as I bitterly ground
out the lyrics to Secret by The Pierces.

 


“Why when we do our darkest
deeds,

Do we tell?

They burn into our brains,

Become a living hell.

Everybody tells...”

 


Lex cast me a curious glance.
“That’s the song they use as the Pretty Little Liars theme
song, isn’t it? I promise, if you tell me what you’re hiding, I
will keep quiet until you’re ready to share whatever it is with
Conn.”

“You know what the song says,” I
answered, my tone sullen yet resigned. “Two can keep a secret if
one of them is dead. It’ll all come out eventually. Look... it’s
not that I want to hide my past from him, not really...”

My confession came uneasily as
my voice broke with regret and concern, and I admitted in a hushed
tone, “I just don’t want to be the cause of his pain, but when my
secrets get out, I will be, Lex. I really will be.”

Sighing again, I asked, “Do you
want to know the last line I wrote?”

Lex’s anxiety beat against my
awareness in response, my own obvious discomfort making her
nervous, but she nodded anyway. “If you want to tell me...?”

I looked away, not sure I really
wanted to share the suspicions I’d kept close to my heart from the
moment I realised that fiction might be history. Maybe it would be
easier to cope if I told a friend, if I could share the burden. I
doubted it, however. There was only one person who could take an
equal share of this yoke, and I cared too much for him to admit the
dreadful possibility. Still, it was too late to hide my suspicions
from Lex, now the matter had been raised.

Giving in, I recited the last
line of the novel which had become my diary of a forgotten life,
“He might have gone, but at least some small part of him survived
as the child in my womb continued to grow.”

“Jesus,” my friend gasped, every
bit as astonished as I’d expected her to be. “You think you had his
baby? But I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t you want him to know
that?”

Kicking at the snow provided an
outlet for my frustration, but it didn’t ease my sense of
foreboding.

“I don’t want him to know
because I don’t know what happened. Ragnar knew me, Lex. He made it
sound like he’d already captured me once over. I don’t know what he
did to the child. If there even was a child.

“Conn told me once that the
reason he didn’t go home after the change was to protect his wife,
to protect the people he knew. What do you think it’ll do to him if
he finds out that, despite his sacrifice, Ragnar potentially killed
a child he didn’t even know we’d conceived?”

Shaking my head, I insisted, “I
can’t tell him that I think we had a baby, Lex, not unless I know
the child was safe. It’ll kill him.”

“And if Ragnar knows? What if he
makes sure Conn finds out?” she asked, and her lavender eyes were
apprehensive under her frown. “As you said, two can only keep a
secret if one of them is dead. Isn’t it feasible that Ragnar will
tell him to get to him? Or to you both?”

It was a possibility. From what
little Conn had told me, Ragnar would come at him any way that
hurt.

“I’ll cross that bridge if we
come to it,” I insisted, then bit my lip before speaking again,
trepidation gnawing at my limited calm. “Presently, I’m hoping we
don’t come to it. I hope Ragnar didn’t get to the baby. I’m not
ready to deal with the prospect of what he might have done. Not
yet. I can’t cope with it, and I can’t bear to face what it would
do to Conn.”

“I can try to look,” Lex offered
hesitantly. “I can’t always force a vision, but I could try to look
for you, to find out what happened. When you’re ready.”

There was a chance I’d never be
ready. To learn that I’d had a child who then suffered at Ragnar’s
hands would be more than I could bear, I felt sure of it.

“Thanks, but for the moment I’m
going to decline. I’m having enough trouble dealing with the here
and now, without dealing with way back when as well. I don’t want
to know.”

We fell silent after that
appraisal, lost in our own grim thoughts. Lex subconsciously pulled
the flaps of her Jayne hat down further over her ears. The orange
toned replica of the woollen hat from Firefly clashed
horribly with her magenta hair, but she didn’t care.

Gunner hated the brightly
coloured accessory and repeatedly stated that it wasn’t standard
issue sentry uniform. Unfortunately for him, Lex had a solid
argument when she claimed the weather had gotten too cold to go
without, but we had no Newcastle Cohort branded hats. I suspected
that would change by next winter. Or the end of the current one, if
our head sentry had his way and persuaded Conn that raven
emblazoned headgear was an essential addition to our seasonal
attire.

“You had another nightmare
during the day,” Lex murmured when her headwear had been suitably
rearranged. “Ben looked like hell at breakfast, so you must’ve been
projecting again. Can you remember it?”

“I had more than one,” I
confessed, responding unhappily, my reluctance to divulge the truth
giving a hard edge to my voice.

It was bad enough that William
wanted to put me through therapy without admitting how traumatised
I’d become, but Lex wasn't likely to tattle, so I answered her
query honestly.

“A Viola dream triggered the
first round of screaming. The second time, I can’t remember what
set me off. I woke up twisted in my sheets, pleading for mercy in
the face of God-knows-what. That’s all I know. I imagine whatever
images my mind conjured, Ragnar played a part in them...”

“It’s no wonder Conn was
reluctant to let you work, if his maker really is as bad as he
claims.” Lex kicked up her own cloud of snow as she spoke, infected
by my frustration and gloom.

A great many arguments had raged
before Gunner persuaded my Sire to let me out on patrol. I’d taken
even more effort to convince than Conn. I’d messed up with Viola,
and I couldn’t accept I was anything but a liability, especially if
Ragnar was after me.

In the end I stood sentry
because it worried my maker.

What a thing to confess; I
patrolled because it made my Sire anxious. His concern proved he
cared, despite his attempts to crush the sentiment. So, I worked,
torturing both myself and him with his reluctant affection,
expressed as it was through exasperation and anxiety. An
exasperation and anxiety that I shared through my empathic
gift.

Feeling his worry wasn’t a
healthy motivator. I knew that. I hadn’t even dared to reveal the
truth behind my new-found work-ethic to Lex, because I understood
exactly how unhealthy my clandestine obsession with Conn’s emotions
was. The truth would only worry my friend, or she'd reprimand me
for my preoccupation.

“Ragnar’s every bit as bad as
Conn says,” I announced, while tugging up my scarf to protect my
face from the brisk wind. My voice sounded muffled when I added, “I
can’t remember what he did to me, but in my heart, I know he’s
everything Conn says he is... And worse.”

We let that conversation die as
we reached Requiem. Lex conferred with the bouncers,
checking everything was normal inside the club, while I eyed the
people hurrying to and fro in open suspicion. Whenever anyone
paused, or looked my way, my senses went into overdrive, assessing
whether an attack was imminent. I had missed Ragnar’s approach
once, and I was determined not to make the same mistake again.
While I doubted that I’d manage to fight him off, if he chose to
attack, I wasn’t going to be caught unawares for a third time.

When Lex returned to my side,
she smiled, looking more relaxed.

“All’s well in there, so I guess
we can get back for the briefing.”

“What briefing?”

I blinked at her, oblivious to
whatever meeting had been scheduled.

“You still don’t check your
emails as often as you should, do you?” she teased me, but didn’t
push the matter. “Gunner wants to go over the security arrangements
for the Yule Assembly. You know...? Conn’s going down to London
between the twentieth and twenty-fourth of December, for the
convention which marks the beginning of election year.”

“But I thought ‘Sire’ was a
lifetime gig unless a leader stepped down, or unless they were
deposed? Why would there be an election year?” I asked.

My confusion earned me a shake
of Lex’s head. Sometimes, I tried even her patience.

Giving her a sheepish look, I
requested, “Bring me up to speed?”

“Gunner’s mentioned this nightly
for the last two weeks, Salix. It’s not a house election. Nor even
a British election. We’re voting on which of the BritVaC Masters,
those who run cohorts, we want to represent us in the European
Council.”

My expression must have remained
blank as Lex sighed in frustration, shaking her head again as she
started back towards Milbank.

“Ok, listen,” she ordered.
“There’s been a union between all the vampires in Europe for far
longer than humans have had their European Union. Every twenty-five
years, we are granted the opportunity to select a new
representative or re-elect the old one, if we’re happy with them.
You’d know this if you did some research. Or even if you’d read the
documents James gave you after your change.

“Anyway, leaving your
disinterest in vampire history aside, all the cohort leaders get
together for the Yule Assembly before campaigning begins. It’s a
last chance to appear friendly before the competition becomes
vindictive. They get together, party, and discuss cohort politics.
There’s a ball on Yule night too, on the longest night of the year.
It’s supposed to be fantastic. This year it’s being held at The
Ritz.

“After the Assembly, it becomes
open season for the Sires to undermine one another and big
themselves up in any way possible. Conn hates it, but he must stand
for election because he’s a cohort Sire. It means he must attend
the Assembly too.

“Gunner wants him to take
security this time, because of the Ragnar threat. That’s what the
briefing will cover, as well as discussing how we’ll protect the
house while our Sire’s away.”

“Do I have to go to the
briefing?” I asked, despondent. “Can’t I just follow orders, as and
when they’re given? It’s not like I have anything to contribute
regarding security protocol. Last time the cohort came under
attack, I got myself captured, remember?”

Lex stilled, pausing in the
snow. Her expression grew dishearteningly serious, even though she
looked ridiculous in her orange and yellow hat, with her pink
fringe sticking out beneath it, over her lavender eyes and scarlet
lips. She was a riot of colour juxtaposed against the stark black
of her sentry uniform.

“You have to stop thinking like
that. You didn’t ‘get’ yourself captured. Viola did something
horrible to you, and you helped Conn find her; solving two murders
and an attempted murder in the process.”

Lex’s scowl softened before she
hesitantly added, “Have you heard that Viola's trial date’s been
set?”

“Yes,” I answered, feeling even
more depressed by the change of topic. My tone held only bitterness
as I expanded, “Gunner told me a few nights ago. Conn requested he
inform me, seeing as I’ll have to testify and face
cross-examination.”

My friend winced, and her
sympathetic regret flowed into me before I could out block her
emotions. Being empathic was not a talent I enjoyed. Yes, it’d
gotten me out of the Viola situation, but it also meant I remained
painfully aware of everything Milbank House’s residents felt.

It also meant I knew that some
revelled in Conn’s reluctance to have anything to do with me. Katie
was the happiest she’d been since my arrival, and that bothered me
far more than I should’ve allowed.

“That’s going to be tough for
you, the trial. Will you be ok?” Lex asked, concern clear in her
expression as well as via my gift.

My answering shrug said
everything there was to say. I wasn’t sure I’d be alright, but
there was nothing I could do about it. If I didn’t give evidence,
then the case against Viola would collapse. That was
unthinkable.

“Come on,” I said at last.
“Let’s get this briefing over with and then I can go back to bed
and torment Ben again.”

I realised I was in trouble as
soon as we reached the security office. Not because I’d done
anything wrong, but because both William and Gunner gave me looks
that said they expected difficulty.

What was William doing at the
meeting anyway? As Conn’s Second, he must’ve had something better
to do than watching Gunner perform duties that he’d carried out
many times before?

Then again, William would be
running the cohort while Conn was away. Maybe he wanted to be up to
speed with arrangements.

“Ah, shit,” Lex breathed, and
her glazed expression told me that she’d seen something I
couldn’t.

Whatever her vision had shown
her, she wasn’t thrilled by it. Her wariness didn’t fill me with
any desire to know what prediction the powers-that-be had
revealed.

“I hope you like purple,” she
muttered.

“Purple?” I asked as I took my
seat, flummoxed as to what my colour preferences had to do with
anything.

Lex winced, then mumbled, “It’s
the colour you’ll be wearing on Yule night… at The Ritz.”

My hands balled into fists
before I could control my horror-induced anger.

“What?! No!” I gasped,
appalled.

Gunner wouldn’t seriously select
me to go to London with Conn, would he? How could he
possibly think that would be a good idea? Hadn’t we caused enough
of a scene at the last dance we’d attended together? A second round
was not something I wanted on the agenda, and I doubted Conn could
feel any more amenable. What was Gunner playing at?

The idiot in question, who
theoretically possessed enough intelligence to be the cohort’s head
sentry and one of Conn’s lieutenants, coughed, bringing our
little band of guards to order.

“Alright, settle down people.
The sooner we get through this, the sooner we can get out of
here.”

The people around me hushed and
I folded my arms over my chest, as though hugging my body could
hold me together and prevent the explosion I knew would follow. If
Gunner made the announcement that Lex predicted, then I’d kill him.
After that, I’d kill William for allowing him to entertain such a
ridiculous notion.

“Before I move on to the reason
for this briefing, we've just received confirmation that Conn's
name has been drawn from the hat to oversee the sentencing of Kerry
Kilbride,” Gunner stated, leaving me just as flummoxed as I'd been
over the prospect of an election.

Luckily, Lex foresaw my
confusion and leaned in, whispering, “Kerry Kilbride, a Master
vampire from Devon. Convicted of terrorising several mortal
families over several years, including using a teenage boy as a
blood slave. There are also rumours that some of those she
converted were turned without consent, but they're too afraid of
her to speak up, so those claims never materialised as actual
charges...

“Anyway, she's been sentenced to
the death penalty. That's where Conn comes into it. The role of
executioner comes under the remit of Sires and Seconds. The names
of those Sires and Seconds outside a convict’s own cohort are put
into a hat, so to speak, and drawn blindly to avoid any conflict of
interest. Conn and William both hate it. Conn feels it's his duty
to protect his cohort, though, and that includes William. He kicked
up a fuss a few years back, stating that as he, not William, stood
Sire, and that he, not William, should be able to shoulder the
responsibility. Now his name goes into the hat twice, and William
is exempt.

“William hates that even more
than he hates the thought of executing a bound prisoner, but you
know how stubborn Conn is. Truthfully, the southern Sires don't
mind forcing extra unpleasant tasks on Conn; they like punishing
him for not blindly following their lead, whereas William is quite
popular, nationwide. They didn’t put up much of a fight when Conn
asked to take his Second's place.”

I admired my Sire in that
respect; that he would rather get his own hands dirty than force
blood onto William’s. I could appreciate that, even though I
resented Conn's apparent resistance to toeing the line, especially
considering how irked he seemed whenever I showed a hint of
rebellion.

“Alexander, when you've quite
finished bringing Salix up to speed, perhaps you would like to
listen to what I have to say,” Gunner interrupted, and Lex had the
decency to blush, albeit not quite the crimson shade my own cheeks
turned.

“Sorry,” we mumbled
together.

Gunner didn't acknowledge our
apology as he went on, “The execution is scheduled for next week,
and we will be sending a contingent of sentries with our Sire to
ensure the sentencing goes off without a hitch. It isn't unheard of
for convicts to fight. If Kilbride does struggle, your job will be
to protect our Sire, even if that means putting down the convict
yourselves. I'll place a list on the sentry notice board, once I
decide which of you should make up the security detail.

“I can only apologise that this
is being asked of you. We all know how rarely executions take
place, because such drastic measures are rarely needed. Where
dangerous Masters are involved, they are the only way to protect
our community, and that of the mortals.”

“Now, back to the matter at
hand; the Yule Assembly. As we all know, our Sire isn’t overly fond
of taking security with him when he leaves the building,” Gunner
stated, and chuckles followed his assessment of Conn’s loathing of
any suggestion that he might require a bodyguard.

“However, due to recent threats,
I have decided to use my position as head of security to overrule
our leader, at least as far as his trip to London is concerned. We
need a sentry to travel with him.

“Now, some of you will remember
the last Yule Assembly, and I can confirm that similar security
arrangements apply this time. The European Council is arranging
guards and the visiting Sires are not supposed to bring
their own sentries with them. In theory this is to prevent a clash
between official and unofficial security. However, it’s going to
cause us some difficulty; whoever we send as Conn’s personal guard
will need to attend as his guest. The organisers won’t recognise
any capacity as sentry, and so whoever goes won’t be allowed to
bear arms. We have to send someone who is competent in unarmed
combat, as well as being both strong enough and fast enough to
defend Conn.”

Here we go...

The thought crossed my mind as
several sentries glanced back at me, predicting where this was
heading as easily as Lex had done.

What part of my capture by Viola
made them think I was a suitable candidate? Yes, I’d taken a bullet
saving my Sire. However, if it hadn’t been for my mistake, Conn
wouldn’t have been in that hut with an enemy in the first place.
Viola wouldn't have tried to shoot him.

Gunner continued without
acknowledging the furtive glances of his sentries or my fierce
glare.

“Ideally, we want to keep our
problems with Conn’s maker quiet. We suspect Ragnar is a threat to
us and us alone, but we don’t want to give other cohort leaders any
indication that Conn has a weakness. If we must ask for help in
time, so be it, but election year is not a good year for any cohort
to appear unstable. It seems prudent to avoid raising suspicions,
and that means, whichever sentry we send, they also need to fit the
trend set at earlier gatherings.

“In previous years, Conn’s
guests have been… Well, for want of a better word, they’ve been
bunnies. Prior to the bunnies, they were mistresses who fulfilled a
similar role. We can’t send one of you burly blokes without causing
a few double takes.”

There was another round of
laughter, while my irritation grew exponentially. If that man asked
me to play bunny, I’d do so much more than kill the bastard. I felt
Lex’s eyes on me as my fangs slid down, a precursor to the eruption
that I already struggled to contain.

The arsehole centre stage
hesitated before continuing, and when Gunner looked at me, I knew
he feared my reaction.

He didn’t change course, though,
and stated, “Unfortunately, there’s only one unattached female in
this room, bar Lex, who’s unsuitable. That would be enough to make
the decision for me, even if said person wasn’t also the strongest,
fastest sentry we have. Darcy, I know it’s unfair to ask, but you
are the best choice...”

“No!” the word exploded out of
me as a growl, and most of my colleagues wisely chose to look away,
to stare at the floor or their laps; anywhere but at me.

“Darcy…” William began, but he
didn’t get far.

“No,” I said again, low, and
harsh. “This is a very bad idea. You were all present at the ball
for our Seattle visitors, weren’t you? You all saw how that
spectacle played out? You can’t ask me to go to this, to pretend
I’m like Katie.

“Anyway, Conn’s trying to
convince Ragnar that he doesn’t value me, won’t this do the
opposite? Nothing about this is wise.”

Gunner held firm, defiant, as if
he’d prepared for this battle. His heels dug in deep, both
figuratively and physically.

“You’re a Master, and you’re
trained in combat techniques. His best chance is with you at his
back. I couldn’t move fast enough to save him from Viola’s bullet.
You did.”

“It was my fault Conn was in a
position to be shot at!” I yelled back, and shame heighted my
irritation.

Yanking up my sleeve, I waved my
arm around like evidence, my silver scars on display to anyone who
wanted to see them.

“This is what happened the last
time I tried to protect someone. I nearly got him killed! Me! What
chance do you honestly think I have of protecting him from
Ragnar?”

“His only chance, if he fails to
protect himself,” Gunner responded resolutely, and I hated him for
it.

“You know who I am,” I pleaded
in desperation, earning suspicion from my colleagues, who hadn’t
yet learned the truth.

It hadn’t seemed wise to let
everyone know that dark magic had forced the soul of their Sire’s
dead wife into an enemy’s unborn daughter, and so only a select few
people had the details. It remained ill-advised to reveal either
truth to the cohort at large. All of Conn’s lieutenants had been
told, though, because they’d had a right to know.

“You can’t make me do this,” I
insisted.

William sighed before he
answered in Gunner’s stead. When he spoke, I resented both his pity
and his resignation.

“We can’t make you go if you
don’t want to, and I know it’ll be a difficult assignment. However,
we’re asking you to go because your strength rivals Conn’s.
Together you have a better chance against Ragnar than either of you
do while separated by hundreds of miles.”

I didn’t want to accept that. I
couldn’t believe that I was anything other than a liability, or
that their request was anything but cruelty.

“Does Conn know about this?” I
asked, and the subsequent silence gave away the truth; they hadn’t
yet told him of their foolhardy plan.

“Well, he’s going to find out,”
I informed them as I stood, and I was out of the door before anyone
could stop me.

As I made my way to the top
floor, I wished Conn had been stationed somewhere else in the
house. I was going to spend eternity climbing the blasted stairs.
Or for as long as I survived Ragnar and Osier, at least. Why
couldn’t his office be in the basement, along with the rest of
Milbank’s administrative rooms?

I would’ve drawn less attention
if I hadn’t been forced to traipse up from the basement to the top
floor. Other house members watched me in open curiosity as I
marched onwards, with fangs extended and eyes no doubt swirling in
a multitude of colours. Their interest increased when I failed to
stop at my own floor and continued up towards Conn’s apartment.

Perhaps they foresaw an
argument. God knew it wouldn’t be our first, but in this case, I
suspected Conn would agree with me. I expected, when our Sire’s
temper frayed, it would be William and Gunner who suffered his
wrath. It would be novel, to be a bystander to his anger rather
than the one bearing the brunt of it.

However, as I reached the upper
floor of the house, I froze. The enchanting sound of music, played
lovingly by a master violinist, captivated me. I stood, stunned,
outside my Sire’s apartment door, as his version of Iris
held me entranced, and I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt.

The melody sounded haunting,
sadder than the Goo Goo Dolls’ rendition. It reflected
Conn’s emotions perfectly, and mine too as I remained there, lost
in the spell he wove. A ball of grief weighed heavily in my chest,
so that even breathing seemed impossible. He played his
reinterpretation of the song we’d danced to with a depth of feeling
I scarcely dared accept.

Why did he do this to us?

And I’d give up forever to
touch you,

‘Cause I know that you feel
me somehow…

Tears threatened to overflow as
the song’s lyrics drifted through my mind. I swiped at my stinging
eyes, determined to prevent them falling. Blast Conn. Why couldn’t
he accept that we were irrevocably connected?

He wielded his excuses to save
face in retreat, but those excuses were hollow. The past had proven
as much. He’d stayed away all those centuries ago, to protect me,
and yet the evidence suggested Ragnar had still come for me. Why
suppose there would be a different outcome this time?

It wasn’t even as though Conn
had granted Ragnar his sole reason to come after me. Not anymore.
His maker may well want to ensure his suffering – it was probable,
in fact, that exacting some twisted reprisal on Conn had been
Ragnar’s reason for coming after me all those centuries earlier –
but in the present day, Ragnar would come at me because we had our
own history as well. I had a past with Conn’s maker, one I believed
could be used against me to full effect. No amount of distance
between Conn and I could change that now.

“Darcy...”

I jumped when William paused
beside me. I’d expected him or Gunner to follow, but I’d intended
to speak to Conn before they caught up. My Sire’s unexpected
sentimentality had thrown me off balance and I’d missed my
chance.

“He plays that a lot these days,
you know,” William said, keeping his voice quiet so as not to
disturb Conn, although his admission certainly disturbed me.

His confession incited a riot of
contradictory emotions, all rushing through my head and heart, and
a pain not dissimilar to a gunshot wound exploded in the centre of
my chest. I couldn’t deny that the revelation thrilled me, but at
the same time, it stung that our dance meant so much to Conn when
he still insisted on pushing me away.

“I bet I play the MP3 more
often.”

My retort sounded as rueful as I
felt, and I wasn’t prepared go into further detail with Conn’s
Second. At least my Sire suffered because of his stubborn streak,
just as much as I did.

William remained serious as he
asked, “How would you feel if he went, if he died or was captured,
and you hadn’t been there to intervene?”

“Damn it, William,” I hissed.
“That’s not fair.”

“It’s all I’ve got,” he
admitted, sounding no happier about it than me.

“I really dislike you tonight,”
I told him resentfully, but I knew I’d concede. He had a point,
regardless of whether it was fair to use it against me.

“He’ll take more persuading than
me,” I pointed out.

“I’ll make him concede,” William
promised.

“You owe me.”

I glared at him once more, then
I turned and headed back down the stairs, without speaking to
Conn.
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“Why me?” I demanded again,
refusing to fasten my katana at my hip.

It wasn't the first time I'd
asked over the course of the preceding week. My frustration hadn't
diminished at all since the night I’d come home from hunting with
William, only to find a gaggle of sentries clustered around the
list which Gunner had pinned to the security message board. A list
which my name topped, assigning me to the team that would accompany
Conn to the execution of Kerry Kilbride. That revelation had caused
yet another round of arguing with my line manager, both to his
annoyance and mine.

“Call it a trial run for next
month's London adventure,” Gunner responded as he oversaw
preparations.

Around us, other sentries kept
their heads down, pretending to be deaf and blind as they focussed
on checking weapons and Bluetooth headsets, pointedly ignoring our
conversation.

“You can tell her to call it
whatever you'd like, but I don't see why she's on duty tonight
either, nor do I see how she's the best option for the Yule
Assembly,” Conn stated as he entered the security office, and my
back straightened immediately, my posture stiffening in indignation
as he went on, “I thought I'd made myself clear on both
fronts.”

Gunner looked towards the
ceiling, seemingly praying for patience.

“And I thought I'd made myself
clear too... Unfortunately, you're both deaf as well as stubborn.
There isn’t time to discuss this now, Sire. Salix, arm up. Sire,
forgive me, but as head of security, I'm overruling you in this
instance.”

“Salix, you have tonight off,”
Conn responded, ignoring his head sentry completely.

His use of my surname irked me
in a way it didn't when Gunner did the same. With our head of
security, the use of sentries’ surnames had become a badge of
honour, granted only to us. From Conn, it was a stark reminder that
he wanted distance between us. It nettled me so deeply that I
needed to do the opposite of whatever he desired, just to rankle
him in return.

Picking up my katana, I strapped
it at my hip, much to my Sire’s increasing irritation. Gunner
smirked, and I glared at him, wishing I could wipe the victorious
look from his face with my fist. Peacekeeping wasn't a skill of
mine.

“Darcy, I said you have tonight
off,” Conn repeated, intense blue eyes focussing on me for a
change.

“Respectfully, Sire, you leave
the sentry rota in Gunner's hands. He says I'm on duty,” I replied,
my chin jutting defiantly. “Unless you feel he is no longer to be
trusted with that task...?”

Fractured shards of fire opal
broke through the blue of Conn's eyes as the petrol tang of anger
fragranced the air. The tension in the room increased
exponentially, a static charge zapping between Conn and me as we
stared each other down. Everything we weren’t saying bubbled
between us, until the elephant in the room seemed long overdue a
rampage.

“This is going to be a fun
outing,” Lex observed, her tone dry. “Tell me they aren't
travelling in the same vehicle. They may not reach our destination
alive.”

“Perhaps I should make them
travel together. They need the practise prior to spending the
better part of a night trapped in a car, heading down south,”
Gunner suggested, then chuckled at my look of alarm. “I'm not that
cruel, Salix. I won't force our Sire's bad temper on you any more
than necessary tonight.”

“I can demote you, you know,”
Conn reminded his lieutenant.

“That would be cutting off your
nose to spite your face,” Gunner told him, not in the slightest bit
threatened. “Try to reign in your bad mood, old friend, lest
someone decide you need a real reason to throw a tantrum.”

A snort of mirth escaped me at
the thought of Conn throwing a tantrum, stamped foot and all,
before I could bite back the sound. Conn glared at me again in
response, as if he blamed me for Gunner's insubordination. Ignoring
his displeasure, I returned to strapping blades and communications
tech to my body.

“Look,” Gunner said at last,
squaring up to Conn. “You made her sentry. You know she's strong,
fast, and well trained. You know she needs to be in the field. Just
as your strength means you have responsibility as our Sire, hers
means she has a responsibility as a sentry. She needs to do this,
to prove to herself that she can, if nothing else.”

I hated the implication of
Gunner's claim; that I needed to be allowed to serve to get past my
previous error of judgement. I loathed that he'd as good as said it
in front of a contingent of my colleagues. More than that, I
despised the way Conn focussed on me again, studying me as though
trying to determine if I even possessed the strength to serve.

When he finally turned back to
Gunner, he relented a little, stating, “If you think she can cope,
then I will just have to trust your judgement.”

It wasn't exactly a glowing
appraisal of my readiness. In fact, the statement seemed to declare
that Conn's scrutiny had found me wanting.

Sighing, I turned towards the
office door, escaping towards the car park. Still, I hesitated by
the steel door that led into the underground garage. The last time
I’d rushed through there, Viola had been waiting, with a gun and
tranquiliser darts. Last time, I’d almost gotten both myself and my
Sire killed. It wasn't a surprise that Conn saw me as a less than
adequate sentry. Not really.

Closing my eyes against the
sight of the door, I felt my shoulders droop. Anxiety pressed in on
me, and I feared a panic attack was imminent. It only happened
occasionally during waking hours, and thus far no one else had
witnessed one of my bouts of terror. I needed to squash the
sensation of dread down, to ensure no one ever saw how fragile I’d
truly become.

“Salix?” Lex prompted behind me.
“Are you alright?”

“Yes,” I answered, but I could
hear the ‘no' which hid behind my façade. The pitch of my voice and
the forceful expulsion of my lie revealed too much.

My friend frowned as she came to
my side, but she didn’t pressure me for answers. Instead, she
offered, “I'll check the coast is clear and then we can wait in the
car.”

She made to reach for the door
handle, but nothing would've allowed me to stand by and watch her
step out into the car park alone. I saw the concrete and tarmac
cavern beyond as a dangerous arena; what sort of sentry would I be
if I let my partner enter alone? What sort of Master would I be if
I required a non-Master to check our route to a vehicle, all
because I was too cowardly to do so myself?

“We can go together. I'm
alright,” I insisted, barging my own way through the door.

Once in the car park, my eyes
flicked from corner to corner, scanning the shadows between
vehicles and peering towards the gloomy, stub-walled refuse
collection point, where industrial-sized bins waited to be loaded
up with over fifty vampires’ weekly waste, be it recyclable or
destined for landfill. Every sound, from the gurgling of pipework
overhead to the buzz of the fluorescent lights, seemed as loud as
gun shots. The hazy shimmer of hot air venting from Milbank's
kitchen had my hand reaching for my katana, and it was with some
difficulty that I persuaded myself that no enemy lurked, waiting to
drag me off to some new torture chamber.

Lex watched me in concern, but
she still refused to comment, giving me a moment to reassure and
compose myself before she led me to the row of the cohort Land
Rovers, which were parked in a long line of glinting black bodywork
and tinted windows.

The moment our car door
unlocked, I ducked into the passenger seat and took a few deep
breaths to calm my nerves. Lex slid into the driver’s seat, just as
other sentries began to stream out of the steel door and climb into
their own vehicles.

Conn climbed into his F-Type,
and Natalie, the only sentry to go by her first name, joined him.
Lex said Nat's surname, Gunn, was too like Gunner's own name to be
commonly used, but I had a sneaking suspicion that Gunner possessed
a soft spot for the dark-haired guard, and that was why she
retained her first name.

Not that any of that mattered
right then, as jealousy bubbled up at her proximity to Conn. Even
whilst feeling relieved that someone other than me sat in the
F-type, I also wished I could so easily take up a position at my
Sire's side. Damn Conn-fusion. I hated feeling so conflicted.

When my Sire and Natalie pulled
out of their bay, we followed, with a further two Land Rover's in
convoy behind us, and I tried to refocus on the task at hand.

“So where is it we're going,
exactly? Gunner mentioned a detention facility...?”

Lex nodded at my question.
“Kilbride has already been transferred from the court’s main prison
in Essex to the Temp Det - Durham Temporary Detention Facility -
which is used whenever a northern Sire is called upon to carry out
an execution. That's where we're going.

“To be honest, it's rare for a
vampire to be incarcerated long-term. Dangerous vampires are simply
executed to protect the general populace. We're too strong and too
stealthy to leave rogue elements wandering around.

“That said, it’s really rare for
anyone to step out of line anyway. Most of us work within the
cohort system; character checks are made on most potential converts
prior to them being turned. Good character is usually a
prerequisite in the modern day.

“Of course, Kilbride isn't a
modern vampire. She's old enough to be a Master. That makes her
dangerous, especially as Gunner indicated that her psych evaluation
showed some serious instability, delusions too.”

“And they’re executing her?” I
asked, aghast. “Can't she be hospitalised or treated for mental
illness?”

Lex laughed at that suggestion,
shaking her head.

“We aren't mortal. We can't be
locked away, to live out the rest of our days as comfortably as
possible, in some psychiatric hospital. We'd never die!

“It would mean an eternity of
incarceration for dangerous patients who grew in strength year on
year. Incarcerated ‘patients’ who would become increasingly
difficult to contain, and ever more dangerous if they did escape.
We'd have to keep them drained of blood to weaken them, as we do
with all Masters in custody, and that would cause prolonged
physical pain. We would need to torture them to protect the wider
world. That's cruel.

“It would be different if we
were mortal; if we were weaker and if our bodies responded to drugs
for more than an hour or two. But the truth is this; our bodies are
built to fight off the very drugs that assist humans and stabilise
their mental illnesses.

“No... for vampires, executions
are the only way to prevent unstable Masters committing homicide on
a massive scale. We do things this way because there is a world
full of mortals out there, mortals that an unstable Master could
easily slaughter, and the consequences of such an event for the
wider vampire world are... Well, pitch forks and stakings, if
history is anything to go by. Maybe a few burnings.

“But back to Kilbride. The
Durham Temp Det mainly houses those awaiting trial for petty
crimes, or economic crimes, or professional negligence. It’s a
small satellite facility because violent crimes are so rare. Almost
all vampires who need to be locked up for more than a month or two
are shipped down to the only substantial prison operated by
BritVaC's courts, in Essex, where our prisoner came from.”

She paused, shifting uneasily in
her seat before adding, “There's one thing to be aware of; Viola is
at the Durham Detention Facility, pending her trial. We're unlikely
to see her, especially as you're a principal witness in her case,
but you should be aware.”

My posture stiffened, my heart
rate spiking for a moment before I managed to regain my focus on
the here and now.

“Awesome,” I muttered.

“Will you be alright?” my friend
asked.

“I'll have to be,” I replied.
“As long as we don't see her, I should be good.”

Lex nodded. “Good. Try to
pretend like she isn't there. She'll be in a cell, under guard. She
can't hurt you now.”

If she'd wanted me to pretend
that Viola wasn't there, perhaps she should've kept her presence a
secret. All the same, I appreciated that Lex respected me enough to
tell me.

“Gunner didn't want me to know,
did he,” I said at last, connecting the dots. “That's why it’s
taken until now for you to tell me.”

“He wanted to protect you,” Lex
answered with the slightest shrug. “But I disagree with his methods
in this case. I'd rather you knew, and were prepared, just in case
we're faced with something; her scent in the corridor, or her
picture up on the staff room wall.”

“Thank you, Lex,” I said once
she'd explained.

“Any time,” she answered.

We fell silent after that,
travelling the rest of the way to Durham without discussion. Lex
focussed on the road, and I lost myself in the maze of my own
anxious thoughts. It bothered me that Conn had obviously agreed
with Gunner's need to keep Viola's location a secret. But then,
almost everything about Conn bothered me. He exhausted me. Maybe he
always would.

When we finally pulled through
high gates into a fenced off stretch of land, I couldn't help but
feel the Temp Det facility looked more like a run-down warehouse or
factory than a prison. The fences were there to keep humans out,
rather than vampires in, and the façade was designed to look
inconspicuous.

It was only once we'd exited our
vehicles and trailed into the building's lobby that its real
purpose became apparent. Steel doors barred our entrance into an
‘airlock', a lobby where we were checked in, each of us signing the
heavy book on the guard's desk, as well as listing off what weapons
we carried. We signed disclaimers assuring that we were cohort
assigned law enforcement too, entitled to bear arms.

We were also all required to
declare that the courts would not be held accountable for any
injuries sustained in the performance of our duties, and Conn had
to countersign each of our waivers. An arduous task, which left us
all crammed together like sardines, before the guard finally
ushered us through the next set of steel doors and into the Temp
Det administration area.

There, a secretary
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