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Author's Note

 

This novel was originally written during the 2001 NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) contest, which is held every November. (http://www.nanowrimo.com) Although it went through two more revisions and a title change before I felt it was complete, the germ of the idea took flight during that frantic month. Therefore, I'm dedicating Blood of the Innocents to all those brave souls out there who were my writing partners during that time. Write on!

 

 


 

Chapter 1

 

"Stay back!" The prisoner's voice was worn thin by too many years of starvation and abuse. Sennet could not see inside the cell; two twisted bodies stacked in the doorway blocked her view.

Behind her, a half dozen armed elven soldiers crouched, ready to attack if the prisoner proved to be too dangerous for her to handle. Even considering the fact he had killed two Unseleighe, Sennet doubted she would have much trouble subduing him. She rubbed the back of her hand over her forehead and glanced at her companions.

"I'm with Seleighe," she said, keeping her voice calm and soothing. "We're here to free you."

"Stay back!" His voice bordered on hysteria. She saw a shadow on the other side of the bodies, but she couldn't make out enough detail to identify the prisoner. Not that she truly expected to. Unseleighe's dungeons were filled with death. Even her own brother...but she wouldn't think about him now.

"You've come to kill me!"

"No. We've come to set you free. How long have you been a prisoner?" They had found only corpses so far. Sennet had volunteered for dungeon duty, but she hadn't expected this.

"You're here to kill me. You've tricked me before. Don't come any closer!"

She could not tell from the voice if the prisoner was human or elven; exhaustion colored every word he spoke. 

"It's no trick," she said, silently hoping the rest of the prisoners weren't as paranoid as this one. "My name is Sennet. I'm here with Seleighe. Your captors are long gone."

One of the bodies slowly slid forward and fell in the middle of the corridor. Sennet saw a grubby hand move one of the dead soldiers' sashes out of the way, but she couldn't see enough detail to make out the prisoner's face.

"What did you say your name was?" Now his voice was choked with tears.

"My name is Sennet. I'm a healer. If you're wounded, I can help you."

"S...Sennet?"

"What's your name?" Sennet asked.

"No. You're lying. Did Zeiredan send you here to kill me? Tell her to leave me alone. She can't hurt me anymore." The prisoner laughed - a hollow, aching sound. "No one can."

"How do you know I'm lying?" Sennet glanced at the soldiers and shook her head. They moved back a few feet, still ready to attack. She wished they would go away.

"Because..." his voice cracked and dropped to a whisper, "Because...because my sister Sennet is dead."

At first, Sennet could not comprehend what he had said. She stared at the bodies without truly seeing them, shock numbing her thoughts. Not once in the months leading up to this moment had she allowed herself to think she might find Cullen alive. Not once. She had spent the past four years searching for him. Was this some unnatural trap Unseleighe had left for her? Did she dare push the bodies aside to find out?

"Sennet?" one of the elves stared at her. "Did he just..."

Sennet licked her lips. "W...what did you say?"

"It doesn't matter. My sister is dead. And you're Unseleighe, sent here to kill me."

She heard the prisoner turn and stumble away. "Wait!" Sennet jumped up and clawed at the bodies, pushing them out of the way until the path was clear. She snagged a torch from the wall and thrust it into the cell.

At the other end, a filthy figure crouched low and covered his head with his arms. Sennet gasped and felt the torch slip out of her hand. She let it fall. It smoldered on the rotting straw and cast a wavering light against the half-familiar figure of her brother. Although she had no doubt now, she had to ask.

"Cullen?" Her voice did not sound like her own. She took a step forward and something squished under her boot. "Cullen, is that really you?"

"Stay back." He tried to stand.

She saw a deep scar on his leg and a fresher wound right above it, still leaking blood.

"Stay back or you'll end up like the others. I swear it."

"Cullen, what must I do to make you believe I am your sister?" Sennet asked. She wracked her brain for some childhood memory only Cullen would share, but she could think of nothing. They had not been together long enough before their parents' death, and the subsequent discovery of her healing talent. And afterwards...they had lost touch. She had seen him four times in the past fifteen years. That last time, right before he vanished, he had looked haunted and worn by something he would not discuss.

"You're not." He kept his face turned away from her, and she wondered if Unseleighe had disfigured him in some way. Their tortures were legendary, after all, and the brother of a healer in Seleighe's employ would not have been spared.

"Sennet." One of the elves stepped into the cell behind her. "The bodies..."

Sennet glanced over her shoulder. "What about them?"

"They..." the elf's eyes flickered to where Cullen still crouched, "There is very little blood left."

"Were they killed here?" Sennet saw no telltale bloodstains on the straw, but it was hard to tell. And what would have made them bleed so heavily? "How did they die?"

"I killed them," Cullen whispered. "I had to."

The elf hesitated. "There are...puncture wounds. On their...necks. On their wrists. One has been stabbed, but the other..."

Puncture wounds. Nearly drained of blood. Coldness settled in Sennet's chest. She stared at the elf for a moment, and then turned back to her brother. "Cullen, what did they do to you?"

"Leave me alone," Cullen whispered, and slid to the floor. He clasped his knees to his chest and buried his head in his arms. "Stay away. My sister is dead."

"I thought you were dead," Sennet said, determined to erase his fear. "After you vanished, I looked for you." She stared at his long, tapered fingers. The last two fingers of his right hand were bent and twisted under his palm, hiding behind the stronger ones like crippled children. "I looked for you everywhere."

"Stay back. Please, stay back."

"I even got special permission to petition Unseleighe for your release if you were a prisoner," Sennet continued. "Talora--the Queen--agreed to release an Unseleighe prisoner if you were freed. But Unseleighe claimed they did not hold you."

"They lied."

"How long have you been here?" Sennet inched closer to him and held out her hands. "Why don't you let me help you?" She could file the mystery of the dead Unseleighe in the back of her mind for now. A healer, first and foremost, heals. And Cullen needed her help.

"Stay back." He raised his head and stared at her. Tears hovered on his eyelashes and threatened to wash away the filth that covered his skin. His lips were stained with blood. Sennet's heart sank. "You're..." He lifted his hand to push her away and she caught it in her grasp.

She knew, then, what Unseleighe had done to him, but she didn't say it out loud. Instead, she focused healing energy to his twisted hand and let her talent seek out his other wounds.

Cullen tried to pull away. Sennet held fast until he relaxed, then gathered him into her arms. "Cullen, I'm so sorry."

He stiffened against her for a long moment. She placed her hands on the top of his head and let her glow seep through his body. Under the dirt, his skin took on a golden tinge.

"Are you really my sister?" He closed his eyes and leaned his head against her chest, spent and worn. Sennet tried not to wrinkle her nose at the smell of human waste and old blood. She could not blame him for the stench; the dungeons were rife with the sour smell of death. And he had been a prisoner for a very long time. She saw scars beneath his tattered clothes and wished she could find a way to remove them--and their subsequent memories--from her brother's mind.

"Yes, Cullen." She stroked the side of his face with one hand and felt the ridge of an old scar beside one eye. His face was largely unmarked, but lined with exhaustion as if he could not bring himself to sleep.

"And you're not here to kill me?" One of his hands groped against her arm and settled behind her neck.

Sennet tried not to identify the small lumps that scurried through his hair. She would help him take a bath, if needed, and make sure he had clean clothes. And plenty of...she sighed. And plenty of blood to drink.

"No, Cullen. I'm not here to kill you." 

He took a deep breath and let it out, even though he had not been breathing before. "Do you know what they did to me?" 

"I think so," Sennet said. She glanced back at the elves crowding the doorway. All held weapons, but they didn't seem to be very eager to use them. "Who did this to you?"

Cullen's hand slipped away from her neck. He leaned his head against the wall and opened his eyes. "You know what I am."

"Yes."

"And you're still not going to kill me?"

"No."

He wiped the blood from his lips and pointed to the soldiers behind Sennet. His hand shook. "What about them? Will Seleighe kill me?"

"No, they won't." Sennet glared at the elves until they retreated back into the corridor. "No one will hurt you ever again."

"I wish I could believe you," Cullen whispered. His eyes closed, then flickered open again. 

"Who did this to you?"

Cullen ignored her question and slowly rose to his feet. He had not grown much taller since Sennet had seen him last; she still topped him by nearly an inch. He favored his right leg when he stepped away from the wall. Sennet offered her arm for support.

"You'll want to know about Orien, then," Cullen said to the elves. "He's here too."

"Who?" The name sounded vaguely familiar, but Sennet couldn't place it.

Cullen faced the elves and would not meet Sennet's gaze. "Orien. Talora's brother. The Crown Prince of Seleighe. He's here too."

As one, the six elves stepped forward.

"Where?" one asked. "Is he still alive?"

Cullen's smile held no humor. His muscles quivered against Sennet's arm. "He's just as alive as I am."

The elf stepped back, confused. "What do you mean?"

"Who do you think did this to me?"

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Orien opened his eyes and winced away from the bright glare of a torch. "Where's Cullen?" He squinted up at the other occupant of the cell, a tall, black-haired woman whose silver-tipped fingernails had left the faint scars across his right cheek. The bottom of her red velvet gown dripped with filth from the dungeon's floor. He felt a little cheered by that.

"Cullen?" Zeiredan laughed. "He should be dead by now. As you will be before your saviors arrive."

"Saviors?" Orien tried to focus on Zeiredan's face. He saw a small figure standing in the shadows behind her, but couldn't see clearly enough to make out its face. "What saviors?"

"Seleighe." Zeiredan spat the word. "They've come for you at last."

Orien shook his head. "Not for me. I've been here for too long." He tried to sit up and fell back into the dirty straw. "What did you do to me?" 

Ages ago, he had been repulsed by the stench of the dungeons, but he had grown used to it by now. The smell paled beside Zeiredan's cruelty. He had thought himself free of her, but she had proven him wrong.

"I have someone here who wanted to see you before you died," Zeiredan said, and pushed the figure into the light. 

Orien gasped. "Cara?" Human children were rarities in Unseleighe dungeons. Most of them ended up slaves to a lord or lady up above, and died horrible deaths when their frail human bodies could not take any more punishment. Orien had spent the past three years as their defender, attempting to make life in the dungeons a little more bearable. Zeiredan had thwarted him at every turn, but he had never given up his quest to save them.

"Let her go." He struggled up. "Let her go."

"I think not." Zeiredan cupped Cara's filthy face in one hand and traced the path of a tear with one silver-tipped fingernail. "Human children are so delicate, don't you agree? I wonder how long it will take her to die."

"Let her go." His legs would not hold him. "What did you do to me?"

"Allowing your sister to have you back would do nothing for my plans," Zeiredan said. "I want her to find you dead, and I want her to wish you had never been born."

"I've been dead for seven years," Orien whispered. "I can't return to Seleighe now." He let his head fall back against the wall. "Let her go." He could not focus on Cara's face to tell her everything would be fine when he did not believe that himself.

Zeiredan's dagger flashed and a line of red appeared across Cara's throat.

Bloodsmell blossomed in the air and drove back the darkness from his mind. Orien flinched as Cara's whimper rose to a thin scream. He tried to push the need for blood away, but need overcame any qualms he might have voiced. He groaned.

"I want your kin to see how far you've fallen," Zeiredan said, and pushed the child towards him. "How far you will go to save your worthless life."

Cara gagged and fell to her knees, bright blood spilling over her clenched hands. Orien tried to move away, but he had nowhere to go. The wall was at his back, and the chains left him no room for escape.

"Drink her blood, Orien," Zeiredan taunted. "The drugs I gave you should have made you very thirsty. Drink her blood so I can kill you."

It cost him a lot to refuse, but he turned his head away from the offering.

Cara's hands scrabbled at her throat. She coughed. Blood ran down her chin, mixed with the tears that streaked her cheeks and turned her face into a bloody mask.

"She'll be dead soon." Zeiredan put one foot on Cara's back and pushed her towards him. "Drink her blood."

The chains would not reach. Orien struggled with them for a moment before he regained his senses enough to shake his head. "No."

"Drink her blood!" One more shove brought Cara to his feet and within arm's length. The bloodsmell clogged his senses and would not let him rest.

Cara reached out with one bloody hand and latched onto his leg. He jerked away from her afraid he would lose control. Ever since Zeiredan discovered what a child's blood would do to a vampire, she had tried her best to force him to drink. He had not succumbed, but now...now, after she had drugged him, he did not know if he could resist.

"Drink her blood!" Zeiredan grabbed Cara's arm and pulled her up. The child's head lolled now; she did not have enough strength to hold it up. Zeiredan grabbed both of her arms and shoved her into Orien's face.

The wound in Cara's neck brushed his lips before he could turn away. Orien gagged on the taste of innocent blood, and then found that his arms had snaked around her body of their own accord. He hugged her to him and pressed his lips against her bloody cheek as the last spark of life dimmed in her eyes.

He did not drink her blood. Something deep inside of his heart felt rather proud that he did not succumb.

"You fool." Zeiredan drew her sword and Orien flinched away from the shining silver blade. Years of torture had given him a small amount of silver immunity, but he doubted he would survive a real wound. 

Zeiredan tore Cara from his grasp and tossed her into a corner where she lay like a broken doll, the fire of life forever gone from her eyes.

He would never see her smile again. He would never hear her laugh. Fury gave him strength. He strained against the chains, teeth bared in a grimace of hatred. One link snapped. Before he could try for the other one, Zeiredan attacked.

Orien tried to pry the sword from her fingers, but she raked her silver-tipped nails down the side of his face and slapped him away with the flat of the blade. He staggered back and fell. The chain pulled his arm tight as he struggled to escape Zeiredan's advance. One foot hit the door. It moved.

The door. She had not locked the door behind her. Orien twisted out of her way. He blinked blood out of his eyes from the path of Zeiredan's nails and tried to focus on escape. If he wanted to survive, he would have to break the other chain. But how? 

Zeiredan pushed the door shut with one foot and turned on him. "We're running out of time."

"You may be, but I'm not." He pulled the chain taut when she struck again, and the blade skittered across the heavy links. "Where's Cullen?"

"I thought I told you he was dead," Zeiredan said. "You should have killed him when I ordered you to and he wouldn't have had to die twice."

Orien remembered the taste of Cullen's blood. "I couldn't."

"Did he know you were the reason he was never ransomed?" Zeiredan asked. "Did you tell him?"

Orien closed his eyes. "No."

Zeiredan laughed. "You should have. He might not have wanted you to save his life if he knew."

Zeiredan's sword had weakened the chain, but Orien didn't know if he had enough strength left to break it. He struggled to his feet. "I couldn't let him die like that." 

Zeiredan cocked her head. "Why not?"

"I saw...I saw the Seleighe traitor," Cullen had whispered, blood bubbling out of his mouth with the words. "I saw him. And Zeiredan..."

"Because he wanted to tell me what he saw," Orien said. "He saw you and a traitor from Seleighe, and he knew..."

Zeiredan lashed out with her sword and caught the thick iron shackle around his wrist. It cracked as he fell backwards. He didn't realize he was free until he lifted his hands to protect his face from her attack.

Zeiredan had to pry the shackle from the sword's blade. While she was occupied, Orien made his break for freedom and pulled open the door.

Fire streaked across his arm. The sword bounced off the doorknob and stuck in the wood right above his fingers. He snatched them away, but not before Zeiredan wrenched the sword free and struck again. 

Wood chips flew in his face as the sword buried itself in the door. Orien scrambled back, blinded, and felt unyielding stone behind him. He blinked furiously to clear his eyes. Before he could scramble to his feet, Zeiredan threw open the door and grabbed the front of his ragged shirt. She pulled him up and pressed the blade of her sword against his throat.

Orien saw his own death in her gaze.

Chains snaked out of the wall around him, twining around his arms so quickly he had no time to struggle. Zeiredan released his shirt, stepped away from the wall, and left him hanging six inches above the floor.

She raised her sword.

And a lone Seleighe soldier turned the corner six feet away, stopped, stared, and drew his sword.

"Hold!"

Zeiredan curled her lip and flung something dark and stinking at the elf, who staggered back, his armor steaming. Orien struggled with the chains. He could not win free, but perhaps he could distract Zeiredan long enough for other Seleighe to arrive.

The elf screamed as Zeiredan's spell ate into his flesh.

"We don't have much time," Zeiredan said. "The others will be here soon, and I want them to find you dead."

"You don't have to kill me," Orien tried to swallow to wet his throat. "You can escape if you leave now, Zeiredan. Surely you don't want Seleighe to..."

"Silence." She stood for a moment, listening over the elf's screams, then smiled and raised her sword again. "The fools. There will be no rescue, Orien. You'll die here."

"Let him go."

Orien recognized the voice, but the memories were so old they only stirred at the sound of it before retreating again. He turned his head, past the elf who now lay dead on the floor, and saw Edrick, of all people, dressed in Seleighe armor, his hand on his sword. 

"Edrick?" Orien whispered. But Edrick was dead, wasn't he? Those long-ago memories struggled to surface.

Zeiredan hesitated. "I could kill him before you could strike."

Edrick nodded. His eyes flicked towards the elf on the floor only once. "You could. But I have eighteen soldiers behind me. Can you defeat them all?"

"I could bring this castle down on top of your heads," Zeiredan growled. 

Edrick's eyes narrowed. "But you would be trapped here with us, wouldn't you? Or do you have enough power to escape? Seleighe has won the day, Zeiredan. You've been defeated."

"You know who I am?" Zeiredan stepped away from Orien and sheathed her sword. "If you know who I am, then you know of my reputation."

Edrick swallowed. Orien thought he saw a fine sheen of sweat on his brow. "Y...yes. I know of your reputation."

"Then you know I could kill you and your Prince before your precious reinforcements arrive," Zeiredan said. "And where would that leave you? Dead and rotting in an Unseleighe dungeon." She took a step towards him.

Edrick didn't back away. Orien marveled at his bravery. If their roles were reversed, he didn't think he would have had enough courage to stand up to Zeiredan.

"Let him go," Edrick said again. "Haven't you tortured him enough?"

"Not nearly enough." 

Orien wanted to warn Edrick not to get too close, but his voice could not get past the lump of fear in his throat. He struggled with the chains, but the pressure on his arms only increased until he could not stand the pain. He heard voices echo through the dungeons. Edrick's reinforcements had arrived.

Zeiredan seemed startled, as if she had not heard their approach. Orien supposed they could have been masking their progress with magic, a simple enough trick to master. He could have done it once without a thought. Now...now he had no strength for spells.

"Let him go," Edrick repeated. His voice hardly quivered now. 

Zeiredan cursed. She swung around and stared at Orien. "This isn't over. I will see you dead." 

The chains retracted into the wall, scouring Orien's arms with deep slashes. He fell badly, twisting one leg underneath him, and felt something snap. Pain briefly colored his vision red.

Zeiredan vanished just as four Seleighe soldiers rounded the corner and stopped well clear of Edrick and the dead elf. Edrick stared at Orien for a moment. A strange, almost angry look, swept across his face for an instant, and then it was gone. Orien had no strength to examine it. 

"I'm going to need a healer," Edrick said, breaking the silence.

"Cara's dead." Orien leaned his head back against the wall and tried to remember why he didn't want Seleighe to find him. 

"Cara? Who is Cara?" 

"A child." Pain streaked fire across his chest. "A human child."

Edrick motioned two of his men inside the cell. They emerged a moment later with Cara's body between them. Edrick stared at the little girl, the expression on his face unreadable. "Did Zeiredan do this?"

"Yes." Speaking became increasingly difficult as the pain from his wounds ate away at consciousness. The silver wound hurt the worst, and Orien felt blood sliding down his arm. "I...I thought you were dead."

"At one point I thought I was," Edrick said, and that look passed over his face again. "The quicker we leave this place the better. Can you walk?"

Orien struggled to rise to his feet and lurched against the wall. 

"I can't go with you," he whispered. Pain roiled in his stomach and made it hard for him to speak.

"You're wounded," Edrick replied. "Of course you're coming with us." He took a step forward, but Orien waved him away.

"If I asked you to forget you found me here, what would you do?"

"Why would I want to forget?" Edrick did not try to advance. "The Queen will be pleased that you are alive."

"I'm not the brother she lost ten years ago," Orien whispered. "Unseleighe... Unseleighe changed me."

"Changed you how?" Edrick asked. "You look no different to me. Thinner, perhaps, older, of course..."

Orien took a deep breath and fought down the pain that threatened to overcome him. 

"Unseleighe does not capture a Seleighe Lord very often." Zeiredan had been ecstatic, especially after Seleighe's attempts to rescue him had failed. Orien tried not to shudder at the memories.

"What did they do to you?" 

"That Seleighe prince you remember died seven years ago," Orien whispered. "What you see before you...what you see before you exists on blood, Edrick. I'm not the prince you lost."

Edrick's eyes narrowed. "No."

"They killed the vampire who did this to me," Orien whispered, remembering his screams as the sun ignited long-dead flesh. "They forced him to do this, and then they killed him."

"No." Edrick said again. "Ah, no." He stared at Orien with horror in his eyes. "No."

"I'm sorry," Orien whispered. "They tried their best to kill me, but vampires are difficult to kill. Zeiredan intended to have you find me dead, but she ran out of time."

Edrick opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. "And you thought Seleighe would do what?"

"Vampires don't belong in Seleighe," Orien whispered. "You know that as well as I do."

Edrick sighed. "Why don't you leave that decision up to your sister? She'll be here in a few days." 

Orien still did not believe that he would be welcomed back without any repercussions, but he had no strength left to argue. He closed his eyes and tried to find enough strength to rise. 

"Do you need help?" Edrick asked. 

"No." Orien gritted his teeth and managed to get to his knees. He did not want to be carried out of the dungeons. He didn't want to be seen as helpless.

"Let me help you up, at least." Edrick offered him a hand up. "Can you walk?"

"I will walk." He took a cautious step and did not fall. "I might not last very long once we're out of here. I'm warning you now."

"What did they do to you?"

"Zeiredan...drugged me." The room swam in and out of focus. "And then she tried to get me to drink Cara's blood."

Edrick grabbed Orien's arm as he lurched sideways against the wall. "Bring him a stretcher! He's not going to make it out of here on his own."

"I'll make it," Orien whispered, but his tenuous hold on awareness slipped and slid along a twisting path to darkness. He fell against Edrick and felt the other elf lower him to the floor.

"Did you drink her blood?" Edrick's voice faded in ears as the darkness rose to block both sight and sound.

"No." Orien tried to struggle against it, but the tide had turned against him. He fought it anyway.

"Help me with him." Strong arms lifted him up and lowered him onto a stretcher. Something soft covered his face, hiding him from view and stray rays of sunlight. The steady rocking of the stretcher lulled him to sleep, and then the darkness bore him away.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Sennet left the elves to search for Orien and helped her brother to a private room, near the makeshift hospital she had set up for the wounded. No one questioned her presence as they made their way along the corridor, and Sennet was glad not to have to explain. It would be hard enough to explain Cullen's presence to Talora, not to mention the fact that her own brother had been turned into a vampire.

Cullen's eyes were dazed and fixed on something Sennet could not see. She thought it might be a bad memory, perhaps, from the anguished look on his face. He had not spoken to her since they left the dungeons. Sennet wondered if he truly realized he had been freed.

She lowered him to a clean bed, and called for a bath. While her assistants filled a tub with hot water, Sennet inspected the wounds she had noticed. Most of them, even the gash in his leg, had already begun to heal. She hesitated to undress him, more for modesty's sake than any qualm of her own. He had been beaten down for years. She had no doubt he expected to be mistreated.

"Cullen, do you want me to leave you alone while you bathe?"

He gripped her arm hard enough to hurt. His fingers had not straightened, but he seemed to have a certain mobility in them now, as if the Unseleighe blood had helped. "Don't leave me alone." Tears ran down his cheeks and left pale skin behind. 

"I won't leave you alone," Sennet promised. "Do you want me to help you undress?" 

"I..." He struggled a bit, but the words would not come.

Sennet put one hand on the ties of his shirt. She thought it might be easier just to cut his clothing away, but she didn't want to expose him to anything sharp just yet. Later on, perhaps, she would cut his hair. But not now. Now, she would soothe him, and attempt to get him to relax.

She thought relaxing might be a bit beyond his reach. His nerves were so tightly strung she feared something would snap if she pushed him the wrong way. Cullen's tears continued, unabated.

"I'm not going to hurt you, Cullen." 

"I know." He hugged his arms to his chest.

The scars stood out in bold relief against his skin, testament to countless hours of torment and torture. Sennet wanted to gather him into her arms and wipe the memories that darkened his gaze away, but she knew that wouldn't help him. 

"Can you do the rest yourself, or do you need help?" She tried to make her voice businesslike, to shock him out of lethargy and into movement.

He blinked at her. "I can...I think I can." 

"If you need any help, just let me know. I'm going to step outside for a minute. Okay?"

His eyes glazed. "Don't leave me alone." He clutched at her arm again. "Please, don't leave me alone."

Sennet settled her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. "Cullen, I'm giving you privacy, nothing more. I'll even leave the door open. Is that okay?"

He squeezed his eyes shut and nodded.

"Take off your pants, then. Do you think you'll need help getting into the tub?"

"No." He tugged at the stiffened ties and pulled off his shirt. Sennet bit her lip when he uncovered a long, twisting scar on his chest.

"Then climb in and I'll come help you clean up. You'll feel much better once you're clean and in new clothes."

He stared at her. "New clothes?"

"Yes. New clothes. And shoes. And I'll cut your hair, if you'd like."

He was silent a moment longer, his gaze inward now, as if he could not comprehend what she had just said. "New clothes." He could not seem to believe she would deliver what she promised.

Sennet vowed to find him clothes fit for a prince, just so she could see a smile on his face. She opened the door and stepped out into the hall. Five minutes later, she heard the water in the tub slosh over the side. When she turned around, Cullen sat amid the floating herbs, his hair hanging in straggles across his face. He looked so fragile and pitiful that she had to force herself not to mother him. 

Thoughts of what could have been kept running through her head. If she had tried harder to find him. If she had insisted he stay with her that last time. If she had found him earlier. If she had... But none of those things had happened, and she could only work from the present to the future. She couldn't change the past.

She handed him a loofah sponge. "This will get most of the dirt off. Relax. I'll help if you need me to."

He stared at her; mute again, his eyes wide and tearblind. Sennet took the loofah from his unresisting hand and lathered it with soap.

"I'll wash your back." The skin on his back was a mass of scars. Sennet's throat tightened. Cullen had been whipped. Not once, but many times, and the scar tissue ridged his back like scales. She felt perilously close to tears.

She washed the dirt and dried blood away as gently as she could, and had just rinsed the sponge and lathered it up again when his hand closed over her wrist.

"It doesn't hurt anymore." He said this as if any previous pain did not matter.

"But it did, once. And no one..." she swallowed hard, "no one is allowed to treat my brother like that."

He didn't understand. She could see the confusion in his eyes. Unseleighe had beaten him down until little remained of Cullen himself, only a shell of what once had been. Sennet mourned for the loss as she would have mourned had they found him dead.

"It doesn't matter," she whispered. "You're safe now." But would he ever feel safe again?

She helped him strip the dirt from his skin and wished she could strip away his memories as easily. They would be harder, if not impossible, to excise. His stay in Unseleighe had marked him for life.

She helped him dress, afterwards, and found him clothes that hid the worst of the scars. And after that, she cut his hair and saw a shadow of the brother she had once known emerge from the shattered ruin she had rescued from Unseleighe's dungeons.

For now, she would have to be satisfied with a shadow.
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