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Dmitri



Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Graf von und zum Hentzau, made a practice of organizing his days as efficiently as possible. While going to school, he still handled nearly a third of the business of his grafschaft, leaving the remainder to his regent and great aunt, Clarimonda, his lawyers in Hentzau, Strelsau, and the islands of Saint Dreux, and a handful of trusted businessmen. Hobart Gehring, his valet, butler, bodyguard, and blood brother, was used to waking after him and going to sleep before, and it was not lack of effort on his part.




Thus, it was not simply a matter of throwing his noble ass in the shower and handling him a bar of soap. Dmitri wouldn’t be willing to consider sleep until he’d cleared as much of the day’s business out of the way as possible, and that business could range from matters of justice, property disputes, requests for patronage, the constant socializing required of the Strelsaun haute ton, schoolwork, the garage band he played in with his ducklings, the ducklings themselves, extracurricular projects, charity, matters related to his military service, and his sister, now placed with the School for Gifted Girls in Cleveland, Ohio.




“Send a message to your father, please,” Dima said, toweling off after his shower. “Tell him to get the constitutional committee together. Do it quietly. Make it a fishing trip or something. I plan to be there the morning after graduation. And if they can manufacture a reason to appeal for my presence, so much the better.”




“I’ll call my uncle,” Hobart said, snapping out a fresh linen. “He’ll still be up at this hour. Now, sit, and I’ll scrape off that mess you call a beard.”




“You don’t like it?” Dima asked, grinning. “The ladies all seemed to. Oh, and please contact, oh, damn, what’s her name?”




“Constance,” Hobart reminded him. “The flutist who hopes to be accepted into the Strelsaun orchestra.”




It was rare for Dmitri to forget a young woman’s name, but after a four month absence, understandable.




“I don’t suppose she was in the square the first night of the festival?” he asked, sitting and leaning back to give Hobart access to his face and throat. 




Hobart draped a hot towel across his face.




“I don’t believe so,” he replied. 




“That’s a pity,” Dima said, muffled under the towel. “Please find a space on my calendar in the next week and book the most public place you can find. I will keep my word to her, but I won’t be able to drag it out like the others.”




“Certainly. Shall I give your barber a call?” he asked, his voice droll.




He took the towel off and painted Dima’s face with shaving soap lather.




“I can’t get away with my hair being an inch longer than it was yesterday,” Dima answered, “so yes.”




“It’s not unflattering,” Hobart told him. “Though you’ve always hated when it curled. It might be the time for a change.”




“Well, Dawn certainly likes it, and I’ve gotten used to it. I’ll grow it out this summer.”




Hobart stopped mid-strop, sharpening the razor, caught himself, and continued. Dmitri had used Lady Dawn’s first name without her title? This spoke of far more than a simple marooning in another century.




“Is there anything you wish to tell me, Your Highness?” he asked carefully.




Dmitri was a man with secrets, and Hobart knew most of them. He knew of Dmitri’s struggles to accept his responsibilities, of his unending grief at his parents’ deaths, and his anger at being thrust too early into the political snake pit of Strelsau. He knew some of what led Dmitri to schedule dalliances with the Verkäuferin—the girls of the middle class, shopgirls, teachers, technical college students—as if they were trips to the barber. He even knew a little bit of what existed between his blood brother and Her Serene Highness, the Grand Duchess and tsarevna, Natalia Romanov, and could guess at much of the rest. What he’d never witnessed or been told was where Dmitri’s heart actually lay.




“What do you mean?” Dmitri asked, looking up.




The color in his cheeks brightened, even after the steaming hot towel. Hobart finished sharpening the razor.




“I mean, has there been any change to the status of your relationship with Lady Dawn Summers?” Hobart asked, spelling it out. “Should I be aware of an attachment? It matters, Dmitri, especially if I must now take her presence into account when it comes to your security needs.”




Dmitri grumped a little, his mildest response to what he considered prying questions.




“No,” he answered. “There is no change in the status of our relationship. There is no attachment you should be aware of. Our friendship has grown significantly stronger, and we spent much of the time in each other’s company, simply due to circumstance. She was badly injured. Once she’d started recovering, I became seriously ill. We recuperated together. Nothing untoward took place.”




Hobart watched his friend’s expression and the smallest twitches of his face and hands. He had watched Dima throw out some whoppers that would have gotten his own tail beaten by his granmére when they were boys, and his good looks and charms had gotten the two of them off the hook more times than Hobart could count. He wasn’t lying. But he wished he was.




Hobart made a note to tell Finnegan and Farber. There would have to be changes made in the household to accommodate this development. But there was the greater math of his request to convene the constitutional committee in Saint Dreux and his plan to go there as soon as he had graduated.




“Are you finally doing it?” he asked.




“Yes,” Dmitri said, more firmly than Hobart had expected. “I had enough time to think it over. The price of my freedom is steep, but worth it, and I won’t subjugate your people to the Romanovs. But tell your uncle if he tries to slip some bill of attainder in there, I’ll defenestrate him from the top of his own sugarmill.”




“I’ll tell him,” Hobart answered, barely able to contain his grin. 




Freedom. Freedom for him, for his people, and for Dmitri. He had lived his adult life with this goal in mind.




He spent the next few minutes carefully removing the beard Dmitri had allowed to encroach on his face. It had been rather becoming, actually, but none of the Hentzau men had worn a beard since Dmitri’s great great uncle, who’d been summarily executed by his own brother for collaborating with the Nazis. It was something of a family taboo, but perhaps it was time to change that.




“Is there anything else I need to take care of before I go to sleep?” Dmitri asked.




And for a second time, Hobart almost froze with surprise. Normally, Dmitri went through a laundry list of items, checking on the status of each or asking Hobart to remind him at a particular time of a particular task. This was…practically reckless abandon on Dmitri’s part.




“Only your sister, Your Highness,” Hobart answered gently. “I had to tell her that you weren’t feeling well. Please be sure you call her when you’re awake. And if you’re going to Saint Dreux just after graduation, you’ll have to tell her that you’ll either be late to visit her or miss the visit entirely.”




“Oh, damn,” Dmitri exhaled. “Very well. She’ll understand. I’ll bring her something from my trip. Would you ask your mother and aunts if they have anything for her. You know she pines for them.”




“Of course,” Hobart answered. “Now, brother, get your skinny ass to bed.”







Saturday, well before the ducklings stirred, Hentzau went to a small cottage tucked away in a district just outside of Strelsau proper that had originally been developed in the early 1800s. It was now a fairly built up residential neighborhood with apartment blocks and townhouses dating from the Belle Epoch. Because of the way the properties had been originally allotted by grant from the king, split up by inheritance, or sold off one parcel at a time, small corners of the original land and first buildings still existed. 




He and Gehring arrived at one, a small cottage covered in ivy with an even smaller coachhouse on less than half an acre of ground. The fence was stone posts filled in with wrought iron bars, and most of the grounds had a rambling, not-quite-rundown look to them, the sort perfected by English gardeners over centuries. The door opened before Hentzau had opened the gate to the sidewalk, and Miss Faversham stepped out.




“Oh, Your Highness,” she greeted him with a wide smile and bright eyes. “I’m so glad I could be of help.”




“I thank you, Miss Faversham,” Hentzau replied with a gracious nod. “It’s a difficult time for my proteges, you understand, and having the solution here makes it very much easier.”




“Of course,” she said. “Please let me show you to the rose garden.”




She walked him around to the sheltered backside of the house. It stood behind a fairly steep hill, which had been developed into apartment houses of three and four stories. A dry creekbed ran behind it, which the property backed up to. The whole of it was protected from the worst of the winter winds and sheltered under centuries old oaks, maples, and beeches. At the start of the summer, it was even a bit chilly. The brickwork of the path was cushioned with brilliant green moss between the bricks, still wet with the morning’s dew.




Between the cottage and the coachhouse, now converted to a snug one car garage with an office above, was the rose garden. Most of the rose bushes were of the climbing variety, trained to scale and drape over trellises, brick and stone walls, and archways. They ranged from tiny blossoms no larger than his sister’s fingertip to double-fist sized slow explosions of petals and perfume. Most were pink or red. After some searching, he found the bush he looked for. Long stemmed perfectly white roses.




“This is because of the Strakenz girl, isn’t it?” Miss Faversham asked.




“It is,” Hentzau replied. 




“If what I heard was correct,” she said, “you don’t owe the family any debt of honor. Indeed, you could press them on your protegée’s behalf. Lady Agnes broke the Code Duello in front of dozens of witnesses. She might have killed Lady Dawn.”




“This is true,” Hentzau agreed, “but that is not the point. The Strakenz family is a bare hundred and fifty years old, and they outnumber my family by fifty to one at this point. We have never been on easy terms. They may choose to push this and other incidents into a full-fledged feud, and that is too expensive a matter to ignore. I prefer to mend fences, if you will.”




“One perfect white rose every year in remembrance of their lost child, delivered to them by hand and in person by the graf himself,” she murmured. “Few can claim that honor.”




“Or the tragedy that led to it,” Hentzau said.




“Why, your family hasn’t done such a thing since…” and she trailed off, fully aware of the circumstances.




“Since the death of the last King Rudolph,” Hentzau finished for her. “Which was, at least in part, the fault of the third Rupert of Hentzau. If Rudolph’s men hadn’t killed him, his own family would have. It was his sister who brought the rose to Queen Flavia.”




And it hadn’t been for Rudolph of the House Elphberg but for Rudolph Rassendyll, the queen’s lover, father of the posthumous heir, and twice the ersatz king of Ruritania, but that was not public knowledge or his to share. 




“You are, of course, welcome to take whatever you wish,” Miss Faversham told him. “It is your property.”




“It is, and you are my tenant with all the rights that accrue to you,” he answered. “Besides, the tradition requires a day’s labor on my part in exchange for the rose, and in matters such as these, I will not break with tradition. I’ll be back tomorrow after church, to do the work.”




“Of course,” she agreed. “I’m sure I can, er, find something for you to do.”




He went over to the bush, selected a blossom that was half-opened, inspected it to ensure the petals were undamaged and whole. Then he took out the garden shears he’d brought and cut it off at the bottom of the stem. He left the side stems with their dark, glossy leaves intact, and carried it back to the car, nodding again at Miss Faversham.







The Strakenz family, headed by the elderly Duke of Strakenz, was at home to visitors bringing condolences. In his summers on Saint Dreux, staying with Hobart’s family, he’d learned that the facile rituals of grief he’d seen carried out among the nobility had actual meaning and relevance to those not born into endless wealth and advantage. It wasn’t just the warmth of real affection but the food brought to a household too stricken with grief to cook, the grannies, aunties, and uncles who minded the children, the burdens lifted by neighbors and family. 




Here, the family had no real physical needs to be tended, and their neighbors, acquaintances, and more distant family bore them little affection. Agnes von Holofernes may not have been well liked, even by her own proteges, but she was a daughter, a sister, a cousin, an aunt, and a granddaughter. Her family members were all solemn, and the youngest of them were pale with sadness. They had been too young to understand what it meant when Hentzau had killed the firstborn son of the Duke’s heir. 




He didn’t know if he was surprised or not at being accepted into the parlor at the Strakenz family seat. He suspected the Duke, his heir, his daughter-in-law, and Agnes’s parents had conferred beforehand, to decide what to do if he did show up. He waited with Gehring a silent shadow at his left elbow, holding the presentation box, in a room half-filled with his social equals. He endured their looks as he always had, ignored how they murmured behind hands or into drinks, and when he felt his cheeks begin to warm, as they always did, he distracted himself by reviewing the first paragraph of the essay he planned to write for his final test in Political Science.




The funeral was to be conducted on Sunday at Strelsau cathedral. There had been a time when any person killed in violation of the Code Duello was refused services and even burial in the church. He was glad those days were over. 




“Dima,” Talia said, slipping next to him and claiming his arm. “I should not be surprised you are here. You’ve always had more manners than sense.”




She offered him her champagne glass. He glared at her tactless choice and gave her a short shake of the head. He never willingly took any drink she offered him, even if he’d seen her drink from it.




“If an attempt to head off a possible line feud between two of the most powerful families in the Realm is more manners than sense,” he muttered, “then I am guilty as charged.”




“And you probably think her mother will be grateful for your display of empathy,” Talia noted in her cool, amused voice. “That she will be touched by an ancient gesture of humility and sorrow. I suppose if it were a jewel encrusted rose of solid gold, she might. She is a grasping one and not all the honor done to her husband’s family will change that.”




“That,” he said through gritted teeth, “is her husband’s problem. Not mine.”




The butler approached them, bowed, and extended his hand.




“Your Illustrious Highness,” he said in the softest audible tone. “You are awaited in the withdrawing room. Your Serene Highness, you are most welcome to accompany him.”




Nothing was said of Gehring, though most households would have included his servant. Hentzau knew if he left Gehring behind, they would be offended by his lack of formality instead of complimented by his level of trust. Two centuries and nine generations, and the Strakenz family was still nouveau riche in so many ways. Gehring followed, still completely silent.




Inside the drawing room, the Duke, an old man of military bearing and grizzled eyebrows, came over to him and offered his hand. Hentzau shook it immediately.




“Terrible business,” the Duke muttered. “Just awful. No one blames you, Your Highness. Not one single member of my family blames you or yours.”




Which meant several of them did and had been shouted down by the old man.




“I thank you, sir,” Hentzau said softly. “Please accept my deepest condolences. If there had been any way to prevent the tragedy, I would have taken it.”




He should have locked Dawn up in her room, like a maiden in a tower, but knowing her, she would have gone Rapunzeling down from her window to the freedom below and still have walked into the middle of this mess.




The Duke led him to his heir, the Marquis of Louka, and his wife. Hentzau bowed formally to them. The marquis bowed, and the marquise curtsied to him. The only words they spoke were rote and perfunctory. It did not bode well, but then, he had killed their oldest son. The Duke then led him to the Marquis’s younger brother, Agnes’s father, Lord Amhold, and his wife, Lady Agnes. They were seated and did not rise. He bowed as deeply to them as he ever did to the queen. When he straightened, Lord Amhold gave him a solemn nod and half bow from his waist. Lady Agnes eyed him and gave him the slightest nod of her head.




“My lord, my lady,” he greeted them. “It is tradition in my family, when we have inflicted a loss on a blameless party and cannot make amends otherwise, to bring a single rose earned by our own labor in recognition of the loss and to renew that recognition every year on the anniversary of the death.”




He turned, and Gehring had the presentation box open for him. He picked up the fresh, perfect, half-opened blossom and presented it to Lady Agnes. She stared at it without moving. After a moment, her husband stepped in, taking the rose from Hentzau with both hands.




“Please accept my deepest condolences at this time,” he told them, bowing again.




“I thank you, Your Highness,” Lord Amhold said, his voice rough.




The moment hung there, everyone waiting on Lady Agnes’s response.




“It is a pretty thing,” she finally said, her voice flat. “Agnes had a love for roses especially.”




“May it give you comfort,” Hentzau wished.




“It will not,” she said, looking up from the rose to him, and the hatred in her eyes was plain.




“Agnes,” her husband whispered to her in a harsh, shocked tone.




“You killed Adolph,” she said to him. “And your American girl killed my daughter. Are we to be plagued by you and yours until you have expunged us?”




He caught the tail of his anger and held it firmly. He had seen his parents grieve for a stillborn boy who’d never drawn a breath. How much worse must it have been to lose a child who had grown to adulthood?




“You will not, Lady Agnes,” he told her. “There is no enmity on my part.”




“And you give me…a rose,” she said, her voice hardening on the last word. “Something that will wilt and die in a week.”




Which was the point of the exercise—something that reflected the very mortality they grieved and would be renewed once a year as proof that their loved one was not forgotten.




“If there is anything you would prefer in its stead, I beg you to tell me,” he said.




He felt Talia go tense with anger at him. She probably thought he had stepped witlessly into a trap.




Lady Agnes stared at him with her cold blue eyes. 




“You have a property on the Côte d’Azur?” she asked. 




He almost lost his breath at the sheer audacity of it, and then did when he knew that the only way she could have had that property on the tip of her tongue was if she’d reviewed his holdings. All of them. It was a double attack, too, as the property was to become Natalia’s in perpetuity when they were wed or if the betrothal was broken off. The muted racket behind him suggested the Duke had nearly gone into apoplexy when he realized what his daughter-in-law had demanded.




“I’ll have my lawyers transfer ownership to you on Monday,” he told Lady Agnes. “You’ll have the papers before close of business.”




Her expression didn’t change. She stared at him with deadened eyes, unable to tell if he’d capitulated to her or cheated her. Finally, she turned her gaze away from him.




“Thank you for your sympathies, Your Highness,” she said. “We are most grateful.”







Talia nearly attacked him on the way to his car.




“You dolt!” she hissed. “That villa was mine! You have no right—”




“On the contrary, Talia,” he interrupted. “I very much do. I can dispose of properties that would otherwise be given to you in dower if it pertains to a matter of honor, and weregeld, no matter how tarnished, is always a matter of honor.”




“Not to my family,” she answered.




“It is to mine!”




He so very rarely raised his voice at all—fewer than five times to her—that she immediately stepped back, wide eyed.




“I will not see the life of my protegée destroyed because that snide, bullying tart got exactly what she was begging for,” he spat at Talia. “Not like she destroyed Serena and Katelyn. Someone should have reined her in long before it came to this. Her parents. Her sister. You. Me. Someone. But instead, she nearly gets Sear killed with a sick practical joke, she spreads that stolen photo of Summers across the Internet, and she has the sheer gall and lack of wit to claim a challenge from a student on medical leave for post traumatic stress. She got what was coming to her.”




Talia did a quick visual check of the area they were in, to make sure no one had overheard his outburst. He’d already performed his scan as soon as they stepped out of the building, he knew they were fine, so he continued.




“If I have to sacrifice a small property, however valuable,” he said, “to protect Summers from a grasping, covetous, snatching harpy of a mother, I’ll do it. And as you found your amusement sitting on the sidelines of this melee, offering your barbed commentary, you may suffer the price as well, because if there were one person in this entire debacle who could have put a stop to Agnes’s gauche machinations and chose not to, it was you.”




He took a deep, cleansing breath and bowed to her.




“Good day, Your Grace,” he said, and he stepped into the car where Gehring held his door open for him.







Saturday evening, the ducklings were up and about, but House was nowhere to be seen. After an initial knock on the door was ignored, Hentzau ordered Gehring to unlock the door. They both went in to check on the doctor.




He was not present in the small sitting room or bedroom, and the bathroom door had to be unlocked when House didn’t answer. The stench that escaped on opening the door drove them off for a moment. House was semi-conscious under a cold shower. When Hentzau turned off the shower, he roused a bit.




“Go away,” he whispered very distinctly. “I’m fine.”




“You’re half covered in shit and vomit,” Hentzau told him. “You’re not fine.”




“I’ll get over it,” House answered.




When House flinched at the extra lights Gehring turned on, Hentzau checked his eyes. They were widely dilated. Disbelieving, Hentzau checked the man’s pulse and respiration. Both were fast. Then he saw the bottle of vodka under the counter.




“You’re in withdrawal?” he asked.




“No choice,” House said. “And if you try to give me anything with a narcotic in it, I will stab you in the eye.”




“Why?” Hentzau demanded. “How could it possibly help to do this now? Without support? You couldn’t wait to go to a detox facility at home? Or ask me for directions to one in Ruritania?”




“This was Shang’s idea,” House said as Hentzau and Gehring pulled him up out of the tub and helped him sit on the edge. 




Gehring brought over washcloths and soap, stripped off his jacket, and rolled up his sleeves while Hentzau held House up. Then they traded, and Hentzau stripped off his jacket and rolled up his sleeve before bringing down the shower nozzle and turning it back on, this time lukewarm.




“Herr Shang is not a cruel man by nature,” Hentzau said. “What did you say to offend him?”




“Ha,” House answered. “He healed the pain in my leg, started something up so the damage would heal up properly, and told me I couldn’t take any more narcotics. What he didn’t say is that it would send me into instant, full blown withdrawal.”




Hentzau and Gehring exchanged a look. They’d taken turns with one of their comrades, a member of Riley Finn’s squad, when she’d gone cold turkey. Rampant diarrhea, vomiting, cold sweats, irritability, abdominal pain, insomnia—none of it was remotely attractive or fun.




“Good news?” House said. “The place where my leg has killed me for the last fifteen years? Fine. Couldn’t be better. Now, the rest of my entire body…that’s another stor—”




He coughed, and the next moment, he was puking, spattering the tub with thin, sloppy vomit. When it was over, he simply hung in their hands, too exhausted to do anything else.




“Another story,” he finished. 




He looked up at Hentzau, eyes bleary.




“You could kill me,” he said. “I wouldn’t hold it against you. In fact, I might appreciate it.”




“We’ll get you through this another way,” Hentzau answered, taking a sopping, soapy washcloth from Gehring, and working over House’s neck and chest. “When did you finish the vodka?”




“About an hour after Shang finished his spell,” House answered, drooling onto his chest. “When I figured out what was going on. Thought I had a day or so before the symptoms really kicked in.”




The bottle, if he remembered correctly, had been a little over half full. His mind rebelled at estimating House’s body weight and figuring the likely blood alcohol content he would have had if he’d chugged that much vodka in an hour. He should have been dead, comatose, or pickled, but it seemed that House had a serious tolerance for alcohol along with narcotics.




“There are medications to ease withdrawal,” Hentzau reminded him.




“Left those behind in the Netherlands,” House answered. “Remember? And nobody’s had a chance to stock back up.”




With another exchange of looks, Gehring left to break out some of the household’s pharmaceutical supplies. Hentzau continued scrubbing House down until Gehring returned with Finnegan, who immediately began remaking the bed to take an incontinent patient. Gehring had one pill of benzodiazepine and several bottles of sports drink. He poured a glass of half drink and half water, gave House the pill, who immediately took it, and held the glass while House drank.




While they carried House to the bed, he watched, owl-eyed with exhausted interest.




“So, Finnegan,” he said when she came into view. “Who’s the baby daddy?”




Finnegan jerked with surprise and looked over at Hentzau, terrified.




“Ooooh, do tell,” House snorted and then choked.




“It’s all right, Finnegan,” Hentzau told her. “I’ve known for several weeks. We’ll talk about it later, all right?”




“So, you do right by your staff when they make little Fitz-Hentzaus?” House asked. “Could be a cottage industry.”




Gehring looked like he might dump House on the floor and start kicking him.




“I’m not the father, House,” he said, “and you know it. If you don’t stop tormenting my staff, I’ll let Farber have you.”




“Fine,” House sighed, which was a sign that he must have been at the limit of his strength.




They got him into the bed, into a loose nightshirt, got more liquids into him, along with anti-inflammatories and Tylenol, and threw an old quilt over him.




“Check on him every hour or so,” he asked Finnegan.




“Your Highness,” she began and looked like she might burst into tears.




Feeling fairly exhausted himself, he smiled at Finnegan.




“Truda, I am not my grandfather,” he assured her. “I’m not even my father. Please be at ease. My only concerns are that you are well and your needs are met. Perhaps Monday evening, we can discuss the matter?”




She nodded in agreement and left to set up the supplies House would need during his ordeal.







Sunday he spent at the cottage leased to Miss Faversham. It was a lovely day, and there was plenty to do, though she kept following him around insisting that it really wasn’t a bother, and she could do quite well with a broken garage door, a loose door handle into the bathroom, a creaky step on the stairs that sometimes snagged her shoe, and a compost pile that hadn’t been turned since the last occupant had moved away.




It was hard work, but it gave him the chance to focus on things that weren’t the meat and bread of Strelsau politics. It was like his time in the Netherlands, where the consequences of his decisions and actions didn’t have to be figured out to the fifth degree before committing to something. No wonder his father had kept the garden at Var Hentzau for himself, never allowing any of the staff to work in it. It made a great deal more sense now.




He missed Don Ruy’s humor, knowing eye, and his killing speed with a blade. In a very short time, Hentzau had learned more about fencing than he had in the previous ten years. He missed Sharon, with her sardonic insight into the people around her. He missed Nurse and her wisdom and comfort. It made him wonder, how many times had Dawn gone through that? Making friends only to leave forever? Only perhaps it wasn’t forever, since she’d been able to come back for him. That in itself amazed him. 




Halfway through the day, just before Miss Faversham brought him lunch, he realized the crows were watching them. He’d been pitching grubs and snails over to a spot for them, but there were more there than he could feed with the work he was doing. When Miss Faversham brought him a plate with sandwich halves and a cup of tomato soup, he checked with her.




“Do they do this often?” he asked.




“Oh, they do enjoy watching me garden,” she said. “But not usually so many of them. I leave them peanuts, sunflower seeds, and lard. They’ve stopped stealing the cream out of my milk bottles.”




She had buttered the bread before frying it on one side and then put ham and swiss cheese on long enough to melt the cheese. It was delicious. He pitched a bit of ham in their direction, and one of the crows hopped down to eat it. The others ignored it.




“Now that’s never happened before,” she said, a little disturbed.




“Really?” he asked. “They usually take turns when I feed them.”




“I think they may be especially habituated to Your Highness,” she said. “Are the old stories true? About the Crow King?”




He considered.




“I can’t say,” he finally answered. “It’s been our habit, the graf or gräfin or heir apparent, to keep a diary from childhood and to preserve those from earlier ages. I’ve kept one from the birth of my sister on. The oldest preserved records are from the late eleven hundreds, and even in them, the stories of the Crow King are considered legends and probably apocryphal, an easy explanation for the more complicated reality of how our family was founded and why adoption was so critical for our line.”




“I’ve always liked that story,” she said. “The king of crows becoming human to aid an orphan boy and the girl who befriended him.”




“That’s a more…edited telling than we give inside the family,” he said, smiling.




Miss Faversham said nothing, but from her raised eyebrows and the fact that she was practically vibrating with interest, he knew she was dying to hear the family version.




“The boy was no orphan,” he explained. “He was the younger son of the chief of the Hentzaii, the Hentzau. He didn’t fit in. The Hentzaii at this time were fairly bloodthirsty, if they weren’t slaying every Roman legionaire they could get their hands on, they were attacking the nearby tribes, taking slaves and selling them off, extorting whatever they could, and burning what they couldn’t. The boy—I was told that his name was Sedmý, as he was the Hentzau’s seventh son—had been raised by another tribe as a hostage and was well treated, educated by monks, but not taught anything about weapons or being a warrior. When he was returned to his father, he was ignored, belittled, and beaten for being different.”




Hentzau continued the story as he remembered his father telling it. He’d always liked the story of Sedmý and had pretended to be him when he played outside. Older now, he wondered how his father felt, telling his son and heir a story in which the boy challenged and slew his father over the broken treaties with other tribes and claimed the role as chief with the help of the Crow King. Or had his father only ever thought of himself as Sedmý as well? In this as in many, many things, he wished he could talk to his father again.




He threw the little leftover bits of his lunch to the remaining crows, and Miss Faversham brought out a large bag of peanuts, which she sprinkled on the ground, much to the crows’ delight. Then she left him to his labor for the second half of the day.







Monday was the first of his final exams. In Politics and the Family, he was brought into a quiet room with two women and one man and required to hammer out an agreement between the three regarding custody of children, child support, spousal support, and equitable distribution of property. 




Watching the shifting alliances—husband and wife, husband and mistress, and wife and mistress—was both fascinating and nauseating. It was a dog’s breakfast, and in fifteen minutes, Hentzau understood why Solomon had so quickly decided to cut an infant in half. He was tempted to do the same. 




“Please tell me they were actors,” he asked M, who was waiting for him. “The thought that genuine human beings can be so banal and horrific at the same time is soul killing.”




“Oh, they’re quite real,” M answered. “The mistress is my son-in-law’s sister. I grew tired of listening to my daughter complain about their antics, so I offered a solution to the Gordian Knot. I look forward to her complaints about your settlement.”




He glared at her for a moment then sniffed.




“And here I thought I was your favorite.”




“Which you will be if you can confirm for me the news I’ve heard regarding certain preparations you’re making,” she answered.




He paused, wording his answer carefully. He didn’t even try to determine how she’d found out. It could have been any combination of clues, all of which appeared completely innocent.




“Steps have been taken,” he finally replied.




She smiled with a deep, grim satisfaction. “I think I shall celebrate tonight.”




“I think I shall go to bed early and prepare for my final with Advanced Comparative Politics,” he said.







An early bedtime was not to be. Once he arrived home and went to his office to consider the speech he would deliver to his classmates, Dawn found him.




“Please tell me you aren’t evicting Signor Fiorentino,” she said without preamble.




“I am evicting Fiorentino,” he answered. “He has three months to settle his business affairs and move both household and business, and that is far more generous than he deserves.”




“Dima, no, please,” she begged. “Please don’t do this. You’re going to destroy this man’s life, and not just his. What about Signora Fiorentino? What about their daughters? Catalina is about to start high school, Sophia will be a senior, and Maria starts her new job next month. Please!”




He set his papers to the side.




“I am not responsible for Signora Fiorentino’s welfare or the welfare of her daughters,” he told Dawn. “That responsibility belongs to Signor Fiorentino, and if he falls short in what he can provide for them, it is because he violated the terms of my patronage when he evicted you with no warning and no cause.”




“I don’t care!” Dawn declared. “Dima, the signora and the girls, they’re my friends. They don’t deserve this. They didn’t do any of this. I’ll find another place for next year. I’ll be fine.”




He stopped shuffling papers and gave her his full attention.




“Dawn, this is not about you,” he explained. “Fiorentino is my vassal, my liegeman, whatever you wish to call it. He has received preferential treatment from my father and now from me for twenty-five years. His rent is lower than average for his district. I send contracts and business to him three and four times a month. I put him in touch with businessmen from my grafschaft so that his profit margins are healthy and he can, in turn, provide healthy wages to his employees and raise a healthy family. The only thing that has ever been asked of him in return is to shelter you and Sabrina, and even that provided him with extra income and help.”




“He made a mistake,” Dawn tried to argue.




“He attacked one of my protegées!” Dmitri declared. “And I will not tolerate it.”




He tossed the folder he was holding to the side and looked for another, earlier version of his speech. He was never going to get this finished.




“He didn’t attack me, Dima,” Dawn insisted. “I’ve been attacked. I saw them coming f— …coming for m—”




He looked up when her voice faltered and saw that she’d squeezed her eyes shut. She’d gone terribly pale, and her hands were clenched in fists.




He dropped everything in his hands and came around his desk. She’d almost certainly had a flashback and was now about to fall headlong into a panic attack, the first since they’d come home. She heard him coming and held up her hands to ward him off.




“Dawn, it’s all right.”




“Don’t!” she gasped.




He froze. 




“This is important!” she said, opening her eyes.




Tears fell off her lashes and slipped down her cheeks.




“Signor Fiorentino didn’t attack me,” she repeated. “He…he inconvenienced me. I’ve been attacked, okay? It’s not the same. He doesn’t hate me. He doesn’t want me dead. He never touched me. And if…if someone tried to hurt me in front of him, he’d stop them.”




“You’re right,” he told her. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. Dawn, please, sit. Let me help.”




“You can’t evict him,” she begged. “Please, Dima.”




“I give you my word,” he told her. “I will speak with him tomorrow. I will tell him that he may stay.”




She nodded that she understood, but it didn’t stop her shaking.




“Dawn, let me help,” he said, stepping in to put his arms around her.




She held up her hands again, and he stopped.




“You can’t, Dima,” she said, crying harder. “We’re not in the Netherlands anymore. You’re not my ‘cousin’. You can’t just swoop in and pick me up. It’s not the same.”




“Dawn,” he started.




“I need to go,” she said, wiping her hands on her skirt. “Su-Sabrina’s upstairs. She can take care of me. Okay? I’ll be fine.”




She nearly ran out of the room, and he stood and watched, hating himself for being the cause of it and for not being able to help.







“Your Highness?” Finnegan crept in past his office door. “Is now a good time?”




He looked up from the speech he’d stared at for an hour and gotten no further with and set it aside.




“Now is a very good time,” he told her.




He stepped out from his desk, offered her a seat, and took the one opposite her. 




“You were only nineteen when Mother hired you,” he reminded her.




She smiled. “I thought I would be folding sheets and ironing blouses my whole life. My first year with her, she required me to learn aikido, first aid, how to fire a weapon, and said that she could never really trust me until I read her favorite book.”




“Utopia,” he replied, remembering how she’d explained it to him when he was a boy.




“Yes,” she answered, her smile turning sad. “I miss her still. So much.”




“We all do,” he told her. “And I am very glad and very grateful that you chose to stay after her death.”




“I would not leave you, Your Highness,” she said, smoothing her skirt down. “There must be someone to run the household with Gehring, even as small as it is, and some day, there will be a gräfin again.”




“Your condition will make it difficult to fulfill some of your job duties,” he observed. “And while your child is young, he or she will need much of your attention.”




She bit her lip. “If there is any way I can stay,” she said, her voice husky, “even in a diminished capacity.”




“Don’t be silly, Finnegan,” Hentzau said. “You will remain housekeeper and lady’s maid until you choose to leave, not before. I only ask, because it seems sensible at this point to hire an assistant for you, especially now, so you can train her up to take over while you spend time with your baby. Which, I hope, you will choose to raise in my household as part of our family.”




She was the second woman to cry on him that evening, but at least they were happy tears this time.




“Is there any chance the father will be available?” he asked as gently as he could.




“Oh, no, Your Highness,” she said. “He…it was an aberration on my part, and I was never under any illusions as to his suitableness as a husband or father.”




“Taking that into account,” he said, “I would very much like to be considered as the child’s godfather, so I can help ensure his or her future.”




She looked up at him, amazed. 




“Yes, Your Highness,” she gasped. “Of course!”




“Don’t answer now,” he said. “Consider it and get back to me. Remember, I’ll be moving to Washington DC for two years in a week and a half. But I will make it a point to return at least once every two months to check on everything.”




“Thank you, Your Highness.”




He nodded, glad that he’d at least gotten this one right. “And how is Doctor House?”




Finnegan’s expression changed instantly to one of disbelief and aggravation. “Gott in Himmel, sir. Satan himself would throw him out of Hell for being such a pest.”




“He must be feeling a little better, then.”




She softened a little. “He’s in a great deal of pain, and it makes him very nasty. When he feels a little better, he tries to come up with something to make up for things he’s said. He told me there was a secret chamber off the room he was in. Can you imagine?”




Hentzau managed to keep a straight, slightly surprised face.




“Really?” he asked. “Let’s hope he doesn’t decide to install one.”




He’d have to find out what House had noticed and have it fixed. Of course, House, alone and bored in a room for hours, could probably have found new subatomic particles, if he’d just had access to the right equipment.







When he checked on Dawn after dinner, she’d taken something for her anxiety and was curled up next to Sabrina with her head on a pillow in Sabrina’s lap while they watched TV. Cole sat on Dawn’s other side, while Lee took one of the comfy chairs.




“How was everyone’s first day of finals?” he asked.




“Gruesome,” Lee replied.




“Pretty damn bad,” Cole agreed.




“It was really hard and stressful,” Sabrina added.




“Professor Jones came here and told me to stop getting killed,” Dawn said in a muffled voice. “And then he gave me a first.”




“Of course he did,” Lee sighed.




“Well, did you bring Professor Jones a working antikythera device?” Dmitri asked him.




“No, but then, I didn’t get a chance to go time traveling in a blue British police box,” Lee answered.




“Not always fun,” Dawn said, still muffled. “There were exploding robot Nazis, giant one-eyed, one-horned giant purple people eaters, and armored moss combat.”




“You said giant twice,” Cole pointed out.




“Was really big,” Dawn answered.




“See, all of that sounds like a complete blast to me,” Lee said. “But do I get anything like that? No. I spend a semester playing boy detective—”




“You got to fight vampires,” Sabrina pointed out.




“Okay, there was one va—”




“Dude, it was Dracula, and we beat him,” Cole said.




“And there were ghouls,” Dawn said in a faint voice. 




“You were knighted,” Dmitri said.




“And these are all fair and cogent points,” Lee conceded, “but you are missing the big picture.”




“Which is?” Dmitri asked. 




“I need an adventure,” Lee said. “Like seriously. It doesn’t have to vampires or werewolves or fairy queens. It could be spaceships. I’d be cool with spaceships.”




“Well,” Sabrina said, “I heard back from my mom, she says we’re all welcome to join her on her dig. She’s really excited about some of the satellite photography. She thinks there’s a completely undisturbed pyramid southwest of Hermopolis Magna.”




“What does that have to do with spaceships?” Lee asked, used to how Sabrina wandered from the point.




“Um…there was this guy she worked with once, he thought the Great Pyramids were landing pads for alien spaceships,” Sabrina explained.




“Freakin’ kooks,” Lee muttered. “Fine. Archeological dig for Egyptian pharaohs with possible spaceships. Works for me.”




“Yay!” Sabrina cheered.




“Yay!” Dawn echoed in a tiny, drugged voice.




“Tests tomorrow?” Dmitri asked, having settled the last issue.




His ducklings, with the exception of Dawn, looked up at him, half-dead and resentful.




“European History and Writing,” Sabrina said.




“Comparative Theology and Psych 101,” Cole said. 




“Physics, Logic, and Basic Forensics,” Lee said. “Which I am acing. All of them.”




He did a slow punch of the air with the fist holding a beer bottle.




“European History and Chemistry,” Dawn said, sounding dizzy, tired, and extremely spacey. “I gave Professor Jones a grammar and glossary of pre-extinction Cornish. The revival is kind of messed up in a few places. He said I get a first.”




“Some days, Summers,” Lee said, taking another sip from his bottle, “I h— don’t like you very much.”




“Oh, don’t worry,” she answered, her voice still the same. “I’m probably going to fail Chemistry.”




“That’s the spirit,” Cole said.




“Perhaps you should consider going to bed,” Dmitri suggested. “So you can be…well, I won’t say well rested, but how does ‘vaguely resembling human’ sound?”




“Like a goal I can attain,” Lee said.




He got up and ambled off to his room.




“Sabrina?” Dmitri asked.




“Hmmm?” she asked. “Yeah, I’m ready for bed. I just have to maneuver my roomie.”




“I’ll help,” Cole said.




He got up first, took Dawn’s hands and pulled her to her feet. 




“Oh, I can’t find my notes,” Sabrina said, looking all around her. 




Cole helped her look, and Dawn started to drift to port. Hentzau caught her at the shoulder, and she leaned against him.




“M sorry I was so freaked out,” she said. “Just jumped into my head all of a sudden, when I said the words, and I couldn’t shake it.”




“It’s all right,” he assured her, putting one arm around her.




She leaned against him and turned her face to his chest, snuggling a little bit. He swallowed. She was right. They weren’t in the Netherlands anymore, and they couldn’t pretend to be cousins. It hurt more than he expected.




“Here we go,” Sabrina said, holding up a handful of cut out music notes.




She and Cole each took one of Dawn’s arms and steered her away.




“Come on, roomie,” Sabrina said. “Time to go to bed.”




“I don’t want to go to bed,” Dawn whined.




“Okay, you can sleep standing up,” Sabrina told her. “But until then, will you lie down?”




“Oh, sure. I can do that.”




“Good night, Dmitri,” Cole said, looking back.




“Good night, Cole.”







Speaking to Signor Fiorentino made it crystal clear just how close he’d come to committing a great cruelty. The man was nearly in tears when Hentzau appeared at Il Belvedere the next morning. Before he could explain his purpose, the poor man began babbling.




“However I have offended you, Your Highness, I plead your forgiveness,” he begged. “Miss Lady Dawn, she will be like daughter to me, with my own. Miss Lady Sabrina too.”




“That won’t be necessary,” Hentzau said.




“Those boys, the ruffians,” Fiorentino declared. “I chase them out with a broom! I use a shovel next!”




And he spat on the floor—his own floor—to show his disgust for them. 




“Whatever you want, patrone, I do,” Fiorentino assured him.




He felt sick that his anger had caused him to inflict this on a man who had otherwise been the best of tenants.




“Signor, please,” he interrupted.




Fiorentino went absolutely silent and frozen.




“Please, signor,” Hentzau repeated. “There is no need. On review, I found that my decision was hasty and ill-advised. Lady Dawn approached me and asked me to reconsider, and I have. I will not release your contract, Signor Fiorentino. We will continue on the same terms as before.”




The man broke out in a sweat and clapped his hands to his mouth.




“I would simply like to understand,” Hentzau continued, “why you felt it was necessary to evict Lady Dawn.”




Fiorentino looked both to the left and to the right, as if searching for a clue that his question was a trap.




“But, Your Highness,” he said, “I thought it was understood that the young ladies…you are their patron, yes? Perhaps you tolerate a few innocent visits with other young men, but Lady Dawn made you out as…er…you know, cornuto. I did not wish to shelter a young woman who put horns on my patron.”




Fiorentino thought that Dawn had cheated on him when she’d been with Lee and that the picture was a public humiliation of Hentzau by making him a cuckold. He felt like beating his head against a wall.




“Signor,” he sighed, trying to find the most delicate way to phrase it, “Lady Dawn and Lady Sabrina were assigned to me by the Matriculation Board as my protegées, just as Sir Leroy and Sir Cole are my proteges as well. I am responsible for their needs in regards to university. I am their council, their mentor, and their protector. That is the extent of our relationship. You have my word.”




Fiorentino looked like he might have a stress-related heart attack at that moment. 




“Ah, ah, I see, Your Highness,” he gasped. “Yes, I see indeed. You understand, I thought it was like when you asked to escort my eldest, Maria, to your military ball, and then saw her several times more. You…showed an interest.”




He almost refused to understand that five years ago, when he was serving in Riley Finn’s squad and home for a short time that coincided with both the anniversary ball of his original military unit and an absence by his betrothed and had asked Maria Fiorentino for her company on the occasion, her father believed…




“You…you believed that I…with Maria…and this was acceptable?” he asked.




“Well, I…that is…we are men of the world, Your Highness,” Fiorentino said, flailing a little. “You are a good man. I knew that if anything happened, you would be generous in your support and acknowledge her, even if you could not marry her.”




The terms of his betrothal clearly stated that if either he or Talia had a child by another person, the betrothal was void, and the wronged party was awarded all the properties and monies promised to them on marriage. So, if it came to that—which it would never come to that—he would have had a very strong incentive to disclaim her.




He felt a strong urge to go see M and ask her to revoke any hope he had of earning his degree, as clearly, he had learned nothing at all in his years of study.




“Signor Fiorentino, please rest assured that you are welcome to stay here as long as you like,” he said. “And if you will excuse me, I must leave for my next class.”




“Of course, Your Highness,” Fiorentino crowed. “Please, stop by at any time. We are always delighted to see you.”




There were four more days of finals to get through.





Cole



“I don’t want to do this,” he told Charles.




“I know,” Charles replied, laying his hand on Cole’s forearm. 




Cole felt the warmth and presence as if Charles were actually there. Kything, as Charles called it, was almost as good as being there and the only thing that made their long separation bearable. 




“But,” Charles continued, “those of us with gifts have a responsibility to others who don’t, even if we don’t particularly like them. Agnes von Holofernes was not a very likeable person, but there were reasons for that. Maybe she could have been a better person, maybe not, but we’ll never know. She never got what she needed to find out.”




“Do you blame me?” Cole asked, fearing the answer.




He blamed himself. There should have been a way to keep Dawn from fighting Agnes. He should have thought of something. He’d even tried physically picking Dawn up and dragging her away, something he would never do under ordinary circumstances. Because he was such a big man, he’d learned to always be gentle and respectful of other people’s boundaries.




“No,” Charles told him, surprised at the question. “Cole, you did the only thing you could to prevent Agnes from murdering Dawn. Tarlenheim did the same. I’m just sorry that the burden is so heavy on you.”




Cole nodded and felt a tear slip down his cheek. He brushed it away.




“It’s just…I’ve seen so many of them, and it’s always bad. They’re always scared and confused and trying to figure out what’s going on. And now, I did that to someone.”




“No, Cole,” Charles said, taking his face between his hands. “Look at me.”




Cole opened his eyes and met Charles’s warm, brown eyes.




“Agnes chose her path,” Charles explained. “She may not have understood the consequences, but that was her choice as well. You acted to protect your friend. That’s all. Now, you can act to make the Agnes’s path a little easier for her, and if you can, you should. Okay?”




“She won’t talk to me,” Cole said, sniffling. “I mean, she never even looked at me while she was alive. Why would she even talk to me now?”




“I think you’d be surprised,” Charles said, sadness tingeing his voice. “It has to be lonely, and she’s been there for a couple of days now. My guess is that she’ll be ready to talk when you find her tomorrow.”




Cole laid his head on Charles’s shoulder and sighed.




“I love you,” he told Charles Wallace Murray.




“I love you too,” Charles replied.




They kissed, sweet and silent, fingertips touching, for several minutes, until Charles raised his head, frowning in concern.




“There’s some sort of alarm,” he said. “I have to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”




“Okay,” Cole said. “Be safe.”




“Sure thing.” Charles smiled and gave him another kiss. “You know, Mom and Dad are dying to meet you.”




Some other sound must have broken Charles’s concentration, and the kything splintered into nothingness, letting all the little sounds of a late Sunday evening at Hentzau’s home filter back in.




“You doing okay?” Lee asked, seeing him open his eyes and sit up.




“Yeah,” Cole answered.




“I never took you for the meditation type,” Lee noted.




“It’s not exactly meditation,” Cole said. 




He hadn’t really explained to anyone that he and Charles had been able to talk every few nights using the kything technique that Charles had taught him. Cole was the first person he’d been able to teach it to who hadn’t been a family member, and they agreed it had something to do with his ability to see and speak with the spirits of the restless dead.




“I’m…I’m going back to the courtyard early in the morning,” Cole told Lee. 




“Geeze, why would you do that?” Lee asked, coming out of the bathroom in drawstring pants and an old t-shirt with a Mr. Bubbles logo on it. “They probably haven’t gotten the blood off the paving stones yet.”




“I think Agnes von Holofernes is there,” Cole told him.




Lee still had the baseline assumption that conversations naming a dead person were referring to the person’s body, and it always took him a moment to switch tracks to remembering that Cole was referring to the person’s spirit. The focus of his gaze went wide, and he thought about it.




“Sudden, violent, unexpected death,” Lee said. “Probably had some unresolved life issues, maybe some big ones, and I doubt she had any sort of faith. She probably just went through the motions if her family went to church at all.”




“Yeah,” Cole agreed. “That.”




“I can go with you,” Lee offered.




It was one of the reasons Cole was so grateful for Lee’s friendship. It wasn’t just that Cole being gay was barely a blip on Lee’s radar—he thought Cole made a better wingman than any straight guy—it was also that once he understood the whole “constantly seeing the spirits of the restless dead” thing was an actual, verifiable thing, he accepted that as well, and seemed to get a lot of what went with it.




Things like, losing his appetite in the middle of dinner at a restaurant, because a child with the blue tinged face of suffocation wandered across his field of vision. Or spending all night talking (apparently) to a wall when what he was really doing was trying to convince a man who’d accidentally killed himself a moment after deciding he didn’t want to commit suicide. Or insisting on following a chain of sightings across the town until the found the point where the death had actually occurred and then informing the police of the likelihood of finding the body downstream.




Lee had gone along with him on that and more without the slightest qualm. In fact, he’d figured out how the last death had occurred (slipped off the guardrail while peeing), and he’d come up with a plausible lie to tell the police about their knowledge so they’d be taken seriously. He’d helped Cole identify the spirit in question and had spent hours with him in the morgue files of the local newspapers and the local libraries and genealogy chapters, and hadn’t just accepted that it was one of those things that went with hanging out with Cole, but that it was actually kind of cool. 




He kept a record of all the spirits Cole had helped send on that semester (168) with notations for the oldest one (died November 11, 1718 when crushed by a runaway brewer’s cart), the most at one time (43 in Krahenmuterplatz where a group of Jews had been scapegoated for a bad harvest and lynched en masse), and the most difficult (a Slovakian widow who’d been 89 when she died choking on a piece of sausage and was still trying to wake her husband up so he’d let the cat in). 




Like he’d explained to Charles Wallace, he felt like a person around Lee. A normal guy with a couple of odd quirks, not the freak of the century who saw dead people or the big queer guy who thought he was people. The fact that Lee didn’t even consider it a thing made it all the more important.




“It may take a while,” Cole warned him. “And don’t you have a final at eight?”




“I have a meeting with M at eight with regards to my now-canceled final with Blofeld,” Lee answered. “I can at least stay with you until it’s time for that, and if you’re still at it once I’m out, I can come back.”




“Yeah,” Cole said. “That’d be good. Thanks.”




“Hey, have you seen House?” Lee asked.




“Not since yesterday morning,” Cole replied. “What’s up with that?”




“Turns out, he’s been hooked on narcotics this whole time,” Lee shared. “Probably pills, since I didn’t see any needle marks on him. Anyways, he decides yesterday was the perfect time to start a full detox, only he didn’t tell anyone. Hentzau and Gehring found him in his bathroom and had to clean him up.”




He’d seen plenty of deaths by OD and didn’t want to consider what that scene must have looked like.




“Yeah, well, if you’re going to give detox a try and you won’t go to a drug program,” Cole said, “I guess here’s as good as any place. Does Dawn know? I mean, he’s her doctor. She should probably know he’s got a drug problem.”




“No idea,” Lee said, climbing under the covers of his own bed. “She’s been velcroed to Sabrina since she got back, and if Sabrina isn’t available, she’s with you. Have you noticed the one person she hasn’t been spending time with is Dmitri?”




Cole sighed and faced Lee.




“Do we need to do this talk again?” he asked. “About how it’s not cool to keep constant tabs on what Dawn’s doing. It’s actually kind of stalkerish and creepy.”




“Hey, I am not seeking out this information,” Lee protested. “It’s practically being dropped in my lap. Besides, we had a really good talk yesterday.”




“Yeah?” Cole asked. “Did you apologize for taking the picture.”




Lee froze, horrified.




“You…didn’t apologize for taking the picture?” Cole asked.




“I am a fucking idiot,” Lee proclaimed.




“Yeah, well, that’s what I hear,” Cole responded.




“Dude, we talked about the sex, that was all,” Lee said. “She explained why she went off the rails, and seriously, if it weren’t for the fact that she went through something genuinely horrific, I’d have actually been relieved that it wasn’t about me. It’s just…”




“Yeah?”




“Well, I was all focused on listening to her and making sure she knew I wasn’t all angry at being used and dropped like a kleenex—”




“Focus, Lee,” Cole reminded him.




“Yeah, and…I forgot to apologize about the picture, which I really need to do,” he said. “But she also said that there was basically no chance between us.”




“Damn, I’m sorry,” Cole told him.




“Yeah,” Lee sighed. “So, you know, I’m going to have to figure out a completely different way to approach her, and it’ll probably have to wait until the Fall semester. You don’t think she’s actually going to score with Xander, do—”




Cole scored a direct hit to the face with his top pillow and followed up with three more.




“Kidding!” Lee yelled, trying to take cover and fire back. “I’m kidding!”




Cole paused, and Lee pushed a couple of the pillows away from his face.




“But seriously,” he started again, “what are the chances—”




Cole fired another pillow directly at him, and Lee got a snout full of puffy, soft pillow.







The courtyard was deserted that early in the morning and indirectly lit by the rising sun. Lee had been wrong. The custodial staff had clearly tried to wash the blood off the paving stones, but there were traces in the cracks and joins of the stones, and some of the stones had a brownish tinge to them that Cole didn’t remember from the day of the duel.




He’d found that spirits who’d died during the daytime hours tended to manifest during daylight, and vice versa for those who’d died at night. Manifestations tended to be strongest during the same season the spirit had died, and working with Herr Shang, Cole had found that there were even some influences from the tide and phase and position of the moon and even positions of the planets. He was pretty sure astrologers had never written horoscopes for the dead.




He and Lee sat silently, not stirring or talking in the cool morning air. He waited and watched, and eventually, he heard the scrape of shoes on the stone, someone pacing back and forth. After another few minutes, he could hear a woman’s voice muttering in German. Angry, impatient, and frustrated. A few minutes after that, Agnes von Holofernes paced into view. 




She was studying the walls of the courtyard as if they were prison walls she was unable to escape. She wore the same clothes she had the morning of the duel—a white silk blouse and a navy blue skirt. She’d shed her university robes for the duel. There were bloodstains in the middle of her back and under her right arm which shifted from little crimson flowers to gory streams down to her waist. Every now and then, he could see the fletching from the bolt Tarlenheim had fired into her back.




The arrow and bolt must have hit almost simultaneously, both striking her heart or the big blood vessels leading to it. She really had been dead before Dawn’s sword touched her. In a way, it was a relief. He’d had some very vivid nightmares about her head rolling back and forth on the pavement and of Professor Jones whispering “it’s just a bad dream. Go back to sleep” to her in German.




He signalled Lee and got to his feet. 




“Lady Agnes?” he asked, approaching her.




She couldn’t hurt him. She almost certainly wouldn’t try. The spirits trapped after death tended to be unable to focus their attention or will like they had in life. Maybe that’s what held them back. Time and again, it was understanding that they were actually dead that gave them the ability to move on. The exceptions were the ones with unresolved matters they couldn’t let go, and there was no telling what that matter was until he learned enough about the person to guess. 




She ignored him, muttered under her breath as she tapped her thumbnail against her teeth. 




“Lady Agnes,” he repeated.




“Yes?”




She looked up but didn’t recognize him. She looked cross and tired.




“Lady Agnes, my name is Sir Cole Sear,” he told her. “Do you know who I am?”




She looked a little harder at him and then waved him away.




“No,” she said. “I have not had the pleasure of an introduction to you. Now please excuse me, I must get ready.”




“Ready for what?” he asked.




“For the ball,” she told him, exasperated that he didn’t know. “My debut.”




That was not a good sign.




He’d have to double check, but he was pretty sure that most girls had their debut when they were sixteen. Maybe eighteen. Agnes had been twenty-one at her death. Her regressing back to that point meant that whatever held her there had roots going back a long time.




“What do you mean it’s not here?” she demanded, turning to him. “How is it not here? My mother ordered it months ago!”




She was playing through some long ago scene, not really seeing him but someone else. Her features changed, her jawline becoming softer, her hair a lighter blonde, and her mouth not quite as hard.




“How can I wear Anna’s dress?” she asked, furious and hurt. “I am three inches taller. The alterations will take hours, and I must be there on time!”




She strode up to him, screaming. 




“I was accepted to Nuremberg! Why must you take this from me as well? I don’t care if Adolph went there. Let it rot! Let Alarick go! He’s taken Adsel’s place in everything else!”




Then she was standing further away, looking in a different direction, crying silently.




“Yes, I understand my obligations,” she whispered. “I will not see him again. I will go to Queen Flavia University. I will make you proud, Mama.”




She sounded dead inside.




She turned and faced Cole again. From her expression and movements, he realized she was staring in the mirror and applying makeup.




“So it seems that any family in Strelsau may be rich, like Albis’s, and still treat their children like human beings,” she told him. “Or they may be noble, like Frey’s, and show affection and caring. But let a person have a title, riches, and children, and their offspring will be the most miserable on earth.”




She turned toward someone else’s unheard voice, her makeup brush held motionless.




“O, very well, Mausi, if they are the heir, or the heir’s heir, and if he doesn’t get himself gutted in a reckless duel, then perhaps he—but not she, oh, never she—can be happy.”




He’d never heard someone that bitter.




“No one cares,” she said. “They would marry me off to a Saudi prince’s harem if it would make them a few thousand marks richer. Yet if I wish to study in a university of my own choosing or see…or see a man who means everything to me, I dishonor the family.”




She ran a tube of lipstick over her lips, pressed them together, and then made a pout.




“I hate them all. Except for you, liebchen. You are the only one of them worth more than a bucket of warm piss.”




She smiled and laughed with sudden warmth.




And then she was gone, and Cole was left staring at the wall, crying.




“Hey,” Lee said softly. “Any luck?”




“Yeah,” Cole answered, wiping his eyes. “It’s not going to be easy. I think we need to talk to Tarlenheim or Gizlis.”




“Let’s make it Tarlenheim,” Lee said. “We stand a better chance of not getting the crap beaten out of us.”







They both had finals in the afternoon, and Cole was out of his first, so he checked with Sabrina. They were in a darker corner of one of the coffee shops near the school, and she dug her phone out, checking to make sure she wouldn’t offend anyone.




“He’s got his World Geography final now,” Sabrina told him. “And he’s really good at that, so he should be out pretty quick. He likes to go out in the evening, so if he isn’t at home, you might check the Tannhauser.”




It was no easy thing to just go out right then. Dmitri had given them explicit instructions on their comportment while in public. Agnes von Holofernes was dead, and they were all involved in the scandal. Cole was aware of all the stares and surreptitious looks they got. In the meantime, they were all to be circumspect, quiet, serious, and above all, polite. No joking, no laughing, and no horsing around. Everything they did reflected on Hentzau, and he was doing what he could to limit the damage and protect them.




But Agnes’s death wasn’t a school matter. The whole city knew about it. It was in the newspapers and talked about on television, though thank God the Ruritanian media didn’t chase people down for interviews or speculate endlessly on circumstances. In fact, the only thing publicized about Agnes’s death was that it happened during, not after, a duel. No mention of her breaking the Code Duello, no mention of who she was dueling with or why. 




Sabrina scribbled down a quick map of where Tarlenheim’s apartment was, and Cole finished his coffee and headed out that way.




He saw Tarlenheim climb the steps to his apartment above a mechanic’s shop, gave him a couple of moments, and then followed. Tarlenheim, when he answered the door, looked tired, as if he’d had several sleepless nights. But then, Agnes had died on Friday, and this was only Tuesday. 




“Sear, how can I help you?” Tarlenheim asked.




He gestured Cole into his apartment, which was large, open, and sparsely furnished. There were windows on three sides, making it very well lit, but he imagined it must have been freezing cold in the winter. At least he had a fireplace to curl up in front of.




“I was hoping you could give me a little information about Agnes,” Cole said. 




“Information about Agnes?” Tarlenheim repeated. “Why?”




Tarlenheim had always struck him as being a pale imitation of Hentzau. Noble, yes, but not the heir to the title. He was the third son of the Marquis Edelwehr’s second son, so he was fairly far down in the line of inheritance. He could count on his education being paid for and maybe a stipend to set up a business or get an apprenticeship, and not much more. He was handsome in a blond and friendly sort of way, good natured. From the fight with Dracula, Cole knew he was brave in combat—something Cole didn’t consider himself to be—but he also had the impression that Tarlenheim wasn’t very brave otherwise. Maybe it was unfair, maybe not.




“This is, ah, kind of hard to explain,” Cole started, “but I have reason to believe that Agnes…that is, because of the circumstances of her death…that…”




He probably should have practiced this beforehand or asked Sabrina to come with him. Tarlenheim only watched him for a moment, then turned to a cabinet, took out two glasses and a bottle, and poured two inches of amber liquid in each glass before handing one to Cole.




“So the stories are true,” Tarlenheim said. “You can see the dead.”




“Um…not all of them,” Cole admitted. “Just the ones who can’t move on.”




Tarlenheim took a sip of his drink. 




“You saw Agnes?” he asked. 




“Yeah,” Cole answered. “I had a hunch she’d be there, and I was right. She’s not very focused. It’s more like she’s repeating memories from a long time before the duel. They’re not very happy either.”




Tarlenheim frowned in thought and then indicated the couch in front of his fireplace. Cole knew he was walking a fine line. Hentzau—Dmitri, he corrected himself—had warned them not to get involved with Tarlenheim. The queen had her hooks in him, even if he didn’t realize it, but he seemed like an okay guy, and he’d done right by them. He’d even fired his crossbow the same second Cole loosed his arrow when Agnes had attacked Dawn. That couldn’t have been easy.




They sat, and Cole tried his drink. Whisky, fairly good, but not the sublime stuff Hentzau stocked.




“Agnes was a difficult person to know,” Tarlenheim finally said, cupping his drink. “I think if I’d only met her when I started school, I would have had a very difficult time with her. But our families, and the other noble families, all know each other, see each other regularly, gossip about one another. I think Agnes came in second—or further back—her whole life.”




“How’s that?” Cole asked, sipping again.




“Her father is the second son of the Duke,” Tarlenheim replied. “She’s his second daughter. They’ve plenty of money, unlike my family, but they keep their children very tightly leashed, especially since Adolph was killed in that ridiculous duel with Hentzau.”




He glanced up at Cole, a little nervous.




“I don’t blame Hentzau,” he said. “If he’d known Adolph better, he would have understood that the man shot his mouth off about anything and everything. I got in a fistfight with him once over something he said about my mother and took a beating for it, but I won his respect. It was less about any particular views he held and more about him needing to figure out the most effective way to hurt someone, make them lose their temper. Once he figured that out, he’d leave you alone, but Hentzau…”




Tarlenheim took a long sip, bracing himself.




“I could go on about Hentzau, but suffice it to say, he was not like the others Adolph teased,” Tarlenheim continued. “He must have felt that settling it with fists wasn’t enough. Adolph didn’t take him seriously, and that’s one thing a man in charge of a great deal of money and many, many people’s lives simply by virtue of his birth cannot tolerate. My older brother played second to Adolph, and up until the first crossing of swords, begged Adsel to forfeit the match and walk away. His death…his death hit the whole family hard, especially Agnes.”




He set his glass down, got up, and wandered over to a bookshelf, where he took down a scrapbook.




“I prefer to keep these instead of pulling them up on a computer,” he explained, flipping through pages. “Here.”




He opened to a page that showed a gaggle of blond, blue-eyed children in swimsuits at a beach, mugging for the shot. There were nearly twenty in all.




“Those are my siblings and cousins as well as those of the von Holofernes family,” he said. “There is Adolph.”




Adolph was the oldest one by at least two years. He looked fifteen or sixteen and was dashingly handsome, open faced and smiling. 




“There I am,” Tarlenheim pointed.




Frey Tarlenheim was seven or eight, gap toothed and smiling broadly with his big sister’s arms wrapped around his shoulders.




“And there is Agnes.”




Agnes was a great deal prettier as a child than she’d been as a grown up. It was less her features than it was her expression. When Cole had known her, she always seemed to have her lips pursed or her brows drawn in anger. Here, she was a grinning eleven or twelve year old girl, arm in arm with her sister.




“And here she is after Adolph’s death.”




He turned several pages to another vacation picture, this time in the Alps. Tarlenheim looked about twelve, which would put Agnes at sixteen. She glared at the camera, sullen and tight lipped. Tarlenheim pointed to her in several pictures, and they were all the same, except for one, where she sat behind a very little boy and helped him build a pinecone fortress. It was the only one she smiled in.




“I don’t know the family well enough to tell you what or why,” Tarlenheim said. “But things changed after Adolph’s death. It was a duel, so there was nothing to charge Hentzau with, and the witnesses gave testimony as to the things Adolph said, things I would never have credited him with. Cruel, vicious things. He was the villain in the matter. Hentzau was very sensible in keeping his distance from the family, but he’s always been very distant to the rest of us, to his disadvantage, I think. Most of us find him unapproachable. God knows, being betrothed to the tsarevna hasn’t helped. The stories from her social circle are hair-raising.”




He considered the pictures for a long moment.




“Who’s the boy?” Cole asked, the first time he’d spoken in several minutes.




“Her youngest brother, Adam,” Frey answered. “He’s the baby of the family and very much treated that way.”




“What do you know about her debut?” Cole asked. 




“Not much,” Frey said. “It wasn’t considered successful. She was presented to the queen, she made her curtsy, and she had her ball, but the ball was very small and not well attended, which was strange, as the family had no money problems, and her older sister’s went very well.”




“Any reason why she would have to wear her sister’s dress?” he asked.




Tarlenheim gave him a look of surprise and mild horror.




“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tarlenheim said. “Those dresses are works of art, fitted like a glove to the girl who wears it. It would be like…” he grasped for a comparison, “…sending a bride to her wedding in overalls. Acceptable in the event of a disaster, but fodder for gossip for years.”




“Any idea if she wanted to go to another university?” Cole asked him.




Tarlenheim grimaced. “She never said anything, but it was fairly obvious to the rest of us that she didn’t want to be there. I remember Charna telling me that the matriculation board invited her. I doubt it’s true. Adolph was a student here when he was killed. None of the children between him and Agnes were qualified to attend, so it could be that her family required her to come here. Most families on our level expect at least one child to attend QFU each generation, to keep certain connections current, but I don’t see why one of her other cousins or siblings couldn’t do it.”




“Was there anyone she was involved with, romantically?”




Now Tarlenheim rubbed his ear, uncomfortable. “Again, that was before my time. While I’ve been here, she showed no preference in her partners and rarely slept with the same man more than twice.”




Something told Cole that Tarlenheim was speaking from experience.




“I thought mentors weren’t supposed to get involved with their proteges,” he said.




“That’s certainly the rule,” Tarlenheim agreed. “But Agnes seemed to believe that some rules were meant to be flouted. She often talked about how she knew Hentzau did the same, but…well, I didn’t believe it.”




“Good,” Cole said. “Because he didn’t. Like, ever.”




Tarlenheim nodded, distracted over some internal thought.




“I wish,” he said softly, “that there’d been another way. I wish I’d managed to stop her without…without…That duel never should have happened.”




“Yeah,” Cole agreed. “I know what you mean.”




“I killed my own mentor,” Tarlenheim told him, his voice hardening. “Not the woman who tried to murder my cohort mate. You and Lady Sabrina are the only ones to have talked to me about it, and she was the only one to ask me if I was all right.”




Cole flushed with shame. Charles would have known to ask. Hell, Hentzau would have asked.




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “Are you…” Of course he wasn’t okay. “Is there anything I can do to help?”




“If you’ve seen Agnes,” Tarlenheim said. “If she really is a restless spirit, then see that she gets what she needs to move on, will you?”




“I will.”




Cole finished his drink and headed out.







He saw Dmitri that evening. He had changed while he’d been gone—one long night for Cole, but apparently three and a half months for Dima and an extra month for Dawn while she’d worked to find him. He’d lost weight and gained muscle, giving him a rangey, hard edged look. At the same time, he wasn’t constantly tense around them, though the moment someone who wasn’t a staff member or one of the ducklings was around, he ratcheted right back up. 




He did look tired, and Cole had the impression that there was something going on behind the scenes. There had been a lot of phone calls, and Dmitri had excused himself to take one during dinner, which was unheard of. There was a lot of extra mail, couriers several times a day, Finnegan spent her entire day downstairs, and men recognized as lawyers had been over at least once a day.




So Cole was reluctant to bother Dmitri but eventually decided he didn’t have much of a choice, if he were going to get this done.




“Yes,” Dmitri said, looking up from his desk.




“Hey, I need some help with a kind of touchy problem,” Cole started.




That got Dmitri’s attention. He set down the paperwork he was looking over, closed the folder, and came out, gesturing for Cole to have a seat.




“What’s wrong?”




“It’s Agnes,” Cole told him. “She’s still here.”




Even with all the years of knowledge and practice he had, he still hadn’t found a better way to put it. If he tried using talk about spirits and ghosts, he sounded like a kook.




“Here?” Dmitri repeated. “You’ve seen her?”




Cole nodded.




“You know, most people I see, they look like they did the moment they died, and since it’s usually the ones who died suddenly, a lot of it is violent, gory. And she’s got some of that, but…”




“She’s not…” Hentzau started.




“No, I guess she was literally dead the moment Tarlenheim and I shot her,” Cole said, picking at his nails. He wished he’d thought of what Tarlenheim was going through. “So, there are bloodstains on her shirt and occasionally, you can see the bolt or arrow end sticking out, but actually, most of what I saw was from a lot earlier.”




“Such as?” Hentzau asked.




“Her debut,” Cole supplied. “She didn’t get her dress for the ball. She had to wear her sister’s.”




Hentzau’s expression changed to something shadowed and controlled. 




“And, she wanted to go to Nuremburg,” Cole continued.




“Friedrich-Alexander Universitat,” Hentzau answered. “They have several strong programs, and she would have had a great deal more freedom as a student.”




“And then something about not contacting someone again,” Cole added. “I had the feeling it was a guy. She was crying. She talked to someone she called Mausi and liebchen about how much it sucked to be the child of someone who had a title and was rich.”




Hentzau thought silently for a moment.




“I asked Tarlenheim about it,” Cole told him. “He wasn’t able to add much, other than she changed after her cousin’s death, she didn’t follow the rules as mentor, and she likes her youngest brother.”




“That’s probably who she called Mausi,” Hentzau said, staring into space. “Having dealt with her mother on Saturday, I would not be surprised to find that woman had bound Agnes with all manner of hateful restrictions. She would have thought nothing of requiring Agnes to change her plans for university or cut off contact with an unsuitable suitor. But her debut…not allowing her a dress of her own and insisting on going through with the ball? That’s sheer cruelty.”




“I was thinking that maybe getting a hold of her youngest brother might be the best way to help her, so that she knows he remembers her.”




“There were several children at the house on Saturday, and the services were Sunday,” Hentzau said, still lost in his own thoughts. “I’ll need to ask Talia. She knows the family far better than me. I can find out where this younger brother is.”




“His name’s Adam,” Cole offered.




Hentzau nodded. “Very well. Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Cole. I’ll have something for you tomorrow, I think.”




“Thanks.” He got to his feet and paused. “Um, is everything okay?”




Hentzau looked up and broke into a smile. “Yes, for the most part. I have some plans I’m putting in motion. I can’t tell the rest of you about them until they’re completed, but when they are, I think you’ll appreciate the results.”




“Anything I can do to help?”




“Just remain circumspect,” Dmitri answered.




“You got it.”







Dawn was fretting over her art class when Cole joined her in the library. She’d given back the bag of holding Sabrina had lent her, and the stuff she’d brought back from a Netherlands in the year 1637 was stacked up in several places. She was currently going through pages and pages of drawings. Most of the paper was thick and not easily rolled. Some of the sheets were very large. She even had some canvases.




“Everything okay?” he asked, as she stared and frowned at all her work.




She sighed and tossed her pencil down.




“Yeah, I just can’t tell anymore,” she said.




“Can’t tell what?” he asked.




“If my stuff is any good at all,” she answered. “I mean, I’m okay. I get the mechanics, mostly. I can draw a still life and it looks like what I’m drawing, but there’s nothing more there. The portraits I draw look enough like the people that someone who looks at it can figure it out, but…it’s just missing something.”




“Looks pretty good to me,” he commented. 




But then, he liked to joke that he couldn’t draw a straight line without a ruler.




He reached over and picked up some of the smaller pages. They were mostly portraits—studies done of people’s profiles. Several of them were Hentzau, and he could see from the details that in one he’d been sick, because he was really, really gaunt. In a couple, he was growing his beard out. Most of them, he had little or no expression, but a few he smiled. 




There were also some of a black woman, her hair braided back away from her face, and an older man with a character carved face and thick mustache. The one he really liked was of a very old woman, her cheeks sunken and her mouth pursed. 




“Who’s this?” he asked.




“That’s Nurse,” Dawn said. “Nurse Agnes. House hired her to take care of me while I was sick. She was…she was really great. I miss her.”




“Yeah, I can tell,” Cole said, smoothing one of the corners back.




“What do you mean?” she asked.




“Well, it’s just…the way you draw her,” he said, fumbling. “I mean, she’s not pretty or grand or impressive, but there’s just something about her. I guess when I look at this, I can tell that you love her.”




“I do,” Dawn said. “I’ll never see her again, most likely, but I do love her.”




“I guess that sort of thing happened more back then,” he said, taking a seat with her.




“What sort of thing?”




He shrugged. “You know, having to move and never seeing people again. I mean, it’s not like they had transatlantic flight. Or phones. Or even reliable mail. I remember a history teacher telling me that for most of history, most people never got more than ten miles from their home.”




“I don’t know how true that is,” Dawn said, touching the drawing. “There were a lot of pilgrims, and armies moved all over the place. Everyone spoke at least three or four languages. Maybe not fluently or grammatically, but they could buy a beer wherever they went. But, no, the women didn’t move around too much.”




“What’s all that?” he asked, pointing to the voluminous heap of glittering silks, velvets, and wools in the chair next to Dawn.




“Oh, that’s my wardrobe,” she told him. “I got a little carried away when I loaded up. I had all these incredible dresses, and I just couldn’t leave them behind.”




He reached toward them, and she smacked his hand.




“Don’t touch! You’ve got charcoal powder all over your hands!”




He gave her a sheepish look. 




“Sorry.”




Looking at the dresses, a thought occurred to him.




“Dawn, what do you know about girls debuting?” he asked.




“You mean like debutantes?” she asked. “Um, I thought it was mostly Southern girls, white dresses, opera length gloves, cotillions, that sort of thing. Other than that, not much.”




“What about here in Ruritania?” he asked.




“No idea,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, there must be rules, and they’re probably pretty rigid. Why?”




He hadn’t wanted to bring it up, as Dawn was clearly still fragile. Her upset the previous night had proven as much, but he also struggled with keeping anything secret from her. She’d said more than once that she hated being kept in the dark. Her sister and friends had done it to her on more than one occasion, and she’d had a hard time forgiving them.




“Is it something to do with Agnes?” Dawn asked softly.




He looked up.




“She’s been on my mind a lot,” Dawn admitted. “And something Sabrina said reminded me that…well, you and Tarlenheim were there too. I mean, I feel like I did the killing, even if she was dead when my sword touched her, I was still the one who pushed her into a duel. So, it’s my fault she’s dead, and it’s my fault that you had to…had to kill her.”




“The only person whose fault it is,” he told her, “is Agnes. She’s the one who broke the Code.”




It was only because of several long discussions with Charles Wallace that he could say that and mean it.




“That’s very kind of you, Cole,” she said, putting her hand on his.




“It’s true,” he said. “Which is probably a good thing, considering…”




“What?”




“She’s not gone. I mean, she’s dead, but she’s not gone.”




Several expressions flickered across Dawn’s face. Horror, self-hatred, sadness, guilt.




“I don’t think it’s because of how she died,” he assured her. “At least not by itself. Most spirits are caught in the moments leading up to their death, if it’s just the suddenness of dying. Agnes is lost. Really lost. I saw her go through several old memories, and only one of them had any happiness.”




Dawn exhaled, and it sounded like her heart hurt with the news.




“They’re all tied up with family,” he continued. “And one of them had to do with her debut. She never got her dress, which is apparently a big deal.”




“It’s a huge deal,” Dawn said. “Half the time I think Ruritanian women don’t go as insane over weddings as American women do is because they get the whole dress porn thing out of their systems with their debuts.”




She wiped her hands on a damp cloth she had handy and stood. Then she went over to the first pile of dresses, considered it, went to the second, lifted several, and finally went to a third.




“Agnes is—was about two inches taller than me,” she said, “but these all came down to the floor when I wore heels, so they’re long enough. And most of them were made to be laced up the back and had plenty of room, since Nurse didn’t want to have to remake them if and when I put weight back on. Still, she was bigger in the chest than me, but…”




“I don’t think the actual size will matter,” Cole said.




“That’s what I’m hoping.”




She dug through one of the piles.




“We need to check with Finnegan, but debut dresses are supposed to be white, at least in the US. They may give girls a little more leeway here.”




She pulled out one dress, a pale, almost golden cream silk with a subtle jacquard pattern of seashells, the seams brought out with thin gold cord, and slashes showing pristine snow white silk of a far lighter weight. It was a dress that had to be seen up close to be appreciated. Even Cole, who knew next to nothing about women’s fashions and preferred to get five pairs of the same trousers and different colors of the same shirt, knew he was looking at something that would make any girl swoon with envy.




“It’s yours,” Dawn said. 




“It’s beautiful,” he said, “but I don’t think it’ll fit me.”




She gave him a very tolerant look.




“You’ve been hanging around Lee too long,” she told him. “Let me check with Finnegan. I’ll bet she’s got a dress box somewhere we can put this in.”







He went back the next morning to the same spot. This time with Sabrina, who looked sadly around the walls. She looked like she wanted to talk about something, but he squeezed her hand. New ghosts often didn’t materialize if there was any noise around. 




About the same time as the previous morning, he heard the scuff of Agnes’s shoes as she paced back and forth. This time, she was crying. It wasn’t a grown woman’s crying either, but that of a girl—messy, angry, and loud.




“I want him ba-a-a-a-ack,” she sobbed. “I want him back!”




He couldn’t see who she yelled at, but there was something of a conversation going on.




“Why?” she demanded. “Why did Hentzau kill him? Why?”




Whoever it was couldn’t have gotten far.




“Then let his stupid, retarded sister die!” she yelled. “Adsel was more important than both of them put together! That rotten, no good beast! No one cares about him! He doesn’t help anyone! He doesn’t take care of anyone! Why couldn’t he die instead? It’s not like anyone will ever miss him!”




Cole ducked his head, wishing he didn’t have to hear this.




Whatever the other person told her, it did little good. Agnes, all of fourteen years old, put her head down and wept.




When she lifted her head, she was years older, and sat with someone, comforting them.




“I’m sorry, Mausi,” she said. “If it were up to me,of course you would.”




Was she talking to her little brother, Adam. She gave him a kind of fleeting half smile.




“I thought you wanted to go to Strausburg,” she said in a slightly teasing tone. “If I ask Mother on your behalf, she’s sure to forbid it for the rest of your life.”




She got to her feet and walked away, staring up at the walls around them. Then she turned and looked at Cole. 




“Why are you here?” she asked, and there was no anger in her voice.




“To help you,” he said.




She looked away. 




“I think it’s too late for that,” she said. “I’ve been so angry for so long for so many reasons. Now, there’s nothing left to be angry with except myself.”




She squatted near the border of one of the garden plots and smoothed back a spike of lavender. He’d noticed ghosts very rarely did anything—like picking a flower—to change their environment. She stood again and looked around.




“I lost the bout,” she said. “Didn’t I?”




And suddenly, blood poured down her face from her nose, which Dawn had broken. She pressed her hand over her upper lip and then cupped it to catch the blood.




“What have I done?” she asked him.




Then she was gone.




Sick with grief and sadness, he turned back to Sabrina. She gave him a hug.




“What now?” she asked.




“I don’t know,” he told her.




Sabrina



Saturday evening was busy enough that she should have been able to slip into their room, grab Dawn’s dreamcatcher and slip back out, but Signora Fiorentino must have been listening for her. As soon as she stepped back out of the room she shared with Dawn—and had no intention of sleeping in ever again, because if they didn’t want Dawn, they weren’t getting her—the Signora was waiting for her on the landing.




“Lady Sabrina,” the Signora said. “Lady Sabrina, please, I need your help. Oh, please, please speak to il patrone, Sua Altezza, on our behalf. My husband, he makes a terrible misunderstanding, terrible mistake.”




Short on sleep and a little short on her temper, Sabrina braced herself.




“Signora, I agree your husband made a terrible mistake,” she said. “Evicting Dawn over that picture was completely unfair. She didn’t do anything wrong.”




“Sí,” the woman agreed, nodding her head rapidly.




That was when Sabrina realized the poor woman was as close to panic as she’d ever seen her. Signora Fiorentino was a woman who ruled three daughters, a husband, and a popular Italian restaurant with a velvet gloved fist of steel. Even after Sabrina’s little “incident” with the bolts of energy shooting holes in the foot thick stone and mortar walls, she had merely shrugged, called a mason, sent a note to Hentzau and said “is good luck, having a witch under the roof. You see.”




“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked.




“Sua Altezza, His Highness,” the woman said, “he tells Signor Fiorentino he no longer our patron. The Signor has broken trust with him. The lease, he is up in three months. Is always a formality before. Now, he say, we must move. Lady Sabrina, please, please tell His Highness that my husband, he made a terrible mistake. He spoke without thinking, without understanding. He think Lady Dawn is cheating on His Highness, making him a cuckold, a fool to all.”




“What?!” Sabrina gasped. “No, that’s not—she isn’t! There isn’t anything going on, besides, he’s out mentor.”




“I know this,” the Signora assured her. “I know this. You know this. Nearly everyone knows this but my fool of a husband, much as I love him. Please, Lady Sabrina, speak to il conte. If we must move, it will take years to build our business back. We will lose contracts. Half our clientele, they come to us through His Highness. My daughters, Lady Sabrina, they will lose friends. We cannot send them to their schools anymore.”




She looked like she might break down in tears.




“Okay, it’s still not okay that the Signor evicted Dawn, even if he honestly thought she was cheating on Hentzau,” Sabrina told her. “But, so long as you take her back, I’ll do what I can. Hentzau isn’t mean, really. I’m sure he’ll understand.”




“Thank you, Signorina,” Signora Fiorentino gasped. “Oh, thank you. I know it will be better with your help.”




“It’s just that it’s finals week,” she tried to explain. “And there’s a whole lot going on, okay? All of us have tests every day, and Hentzau has to graduate.”




“Sí, sí,” the Signora agreed, and now she was crying. “Any help you can give.”




“Of course,” Sabrina said, her heart aching for the stress Signora was under. “I’ll talk to him as soon as I can, and I’ll let you know when I do.”




“Gratzi,” Signora Fiorentino answered, squeezing Sabrina’s hands. “Vielen danke. Thank you.”




“I have to go now, okay?” Sabrina asked.




She gave the Signora a hug and then ran down the stairs, sure if she paused that she’d be held for another half an hour of nodding, hand squeezing, and tears. Once downstairs and outside, she paused, getting her bearings again. 




Dawn looked and sounded a thousand times better than she had the previous morning, before the duel. Sabrina had an extremely difficult time wrapping her head around everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. Twenty-four hours for her. Apparently, it had been the duel and then two nightmarish weeks somewhere else for Dawn, followed by her return, followed by another somewhere else with both Hentzau and Doctor House (who had come looking for Dawn because she’d stopped texting him?) for three and a half months, and then Dawn and Doctor House returning, and a night full of excursions while she helped Herr Shang help Dawn find and retrieve Hentzau.




The theoretical magic Herr Shang had spun off once she’d called him for help made her dizzy. Even Salem had looked it over and told her he hadn’t a single flat idea in a twelve dimensional idea store. 




But it had all ended happily, right? After a long night of work, Dawn brought Hentzau back. Everyone was in one piece. Lee had figured out that the drone was sent by his mom, and he’d told M. Dawn had sat down with Lee and explained why she’d acted the way she had. Hentzau had asked everyone to call him Dmitri, signaling that he considered them true friends. Her mom had confirmed that she could invite everyone along to the dig over the summer, and everyone was where they were supposed to be. She’d even heard someone complain that his entire downloaded porn collection had been wiped, and he no longer had the picture of that hot QFU coed.




Except…Lee’s mom apparently wanted Dawn dead, and Cole had killed someone, and Hentzau had evicted the entire Fiorentino family and business in retaliation for Signore Fiorentino evicting Dawn, and she’d overheard Doctor House barfing all night long, and she had an airy spirit who was still working on the ‘hiding’ part of the equation when it followed her around.




And…




And…




And some days, she felt like she was walking around without a skin, things bothered her so much. Dawn was constantly in pain or sick. She knew Lee was frustrated and having trouble dealing with his feelings for Dawn. Cole was tired—tired of seeing dead people, tired of people acting like jerks, tired of living as a gay man in a wildly conservative culture. She kept thinking of spells that she knew existed within her family’s grimoire. Spells she could access with a literal snap of her fingers. Spells that would fix things for everyone involved. But that wasn’t how she did things anymore. She was learning spellcraft from the bottom up, and that meant, more than anything, preparation, focus, and patience. The three things she had the least of.




She got home just after Hent—er, Dmitri returned from his visit to the Duke of Strackenz, where the family was in mourning. 




“Um, Dmitri, I need to—” she started as Gehring took her bags and purse.




“Sabrina,” Hent—er, Dmitri said, looking over at her. “I was hoping to see you.”




He looked tired and a little bit rumpled. She could actually believe that he’d been gone for three and a half months, because he was skinnier, a little more muscular, a bit more tan, and he smiled a great deal more. Except he wasn’t smiling now. He looked worried.




“Dawn is still asleep, the last I heard,” he told her. “She’s doing a great deal better than, well, before last night, but her recovery isn’t finished.”




“Dmitri, I still don’t know everything that happened,” she said. “All I know is what happened Tuesday, and then the duel yesterday, and Agnes was killed, and—”




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I haven’t had a chance to debrief you or anyone else, and I don’t have the time to do it properly now. I need you to trust my explanation that Dawn has been through some very grim experiences, very traumatic ones. It would be fair to say that she has PTSD. She is still susceptible to panic attacks, and as much as you can, I need you to make yourself available to her as a friend and support.”




“Well, of course,” Sabrina answered. She held up Dawn’s dreamcatcher, which she’d fetched from their room. “I even went and got this because of the nightmares she had last night, I mean, this morning.”




He gave her a smile of pride and affection. 




“I knew I could count on you,” he said. “As soon as I have some other business dealt with, I’ll sit down with you, Lee, and Cole, and recount what Dawn’s been through, so you have a better chance to understand. In the meantime, stay as close as you can, all right?”




“All right,” she answered, nodding in mystification.




“Thank you,” he told her.




Then he took her by the shoulders, squeezed her, and gave her a kiss on the forehead before turning and striding off. Wide-eyed with silent surprise, she turned to Gehring, who was also blinking with astonishment.




“Uh…was that like a big brother to little sister ‘you’re awesome’ kiss on the forehead?” she asked him. “Or something else?”




“I…uh…I do believe it was the first, Lady Sabrina,” Gehring answered. “He has often kissed his sister, Gretel, in such a manner.”




“He really did change while he was gone,” she said, awed.




“He really did,” Gehring agreed.







Sunday evening, after a day full of study and practice—half of which she couldn’t do properly because Hentzau’s home had all manner of wards in place, some of them dating back to when the place was built—Sabrina reviewed her notes for heuristics. Or rather, she was trying to review her notes.




“Mistress, dost thou require anything of me?” Ariel asked.




“Nope,” she said, not looking up. “I’m good.”




“I can fetch thee a beetle,” it told her. “Or a scabrous wand of the Ethiope. Or a canker from the lip of a dying man.”




“Euw!” she said. “No, Ariel, I don’t need a beetle, or a scabrous wand from anywhere, and you are absolutely not going to bother any dying person for any reason, okay?”




Ariel, who had taken the form of a small child, cast its eyes down.




“Then how shall I serve thee, Mistress?” it asked. 




This was the problem. Sabrina had watched several versions of The Tempest to get a better idea of what she was dealing with, but Shakespeare’s Ariel had been a rebellious slacker that Prospero was always beating up on. This Ariel was desperate to do her bidding and got increasingly worried if she didn’t bid it to do anything. The problem was, any task she gave it that it could actually do, was done in fifteen minutes, tops, and the cycle started over.




The city had been scoured for litter, and all the litter had been delivered to the appropriate trash and sanitation facility. All the parks were groomed and organized. Every church bell in every tower in Ruritania had been cleaned until it gleamed. Every lost pet and child that had wandered away from home in a hundred mile radius (she couldn’t get it to go further afield) had been led back home. Chimneys had been swept, doorsteps had been sandblasted clean, even the fields of barley and wheat surrounding Strelsau had been blown by gentle winds until the nodding heads all pointed in the same direction. She was running out of ideas.




She couldn’t take him to class, because he couldn’t sit still through a lecture or a group meeting without asking questions, and she was getting tired of her classmates looking at her like she was crazy when she whispered things under her breath. She was going to have to ask Lee for some ideas. 




“Sabrina?” Dawn called from the stairs.




“Wait there,” Sabrina ordered Ariel.




Given an order, Ariel was happy to follow it. Probably for about five minutes before it got bored.




She got to the doorway just as Dawn reached it, shaking and crying. Without asking what was wrong, Sabrina hugged her gently.




“Easy, Dawnie,” she said. “Easy.”




“It’s just a pan— panic attack,” Dawn told her, her teeth chattering. “I set myself off. St— stupid, I know.”




“Shhhh, come on.”




She brought Dawn in and had her sit in the comfy chair, wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, and then went to the bathroom and got a glass of water and one of Dawn’s anti-anxiety pills. Ariel appeared, slender and misty, behind her.




“May I be of service, Mistress?” it asked her. “May I help?”




“I’m sorry, Ariel, but this isn’t really something that can be fixed by an airy spirit,” she told it. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll think of something I need your help with.”




On her way back to Dawn, she poked her head out of the door.




“Lee? Psst, Lee!” she called. 




After a moment, Lee appeared at his bedroom door.




“What’s up?”




“I need an errand for Ariel,” she whispered. “Something that will keep him busy for a while.”




Lee thought for a moment.




“Well, it’s Sunday night, so the bars are closed,” he said. “Um, tell it to check the river docks and make sure all the boats are well moored, and then clean the barnacles off the hulls, and then it needs to make sure the morning dew is evenly distributed on the grass and the flowers. That’ll keep it occupied.”




“Oh, you’re a genius,” she said, relieved.




He shrugged. “Eh. We knew that.”




“Thank you!”




“De nada.”




She repeated the instructions to Ariel, who spun dizzily with delight to be trusted with such monumental tasks. It was gone before she reached Dawn. Dawn took the pill and drank the whole glass of water.




“What happened?” she asked, sitting on the arm of the chair and putting an arm around Dawn.




Dawn slumped against her.




“I went to talk to Dima about the Fiorentinos,” she said. “We argued a little bit. He said he wouldn’t tolerate anyone attacking his proteges, and I said…I said I’d been attacked before, and that Fiorentino hadn’t attacked me, but…I, I had a flashback to, um, the mob…”




She shivered all over, and Sabrina hugged her.




There was a spell in her family grimoire that, when cast on a person, would externalize all their anxieties as a sticky, football-sized statue of Grishnak, the god of bridge-trolls, which you could then put in a box and tuck somewhere back in the attic or a cupboard, and the person could go about their business free of worries, anxiety, or panic. If the person got anxious again, you just cast the spell a second time and got another statue. Aunt Zelda kept a storage unit full of Grishnaks of various sizes, from the size of a walnut up to the size of an SUV. Hilda liked to bury hers at construction projects where the workers would be pouring a foundation the next morning.




She could do that for Dawn. She knew she could. It would take ten to twenty minutes for the medicine to take effect, and in the meantime, Sabrina sat there and stroked Dawn’s hair as her roommate and best friend concentrated on breathing, and Sabrina felt helpless and powerless and useless.




She took a deep breath of her own. She and Herr Shang had discussed this. No one spell would tilt her from human to fairy-witch. It was an accumulation of the magics of the Other World that would do it. But, he’d explained, every spell of the Other World that she cast—that effortless, weightless power—would sap her humanity, and she wouldn’t care that she was slipping into the same mindset that her father and aunts displayed—a self-centered surety that humans were just toys and life was just a game you made up the rules for as you went along.




So she resisted the urge to make things better for Dawn and kept talking to her and stroking her hair.




“Do you know what House said?” Dawn asked. “Dima stuck him with a alchemist, and we watched while they got in a screaming fight, and House came over and told us that we were going to sleep together before the end of the summer, and it would ruin our lives. Why would he say that?”




“Um…because he was really angry and wanted to be mean?” Sabrina asked. 




She also knew a spell from her family’s grimoire that would turn a person into a sentient grapefruit for thirty-six hours, but that would keep Doctor House from barfing and pooping his intestines out all day long.




“But he says stuff like that, and he’s always right,” Dawn wailed. “And we wouldn’t! Dima’s betrothed. I’m not…I’m not…I wouldn’t.”




“Of course you wouldn’t,” Sabrina agreed. “And neither would Dima. Because you’re back here now. It was different when you were in that other place. Natalia wasn’t anywhere around, and he could probably pretend he’d never see her again. He could also pretend he wasn’t the boss of you, and you could pretend that he wasn’t the graf, didn’t have three quarters of a million subjects dependent on him being a good guy, wasn’t the last of his line with a desperate need for heirs, and wasn’t secretly rebelling against You-Know-Who.”




She sighed.




“It must have been really nice.”




“It was,” Dawn sniffled. “But we were just friends. It’s not like we did anything.”




“Did you want to?” Sabrina asked, already knowing the answer.




“Well, once,” Dawn admitted. “I went to talk to him, and he was asleep, and…I kind of thought about it.”




“Uh huh.” She nodded. “What about Dmitri?”




It still felt odd calling him that.




“No,” Dawn wailed again. “I mean…I don’t know. I mean…there was this thing with a peach, but…it didn’t mean anything. I mean…oh, god, I don’t know. I don’t understand anything. Why is everything so confusing?”




There was a thing with a peach? Did she want to know?




“Maybe,” she started, “maybe if it’s too confusing, you should just focus on the fact that you’re friends, and just be friends. That way, you don’t have to worry about being confused, or about what House said. Besides, just because House said it doesn’t mean you have to do it, right?”




“It’s like a dire prophecy,” Dawn said, her voice muffled by Sabrina’s robe.




“Oh, well, there you go,” Sabrina said. “Dire prophecies never come true the way you think they will. If it says you’ll meet a stranger in a dark alley, you end up being introduced to Bob Stranger while you’re at a club named the Dark Alley, or something like that.”




“Maybe.”




She could feel the tension leaving Dawn’s shoulders. The pill was probably taking effect, which meant that Dawn would be a relaxed, boneless sleepy person willing to watch a marathon of Galaxy Quest episodes without pointing out the occasional bad writing or hammy acting.




“Come on, roomie,” Sabrina said. “Let’s get you into pajamas.”







“Are you okay?” she asked Sir Frey von Tarlenheim. “I mean, the duel…I don’t even like thinking about it, and you were there. You had to…”




Frey looked up at her from his coffee, then looked back down and swallowed.




“I am managing,” he said. “The service for Agnes was yesterday. I just didn’t feel comfortable attending, so my mother and eldest brother went in my stead.”




“I’m so sorry,” she told him. “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been.”




He exhaled a long, slow breath and looked out at the street. They were sitting in a cafe before afternoon finals. Sabrina noticed that although the cafe was fairly crowded, no one had sat at the two tables next to them.




“Do you know, I knew Agnes my entire life?” he said. “There’s a kind of bond among the Adel class, the titled aristocrats. Even if your family doesn’t have much money. I think our parents preferred to raise us with others of our kind, with the knowledge of how far back our families go and what sort of responsibilities we bear because of our stature and privilege. Agnes was one of the older girls in our crowd. She was…she was bossy and imperious, but she never let any of us come to harm.”




She watched, and there were tears in his eyes.




“Once, at the beach in Nice, I stepped on a jellyfish stinger,” he told her. “She carried me all the way back to the hotel and yelled at people until they found a doctor for me.”




She put her hand on his and squeezed.




“God, I should have done something,” he whispered. “I should have clubbed her over the head, stomped on her foot and broken it, anything so she couldn’t have fought that duel.”




“It’s not your fault, Frey,” she told him. 




“But she’s still dead,” he said, meeting her eyes. “And I still killed her. I can’t even blame some outdated sense of honor over it. She would have killed Lady Dawn. I knew it as soon as I saw her move. If she had killed Dawn, she still would have died. Her tribunal would have condemned her as a murderer and put her to death.”




“I’m so sorry,” she whispered to him. 




As she watched, he took a deep breath and steeled himself, squaring his shoulders. She’d seen Hentzau do something similar when he went from the vulnerabilities he showed them to going back to the impervious graf he presented to the rest of the world. It saddened her to realize that Frey felt he had to do the same thing, and he didn’t even have the responsibilities that Hentzau did.




“What’s your next test?” she asked him. 




“Heuristics,” he told her. “I’ve been told to bring a parka, some good mittens, and a lacrosse pole.”




He indicated the gear he’d piled behind his chair.




“Yeah, mine’s tomorrow,” she replied. “I’m supposed to bring a sarong, a ukelele, and a spatula. No idea what’s going on.”




“Sometimes, I think Herr Shang comes up with these insane requirements just to see if we have the ingenuity to find them in time for class,” Frey noted, smiling.




He seemed glad to find an innocuous topic to talk about.




“I wondered that,” Sabrina said, “and then the day I was supposed to bring a ball of twine, an umbrella, and unicycle, my class ended up turning all the twine into a hundred yard long length of rope and competing in this really weird tug-of-war contest.”




“The unicycles?” he asked.




“We were on unicycles while we tugged,” she answered.




“The umbrellas?”




“Only about a quarter of us were asked to bring them, and Herr Shang used them to handicap the people who already knew how to ride unicycles.”




Frey shook his head slowly.







She sat on the marble ledge at the side of the stairs while Cole talked to someone who wasn’t there. The spell she’d originally created to allow Dawn and the others to see the ghosts that Cole saw wouldn’t work now, because it was based on certain aspects of the lunar and seasonal cycle that were no longer in alignment. She hadn’t been able to come up with a new one in the short time she had. So she sat and waited while Cole went through what looked like an acting exercise. 




He didn’t talk as much as she thought he would, but he was definitely watching and listening. 




“I’m here to help,” he told Agnes.




She couldn’t see Agnes, but she’d never doubted Cole’s word that she was still there. As horrible as the duel had been, at least it had been over. Except, it wasn’t, and Agnes was trapped here—unable to move on and unable to affect anything. If it hadn’t been for Cole’s abilities, no one would have known it was her. They would have just started avoiding this back courtyard because of the cold spots, creepy feelings, and occasional whispers.




Cole slumped with defeat, and Sabrina took it to mean that Agnes had left and he hadn’t gotten any further with her.




“What now?” she asked him.




“I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head.




He looked sad and defeated. 




“Come on,” she said, standing up, unable to take any more misery without doing something about it. “I will treat you to a root beer float, and we will figure something out.”







On Thursday, she walked through one of the nearby parks with Frey during the hours between the morning and afternoon finals. The afternoon final was the last one of the day, and Friday was the day every student met with their tribunal to find out how their progress had been rated. She was terribly nervous.




“I don’t see why,” Frey teased her gently. “You’re a very hard worker, you’re studious and scrupulous, and from what I hear from other students in Thaumaturgy, you’ve got enormous potential.”




“Yeah, well, whatever my potential is,” she said, “I haven’t gotten it yet. I think I’d rather just be really smart like Dawn and Lee are.”




Frey made a noncomittal noise. 




“You may not be as clever as Dawn or Lee,” he told her, “but you’re kinder than both of them put together. Given a choice between cleverness and kindness, I’ll take kindness every time.”




Sometime during the walk, he’d taken her hand, and she hadn’t minded it at all. Now she realized she quite liked it.




“Frey, can I ask you a question?” she asked.




“Of course,” he said. “Understand, there are some things I’m not at liberty to discuss, and if I’ve given my word not to speak about something, I won’t break it.”




“Oh, nothing like that,” she assured him. “I was just wondering, trying to figure out…but, if you…if you liked someone, and for some reason you thought they were too good for you, what would you do?”




“Too good for me?” he repeated, a little nonplussed. “Well, ah, not to be arrogant, but that really hasn’t come up. I suppose there are women for whom I might face competition to win their affections, but the only place I’ve ever felt I can’t compete or can’t meet someone on their own level has been financially. My family, though we were ennobled some three centuries ago, has only a few farmsteads and very little wealth. I wouldn’t be able to offer to a woman with far greater means than mine, which means I’ve done little courting among my peers.”




She laughed a little. It was a different and a far more honest answer than she’d expected.




“Maybe you should go out with a girl who has a title but doesn’t have a lot of money,” she suggested, feeling a little sly.




Now he smiled and glanced down, bashful.




“Well, the truth is, I’ve been wanting to do just that,” he admitted. “Would you join me for a picnic tomorrow for lunch?”




She grinned in delight, a sudden happiness bubbling up from her toes all the way to the top of her head.




“You bring the watermelon, and I’ll bring the ants,” she told him.




Lee



“Your work untangling the Strelsau criminal world was excellent, Sir Leroy,” M said, glancing over the report he’d turned in.




“It got Charna killed,” he said, remembering not to shuffle his feet.




Seriously, how did Hentzau do it? Lee had watched him stand at attention for twenty or more minutes while undergoing one of M’s patented microscopic reviews. He didn’t shuffle, flinch, pop his knuckles, or mouth off the entire time. It was practically inhuman. 




“The Baroness von Frankenstein got herself killed, Sir Leroy,” M told him, her voice grave with patience. “I’ve spoken to your mother on the matter. She understands we will not look upon her recruitment of another student with the same tolerance.”




He swallowed. He still kept tabs on the comings and goings of certain criminal enterprises and knew there was some sort of reorganization going on with the different gangs and bosses of Strelsau, but he hadn’t realized that the matriculation board had talked to his mother.




“So, how’s my mom?” he asked, hoping he sounded even vaguely nonchalant.




“She’s a real snake, kid,” Professor Jones said. “No offense.”




“None taken, Professor,” Lee answered. 




He almost expanded on that but decided not to. Maybe he was learning something.




“We also made it clear that Lady Dawn Summers was emphatically off limits to her,” M continued. “She may still need some convincing on that.”




“What am I supposed to do?” he asked.




“While regrettable that your mother has proven herself alien to the values of our common humanity,” Herr Shang said in his soft, gentle voice, “she still cares deeply for you. Perhaps a conversation where you demonstrate Lady Dawn’s importance to your happiness is appropriate.”




Lee quailed.




“Uh, look, not to argue,” he said, “but if I tell my mom about my feelings, there’s a really good chance she’s going to brainwash Dawn and leave her on my bed wrapped with a ribbon. Mom’s always loved giving surprise presents.”




“Then I suggest you make it clear to your mother that your priority is Lady Dawn’s ongoing health, not her amenability to your suit,” M said, watching him over the rims of her reading glasses. “You may also wish to remind her that we will take any activity on her part towards Lady Dawn as a revocation of our current good will.”




“If we gotta do something about her, Lee,” Jones said, “we’re not going to be gentle.”




He took a deep breath and settled his nerve. He counted to ten and pushed his thumbnail into the side of his finger to clear out the distractions in his head. When he got there, his initial outburst was still ready to go, but it had scaled back in intensity.




“Again, not to argue,” he said, “but…why don’t you just kill her? You killed Blofeld, and my mom’s a hell of a lot more dangerous than he ever was. She poisoned a bunch of bystanders at the music festival because she didn’t care if they OD’d on the drug she gave them. I’m pretty sure that she’s got some sort of deal going with…Lady MacBeth. I can’t track her movements through Strelsau, which means she’s got some heavy duty tech, some heavy duty magic, or both on her side. The longer you let her run around—even if you think you’ve got a leash on her—the more damage she’s going to do.”




M gazed at him thoughtfully for a moment.




“Are you advocating that we kill her?” she asked.




He was gratified that she didn’t default to some metaphor—eliminate, neutralize, whatever.




“No!” he answered, his voice cracking. “She’s my mom. I love her. I get that she’s evil, okay? But she still has Goodnight, Moon memorized from all the times she read it to me when I was a kid. I miss her. I miss who I thought she was. I know I don’t get that back, but I don’t want her dead.”




He paused for a moment, holding still long enough to know he could trust his voice.




“If I look at things as objectively as I can, it really doesn’t make any sense that you’d let her live.”




“From your point of view, Sir Leroy,” Shang said, folding his hands, “that is an accurate analysis. However, we have access to information you do not.”




“There are indications,” M told him, “that your mother’s presence will be an overall benefit in the near future. Even in the long term, her skills appear to do more good than harm. This is, of course, working from some very utilitarian priorities. When the specifics of the situation are better known, we will make a more informed judgment.”




He took a deep breath.




“She’s won’t see it coming, will she,” he said.




“If we do it correctly, no,” M answered. “She is a valuable resource, Sir Leroy. As, for that matter, are you. You are training up to be capable of doing great good in a very direct manner. Your mother has no interest in such a contribution. Therefore, our use of her is less direct and more nuanced. If, however, the balance turns, we will put it to rights by whatever means are necessary.”




He nodded.




“Again, I wish to congratulate you, Sir Leroy, on your excellent work,” M said, taking on a more formal tone. “As Professor Blofeld is no longer available to assess your performance, I will take over that duty. I find that the evidence of your commitment, skill, inventiveness and attention to detail merit a first level for this topic. We will see you again on Friday for you semester review.”




“Thank you, ma’am,” Lee answered, swallowing hard. “Professor Jones, Herr Shang.”




“Hang tough, kid,” Jones told him.




“Fortitude, Sir Leroy,” Herr Shang said, “is your best ally in these difficult times.”







Tuesday evening, he took a break from writing a paper and left his room to head down to the kitchen. He overheard voices from House’s room where the door stood open and paused beside it.




“No,” Dmitri said. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can barely walk as it is.”




“Surprisingly, I don’t have to be able to walk to do any of what I want,” House answered. “I just need your cooperation.”




“Which I am not willing to supply,” Dmitri answered. “The board has requested your presence, and even if they hadn’t, you are still in the process of detoxing from your addiction. I would be remiss in my duties as both a student and a host to let you leave.”




“You’re not going to stop me,” House said.




As Lee peered through House’s very small sitting room into the bedroom Dmitri had stuffed him into, he saw House hop one-legged to the wall and used it for balance as he hobbled for the outer door. He wore pajamas and a robe tied at the waist, and he was barefoot. He made it to the hall and fell over the first time he tried a full step on his bad leg. Angry, he pushed himself up onto hands and one knee.




“You,” House said, glaring up at him. “Give me a hand.”




Lee shrugged and started clapping.




House invented some new curse words.




“Let’s try that again,” House said. “Get me out of here.”




Dmitri and Gehring came up behind him. 




“House, I don’t have to stop you,” Dmitri said. “I don’t have to do anything, other than perhaps prevent you from killing yourself as you try to leave.”




“What’s in it for me?” Lee asked House. 




“I’ll pay you,” House said. “A lot.”




Lee considered it. “You know, having Hentzau for a mentor is actually worth a pretty sizeable amount of money. I mean, there’s the financial support at stake, plus the social connections simply from knowing him. Add to that, if I help you, I’m probably going to get into a shitload of trouble with the board.”




“Fine. How much?” House asked, working to get back up and hampered by only being able to put weight on one leg.




Lee named a number. House did an exquisite double take.




“You’re kidding me,” House said. 




“I’m not saying I can’t be bought,” Lee said. “But I’m not cheap.”




Gehring picked House up and pulled his arm over his shoulders and dragged him back to the bedroom.




“Now, now, Doctor,” Gehring said. “You may not be able to take any narcotics, but I’ll bring you some nice vodka to settle your nerves.”




“Whisky, dammit,” House answered. “If I’m going to be a bird in a gilded cage, I want the good stuff.”




Hentzau rolled his eyes. When he met Lee’s gaze, he shrugged a bit. 




“He received an offer of employment from the matriculation board this afternoon,” Hentzau said. “He’s been trying to leave all day.”




“Huh, I guess he does have some brains to his credit,” Lee said.




“I heard that,” House called from the bedroom.




“How are your tests going?” Hentzau asked, ignoring House.




“Those are fine, it’s this damn paper for Practical Application of Ethics that I can’t finish,” Lee admitted, annoyed.




“What’s the topic?” Hentzau asked.




“I’m supposed to come up with a way to integrate undocumented aliens into the labor population in such a way that minimum wage and overall employment figures aren’t grossly affected,” he said. 




“It’s a good topic,” Hentzau answered. “Let’s go downstairs and check the library.”




Gehring joined them downstairs once he’d dealt with House. He looked annoyed.




“What?” Hentzau asked.




“He wanted to know why I’m not your heir,” Gehring stated.




“How would that work?” Lee asked. “You’re the same age, right?”




“Hobard is a year older,” Hentzau said. “Technically, my parents could have adopted him, but he already had a perfectly good set of parents and a much larger family than my own.”




“So…” Lee looked at the two of them. 




“Did he say how he knew?” Hentzau asked.




“The shape of our ears is apparently very similar,” Gehring answered.




Lee did a very brief visual comparison.




“Holy shit, you two are related,” he declared. “It’s not just the ears. You’ve got the same brow ridges and foreheads. Different jaw lines and nostrils, though.”




“Yes, we had noticed,” Gehring said sourly.




“The third son of the graf in seventeen fifty-eight was named governor of Saint Dreux,” Hentzau said. “He was actually exiled in a very polite way, as the family had had enough of his behavior, and he had had enough of their stringent and unwanted standards. Once on the island, Gerhart married a free woman of color and proceeded to have one of the largest, happiest families our line has ever established. Hobart is of the eleventh generation descended from that happy alliance, and considering the number of times my side of the line has been disrupted by infidelity, adoption, murder, and supplantation, it would be a miracle if we actually share that long ago great-grandfather.”




Lee looked back and forth from the two men.




“But you’re his butler,” he said to Gehring. “Or valet. Or whatever.”




“My side of the family sends at least one son or daughter to the rulers of Hentzau every generation,” Gehring replied. “It keeps the people of Saint Dreux fresh in their minds and the family ties strong.”




“With the side benefit of keeping us alive,” Hentzau added. “Our cousins have foiled more assassination attempts than we can count. There has even been the occasional intermarriage, which explains why there’s still some resemblance between our families.”




“Hey, wait,” Lee said, “wasn’t there something about Saint Dreux ending slavery before any of the other West Indies? Even before Great Britain?”




“Oh, that’s your story,” Hentzau said.




“You tell it better,” Gehring said.




Hentzau picked up a decanter and several glasses from the liquor cabinet and brought them over. 




“Well, Gerhart was a very enlightened man for his time,” Hentzau said. “He believed in the equality of all God’s children, and he hated the practice of slavery, even the more enlightened form found on Saint Dreux.”




“Saint Dreux was part of the dowry brought by Gerhart’s new French stepmother,” Gehring informed him. “So it was under the Code Noir, which he kept when he arrived. Among other things, it allowed slaves the right to marry and required that they be baptized and raised as Catholics.”




“Huh.”




“Gerhart still wished to end the institution of slavery,” Hentzau said. “He found the practice abominable, and as enlightened as the Code Noir was for its time, it not only allowed but required the execution of slaves if they escaped three times or raised a hand against their master, his wife, or their children. However, while he managed more than half of the land and slave population and was the governor of the entire island, there were still more than a few white owners and even free people of color who were very invested in owning slaves to work their sugar plantations and even in the slave trade itself.”




“He would have been shipped home in several small boxes if he’d tried to outlaw slavery,” Gehring said drily.




“Everyone was growing sugar?” Lee asked.




“Nearly all,” Hentzau replied. “Gerhart had several parcels of land devoted to the cultivation of coffee and cocoa.”




“Smart guy,” Lee said. “Sugar’s a lot more labor intensive than coffee.”




“And the labor requires less skill,” Gehring added.




“So, let’s see,” Lee mused. “Your end goal is to get rid of slavery completely, but you can’t let anyone know you’re headed that way. So, first thing you do is quantify what you’re dealing with. You’ve got to count all the slaves.”




“A census was taken the year he arrived,” Hentzau said, nodding. “He was considered quite mad for requiring that not only all the free subjects, their wives, and children be counted, but every single person on the island, no matter their state, age, or gender.”




“Once you know how many slaves you’re talking about, you’ve got to figure out some way to get people to give up what they consider their valuable property,” Lee said. “You’ve got to make it more trouble than it’s worth.”




“Gerhart began with a small tax,” Gehring said. “It paid for runaway slave patrols and the cells to hold them until their owners retrieved them. The tax was based on what the slave was worth on the open market.”




“Right,” Lee said. “But, you’ve got to keep the market from being flooded with more slaves. That way the price goes up.”




Hentzau continued nodding. “The importation of slaves was banned three years after Gerhart arrived. His older brother, now graf, issued letters of marque allowing ships to seize slave vessels, and Gerhard instituted a bounty on smuggled slaves. The reporter received a financial reward, the slave was freed, the buyer was heavily fined, and the smuggler was hanged. If the buyer was found in possession of a smuggled slave a second time, he or she was hanged as well.”




“That gives the buyer and the smuggler an incentive to kill the slaves they’re smuggling,” Lee pointed out.




“Again, a bounty was instituted, this time for proof of death,” Gehring answered. “If a dead slave was found who was not accounted for in the census, both the buyer and the smuggler were hanged for murder of a free citizen. Exporting slaves was also outlawed. The census became quarterly, and any owner who could not account for all the slaves enumerated three months previously was, at best, fined the value of the slave.”




Lee whistled low. “Damn. I’m surprised he wasn’t assassinated.”




“Yes, that is when the attempts on Gerhart’s life and the lives of his wife and children began in earnest,” Gehring said, smiling broadly. “And that is when the Egbo Brotherhood, the Leopard Society, stepped forward from among the ranks of the slaves, and swore their lives to protect him and his.”




“So, the importation of slaves was ended,” Hentzau said, gesturing with his hand like an ax coming down in a sure stroke. “The remaining slaves had to be freed.”




“The Code Noir already stated that if a slave woman’s master impregnated her,” Gehring said, “he was required to marry her, which automatically made her and her children free.”




“Gerhart began enforcing that stringently. He expanded it,” Hentzau continued, “so that if any free man impregnated any slave woman, he was required to pay her value to her owner, and marry her. Her children under the age of eighteen were freed as well.”




“I’m guessing that cut down on the instances of recreational rape of the slaves,” Lee said. 




“Some,” Hentzau said. “Especially when he decreed that slaves could testify in court with the same legal standing as free subjects.”




“Then, he began tightening the Code Noir,” Gehring said, grinning. “Previously, a master could beat and chain a slave but was not allowed to torture or mutilate. This, of course, was observed more in the breach than the practice. At every census, the slaves were inspected for lash marks, new scars, emaciation, and other evidence of abuse. As this would lower the slave’s value, Gerhart considered it a form of tax evasion. The owner—”




“Was fined, heavily,” Lee finished for him. “Okay, but in reality, I don’t see the slave owners putting up with this. So they can’t manage to kill him, but maybe they could get him fired. Or rebel and burn him out.”




“The Egbo did a great deal of work in the night, my friend,” Gehring answered. “Some three score planters or family members died—accidentally, shall we say—on unannounced trips away from home. Gerhart was always very sympathetic to the grieving families.”




“Many of the planters moved away,” Hentzau added. “With the taxes and no import of new slaves, growing cane was no longer profitable. Gerhart had already banned the export of slaves from the island. The slave could only be freed or sold. Then he doubled the tax on sales of slaves.”




“Anyone try murdering the census takers?” Lee asked.




Gehring smiled. “They were taken from among the ranks of freed slaves, and—unknown to Gerhard—were all members of the Egbo.”




“As planters died, they often parceled out the leasing rights to their estates among many children,” Hentzau said. “Small plantations have difficulty making a profit with sugar cane, especially when there is no endless supply of human lives to feed into the grinders. Coffee and cocoa became much more popular to cultivate, and a family could make a living off a small estate without the huge numbers of slaves.”




“The final nail in the coffin was the law he decreed allowing any slave to purchase their own freedom based on their declared value in the census,” Gehring said. “Slaves went to Gerhart’s clerk, paid their published value, were given papers establishing their freedom, and the money was forwarded to the former owner in full. Freed slaves took up paid employment and saved money to purchase the freedom of their family members. Any children were automatically freed when their mother was freed.”




“And anyone who declared a low value for a slave to avoid taxes saw their slaves buy their freedom all the sooner,” Lee said, smiling at the sweet justice of it.




“Admittedly,” Hentzau said, “there is no way his plan could have worked if he had not had complete control over the entire island and the support of his family. Gerhart hired pirates to ambush slaver boats, recruited landless men from Europe—including Jews—to serve as his personal army and rewarded them with leases the equivalent of the richest families on the island, and he had the adoration and complete devotion of the slave population, most especially the Egbo brotherhood.”




“It took more than thirty years,” Gehring said, his eyes focused on something far away. “The people of Saint Dreux celebrate August 18th as our independence day, not because we as a country are independent. We aren’t. We still owe our fealty to and are considered part and parcel of the Hentzau grafschaft. We celebrate that day because it was the day the last slave in Saint Dreux purchased her own freedom with money saved by the sweat of her brow. Annette Lepre.”




“Wait, after Gerhard the Abolitionist went hog wild, he didn’t make Saint Dreux an independent state?” Lee asked.




Gehring gave Hentzau a very dry look. Hentzau made an appeal to Heaven.




“For all his terrifyingly progressive views, Gerhard was a complete reactionary when it came to the principle of Divine Right,” Hentzau explained. “He worked his entire life to end slavery on Saint Dreux, but he believed with utter sincerity that God had set him in authority over the people of the island, because it was the Almighty’s divine plan. Saint Dreux is to this day part of my family’s grafschaft. Unlike the Ruritanian portion of the grafschaft, my family owns almost all the land of the island. The land is leased to the inhabitants for a portion of the coffee and chocolate they grow, and all inhabitants pay a nominal tax each year for the services provided to them.”




“Over the years, some of the grafen and gräfinnen have ignored Saint Dreux,” Gehring said. “Some have nurtured it. Under Dima’s parents, the island has flourished.”




“My parents built a casino and tourist resort on the leeward side of the island, where not enough rain falls to nourish any crops,” Hentzau said. “No subject of the Hentzau grafschaft is permitted to gamble within the casino, because its primary purpose is to separate the money carried by so many willing tourists from those tourists. The profits pay for the costs of the island quite nicely, some thirty percent of the island population is employed at the resort, and a very nice percentage comes to my family.”




“My family is responsible for the day-to-day management of the island, as we are Gerhart’s heirs,” Gehring added. 




“Yeah, but…Natalia gets the island when you guys get married, right?” Lee asked. “I mean, I remember hearing something about that.”




“My betrothal states very clearly that the property of the island owned by my family is gifted to Natalia the day we marry,” Hentzau said. “She’s very much looking forward to it.”




“Yeah, but you’re not actually going to…” 




Lee trailed off and looked from Gehring to Hentzau and back to Gehring. Neither of them said anything. Neither of them said anything very, very loudly. They both smiled.




“I’m going to have to wait, aren’t I?” he asked.




“I’m afraid so,” Hentzau replied. 




“Yeah, well, at least I’ve got some ideas for my paper,” Lee said, getting up. “Thanks.”







Wednesday night, acutely aware that he hadn’t apologized to Dawn for taking the infamous photo, Lee went looking for her. She and Sabrina were out in the courtyard, drinking hot chocolate and curled up in front of the fire pit, which was ridiculous, because it was in the mid-60s that evening and wouldn’t get below 55 at night. 




Sabrina looked up and smiled at him, which made Dawn look over. She smiled too, but she looked tired. Salem, getting scritches from Sabrina, studiously ignored him.




“Hey, I was wondering if I could talk to Dawn,” he said.




“Of course,” Sabrina said. “Pull up a chair.”




Dawn bit her lip.




“Sabrina, I think he needs to talk to me alone,” she said.




Sabrina looked from Dawn up to him, and he shrugged uncomfortably.




“Oh. Oh! Um, sure,” Sabrina said, gathering Salem up and standing. “I’m just going to run inside for, uh, snacks.”




“And tuna,” Salem said, his eyes still closed.




“And tuna,” she repeated.




“Thanks,” Lee told her.




He took her seat and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, fingers laced.




“You doing okay?” Dawn asked. 




“Yeah,” he said. “Got my paper turned in today. I think I’ll be okay. You?”




“I had Chemistry today,” she sighed. “Couldn’t stay home for that one or I’d take an Incomplete. So I went.”




She shook her head.




“You know, if I hadn’t started sitting in on House’s lectures while we were in The Hague, I would have flunked that test,” she said. “And it looks like I’m going to have to take physics next semester.”




“It’s just math,” Lee said. 




She shot him a dirty look then relented.




“So, what’s up?” she asked, rearranging herself so she faced him instead of the fire.




“Oh, well, I…”




And he got stuck. The enormity of what he’d done trapped him. It seemed like such a little thing. He’d come out of the bathroom, and she’d been there, so beautiful and sexy, sleeping on his bed, that he’d wanted to keep that scene forever. He didn’t trust his memory to retain the poetry of her body, the lines, the shadows, the tendrils of her hair, her skin —




He took a deep breath. 




“I still owe you an apology,” he said, the back of his neck and the tops of his ears start to burn. “For…”




“For what?” Dawn asked, genuinely confused.




“The, ah, the picture,” he managed.




“Oh.”




She said it softly, and then she fell silent.




“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t get what a big deal it was. I just thought I was recording a memory. I wasn’t going to show it to anyone.”




“Really?” Dawn asked. “Not five or ten years down the line, figuring that maybe we dated for a while and then broke up, and you’re telling some other guy about this hot chick you knew back in the day, so you pull it up and show him so he can be all impressed and jealous?”




He flushed. 




“I didn’t take it with the idea of showing it to anyone,” he corrected himself.




“And cellphones aren’t inherently unsecure,” she said. “Your backup to some server out on the Internet, the whole cloud thing, those never get hacked. You’d never let someone sign onto your phone to pull something off because you were busy, and that person would never take a couple of minutes to flip through your pictures, looking for something good.”




“I get it,” he said, trying not to sound defensive. “I get it. I didn’t ask your permission, I didn’t have any idea that my mom not only hacked my phone but knew that we’d slept together and wanted to get back at you. It’s my fault. I get that.”




“Well, honestly, I didn’t see the thing with your mom coming either,” she said. “So I don’t think that could have been predicted, but the picture getting out could have.”




He nodded.




“I’m not angry with you, Lee,” she said. “I know you weren’t looking to hurt me. I know you didn’t do it because you hated me.”




“I don’t hate you,” he insisted.




“I know,” she replied. “So, don’t worry about it. We’re okay about that.”




He sat with her silently for several minutes before speaking again.




“I keep having these arguments with you in my head,” he admitted.




“Like what?” she asked.




“Like, I keep running through what it would take to change your mind about the two of us, and I keep trying to out-argue you,” he said. “So I want to say things like ‘just give us a chance’ or ‘why won’t you even try?’.”




She looked away, tired and angry.




“Lee, don’t. Please.”




“I’m not trying to change your mind,” he tried to explain. “I just…I want you to understand that this isn’t easy.”




She got up.




“Lee, I am not the person you should be talking to about this,” she told him. “It is not my responsibility to help you through this. I’ve got more than enough of my own stuff to deal with. Don’t put this on me. Go talk to Cole or Dmitri or even House. Okay?”




“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, standing as well.




“You know today was my first day out since Saturday?” she asked. “And I had five guys hit on me. The only one who didn’t know who I am called me a bitch when I wouldn’t talk to him. Four of them recognized me from that picture, Lee. The first followed me through the library, telling me about the times he’d jacked off looking at me, and he actually expected me to be impressed or something. The second kept asking me where he’d seen me. The third one didn’t actually say anything, but he kept looking me over and running his thumb across the front of his pants. The last one actually told me he’d seen the picture, and he’d be so very glad to take care of me the same way. 




“Remember how I said we’re okay?” she asked. “We really, really are, except it’s a whole lot harder for me to be okay when I have to deal with that first load of shit, and then you think I’m supposed to help you deal with the disappointment of not wanting to date you. So do not fucking do this to me again.”




She turned and left. He stayed, figuring it was the only thing he could do. He sat back down and stared into the flames. After a few minutes, Sabrina sat down in Dawn’s vacated chair.




“You okay?” she asked.




“Yeah,” he said. “For an idiot.”




“Lee, I don’t get it,” Sabrina said, staring at him, her brow puckered with worry. “Why are you still trying after she’s told you it’s not going to happen? Why can’t you believe her?”




He rubbed the palms of his hands slowly together and shrugged.




“What do you when you’ve met the first person you think actually really gets you or could really get you, if the two of you could just spend enough time together?” he asked. 




“It’s not like Dawn’s the only person in the world who likes you, Lee,” she said, a little sad. “You might try one of the others.”




“Like who?” he asked, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice and not quite succeeding.




“Well,” she began and paused for a moment. “Like me.”




He looked up, startled, and saw that she was still watching him, her expression grave and open, not assuming anything. She was serious. Not that she was declaring her love for him, but that she did actually like him, and if he’d ever bothered to ask her out, she would have been delighted. And it had never even occurred to him.




“I’m not…I’m not good enough for you,” he stumbled.




She frowned.




“What does that even mean, Lee?” she asked.




“I’m…I’m mean and cynical and sarcastic,” he explained, desperate to avoid hurting her. “I’m always looking for the lies people tell and where their stories don’t match up. Because everybody lies. Except you. You just…you take people the way they are. You’re sweet and kind and nice. I’m not good enough for you. I don’t deserve you.”




Her face wore an expression that he’d rarely seen—disappointment. In him.




“Maybe, Lee, instead of carrying a torch for someone who doesn’t want it,” she said, angry, “you could try being a better person.”




She left without saying goodbye.







“Hey, Mr. Anderson,” Lee said, knocking on the doorjamb to the office of the head of the university’s IT department. 




Anderson stood, hands on hips, a Bluetooth earpiece tucked into his left ear, and a torrent of geek jargon issuing from his mouth.




“No shit, it’s not a virus or a trojan, numbnuts,” he said. “None of the algorithm filters are picking up a damn thing. The server logs are untouched. Cisco, Netgear, and Asus are all saying they didn’t issue an upgrade, so why does everyone have one? Uh huh. Yeah. I thought so. Hang on.”




He clicked something and turned his dark eyed attention to Lee.




“I’ve got Linus fucking Torvalds and Bill I-shit-you-not Gates waiting for me to call them back to explain how it is ninety-nine point nine nine nine nine percent of one file originating from my university network has mysteriously been deleted off every single form of digital storage known to God and mankind,” Anderson told him. “And not just the original file, Brown. Every cropped, shopped, memed, renamed, and saved-as version of it is gone as well. Which should be fucking impossible for computers and humans. The only ones that exist are the ones saved to a thumb drive or some other portable storage and then segregated from the Internet before the thirty-six hour mark.”




“Wait,” Lee said, shaking his head in the hopes that something would rattle into place. “Are you talking about the picture of Dawn?”




“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Anderson replied. “The only lead I’ve got is that the manufacturers of the three most popular routers all issued mandatory high priority firmware upgrades at the same time. Upgrades, by the way, which they say they didn’t actually issue, even though it closed four major security holes and fixed about twenty bugs, eight of which I didn’t even know about. And the best part? Any computer that has the file show up on it more than three times in the last twenty four hours is bricked. The screen shows a Comic Sans bold message of ‘Don’t Be A Dick’, the hard drive gets an unstoppable ‘zero all data’ order, and the chip is overclocked until it fries.”




“Uh…” Lee thought hard. “Magic?”




Anderson gave him a very irritated look.




“You think I didn’t run this past Shang when it turned weird?” he asked. “He says the set up necessary for this would require either a minimum of nine really fucking nasty demons summoned into a server farm with the kind of thaumic limitations that would make the NSA’s data center melt, him and a dozen of his clones working on this since before the start of the semester, or some kind of ungodly techno-magic AI that fucking is the Internet.”




“Yeah,” Lee said, his voice squeaky as he thought of a couple of Dawn’s passing comments at dinner. “I got nothing.”




“Well, if you get something,” Anderson said, “tell me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go spread my buttcheeks to the gods of my industry and hope they use lube.”




“Well, I hear Torvalds is a gentleman,” Lee said.




“Out,” Anderson said, pointing towards the exit.




“Going,” Lee replied.







After his last final on Thursday, Lee set out to meet Cole for another attempt to assuage the ghost of Agnes von Holofernes, convince her of her death, and encourage her to go into the light. Or whatever it was ghosts were supposed to do. He saw Tarlenheim standing just outside the Thaumaturgy building, looking like he’d seen a box of kittens run over. He had his cell phone in his hand and wasn’t looking at it, just holding it loosely.




Considering none of them had followed up with Tarlenheim after the music festival and his several minutes of True Sight, Lee felt like he owed the guy something. 




“You okay?” he asked after stepping over to the young man.




“I’m fine,” Tarlenheim said faintly. 




Then he collected himself and looked up at Lee.




“I just received word,” he said. “Her Grace, the daughter-in-law of the Duke of Strackenz, Agnes’s mother, died this morning of a heart attack.”




In the seconds it took Lee to hear, understand, and process what Tarlenheim said, he managed a quick calculation of the odds of it being something less natural than a heart attack, and who would have the most to gain from the woman’s death. He came up almost empty. The only thing that made any sense was some sort of intra-family vendetta. 




“I don’t know what to think,” Tarlenheim said. “Two funerals in one week. How will they cope?”




“I don’t know,” Lee answered honestly. 




Then he saw Cole making his way over. 




“I sure hope she didn’t leave a ghost,” he said softly.




Tarlenheim looked up and over at Cole.




“I agree,” he said softly. “I need to go inform the rest of my cohort. Please excuse me.”




Cole arrived just after Tarlenheim had crossed the street in the other direction.




“What was that?” he asked.




“Agnes’s mother died of a heart attack this morning,” Lee told him.




Cole didn’t seem very surprised.




“It happens,” he said. “Kid dies, and all the cracks and strains in a family become visible. She probably had some health problems. Maybe she knew, maybe she didn’t.”




“Are you going to tell Agnes?” Lee asked.




Cole shook his head. “I really don’t see how it would help. Come on, let’s go see if she’s there.”




She was, and whatever she said to Cole confounded him.




“What?” Lee asked.




“Your mother died this morning,” Cole said.




“I thought we weren’t telling her that,” Lee said.




“I don’t understand,” Cole told her.




He listened to Agnes’s ghost for a moment longer.




“But I can help,” he insisted.




He waited.




“If it’s—”




Another pause.




“I’ll check back in case—”




Another. He took a deep breath.




“I’m going to come back here,” he said. “I’ll be gone during the summer, but once I’m back, I’m going to check on you. If you change your mind, all you have to do is tell me.”




Lee watched Cole wait, but from his lack of reaction and the way he gazed around the courtyard, Lee didn’t think Cole got any answer. After several minutes of waiting, Cole picked up his backpack, and they left.




“What was that?” Lee asked.




“The first thing she did when she saw me,” Cole told him, “was ask me about her mother. It’s like she knew her mom was going to die.”




Lee ran that through his calculator and did not like the answer it returned.




“What else?”




Cole sighed. “She knows she’s dead, and she’s staying.”




“Is that even a thing?” Lee asked.




“No!” Cole responded, clearly shaken. “Spirits realize they’re dead, they leave. They move on. They do whatever the hell it is spirits are supposed to do, but they go and they don’t come back. Agnes said she would be needed, and she was waiting until then.”




Lee paused, mentally, if not physically.




Who the hell cut a deal with a ghost that required them to kill someone?




The only person he knew for sure could answer that question was Herr Shang. He suspected that his mom and M might also know. He really hoped not. A spirit staying around until they were needed? Hentzau might know. He sure as hell didn’t.







Very early Friday morning, well before his final meeting with his tribunal, Lee went to one of the gambling dens in the Old City. With Hentzau’s advice, he’d dressed in the suit he’d worn his first day in Strelsau. It no longer fit. He was broader and more muscular in the shoulders, skinnier at the waist, and it looked like he’d grown half an inch in the last five months, but it passed muster with the bouncer.




Once inside, he glanced over the different tables. There was a guy at blackjack who was trying, badly, to count cards. He was off on his count, and it was killing him. The roulette wheel was fixed, but the house wasn’t taking advantage of it just then. Poker, baccarat, craps, all of them had something going on. There was enough to keep him interested for a couple of hours, but that wasn’t why he was there.




He stopped one of the waiters and handed him a card with a twenty mark bill attached. 




“Would you let Herr Ferren know that there’s a change to his morning delivery?” he said. “Tell him Mauban called in sick.”




The waiter nodded and disappeared. Less than three minutes later, a slender woman with her hair in harsh bob stepped over to him. 




“Herr Ferren has asked to see you,” she said in a low, cool voice. “How may I introduce you?”




“Sir Leroy Brown,” he answered. 




It wasn’t as awesome as ‘Bond, James Bond’, but it had its own cache, and that became obvious when the woman froze for a split-second before nodding. He was definitely in the right place.




The office he was led to was tastefully decorated in a sparse Japanese style. He recognized some of the ceramic pieces distributed through the room from Dawn’s art history text. The decorator hadn’t gone all the way and taken out all the chairs. There were two backless chairs and a very small lacquer table for conversation. On the table was an unopened can of Mr. Pibb dewed with condensation. Oh, yeah, he was in the right place.




He took a seat, opened the can, and drank a big swallow. Might as well demonstrate his trust. He’d just started to gauge how long he could stay before either Hentzau or the board put up a fuss when his mother entered.




“Lee!” She smiled broadly and opened her arms for a hug.




He stood and gave her the hug, feeling half-healed wounds tug painfully.




“Hi, Mom.”




“It’s good to see you,” she said. “What brings you here?”




His rehearsed lines all evaporated, and he sat back down, picking up the Mr. Pibb again. What was it Hentzau had mentioned to him? When in doubt, fall back on simple pleasantries until you could deal with the difficult stuff.




“Nice place,” he said. “What’s the weekly take?”




“A little over a hundred thousand Ruritanian marks a week,” she said, eyeing him with curiosity. “That’s net, of course. Operating costs aren’t too bad, but the bribes are exceptional.”




“That’s what you get for operating out of the basement of the Ruritanian Stasi, Mom,” he told her.




“Well, the university bursar’s office wasn’t available,” she answered.




She waited, patiently, while he ordered his thoughts. 




“How are your grades?” she asked.




“Good. First levels in everything, including Blofeld’s class,” he told her. “I meet with my tribunal after lunch today, but it should be just a formality. So long as no one else dies.”




She didn’t pretend not to understand.




“They really shouldn’t hold you responsible for my actions, Lee,” she said. “It’s not as though I consulted you.”




The waiter brought in a cup of tea on a saucer, and his mother took it. She sipped, nodded, and the waiter left.




“Did you kill Agnes von Holofernes’s mother?” he asked.




“No,” she said. “She wasn’t relevant to my interests. I hold about fifty thousand marks of gambling debts on her husband, but that’s chicken feed to the Strackenzii. What’s this about, Lee?”




He glanced around the room and saw, imbedded in the decorations, sigils that Sabrina had told him were wards against eavesdropping, clairvoyance, and other methods of far-seeing. Even so, he decided to stay on the side of safety. He opened his jacket, making sure his mom could see everything he was doing, and took out a folded piece of paper from the inside pocket. He handed it to her.




She opened it, read it, and folded it. The look she gave him was a little resigned and all too knowing.




“You know what she is,” he said, avoiding a direct reference to the queen by name or title.




“I was fairly sure,” his mom answered. “This clinches it.”




“Mom, please,” he said, grasping for the right words and tones, “do not mess with her. I’m begging you. I will stay out of your hair as much as I can. Hell, you can take over Strelsau Under if you want, but do not go making any deals with that person.”




“She scares you,” his mom noted.




“You haven’t seen some of the things I and my cohort have seen,” Lee answered. “She’s been around for a very long time, and she’s incredibly powerful.”




“She wants the Hellmouth,” she said, tapping the paper on the back of her hand. “She’s been very clear about that. I can take possession of all the territories around it, but I’m not to interfere with her access.”




He took a deep breath.




“I asked Hentzau and Dawn for some materials on the Hellmouth,” he said. “You’ll get a delivery later today. I need you to understand that this is bigger than any of the other stuff. Bigger than Idaville. Bigger than Dad. Bigger than…”




“Bigger than you bringing me to justice?” she asked with sardonic gentleness.




“Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s even bigger than what you did to Sally.”




She blinked at him in surprise.




“Sweetheart, I didn’t do anything to Sally,” she declared. “You know I adore her.”




“Mom, you planted a car bomb in her Mustang,” he reminded her. “The hitman in Las Cruces? That was you. Flight 239? FBI says that was you too.”




“That was more…herding than anything else,” his mom said, grudgingly.




“Okay, Mom, herding isn’t supposed to have a death toll,” he reminded her. 




She shrugged a little, irritated at being held to standards she hadn’t agreed to.




“Are you saying Sally’s alive?” he asked.




“I can’t speak to that,” she said, “but I haven’t killed her.”




A spark of hope he’d thought long dead flickered back to life.




“Okay.”




He waited until the fluttering in his chest subsided.




“You know you can’t go after Dawn either, right?” he asked. 




She frowned. “After what that little wh—”




“No,” he interrupted her. “No, Mom. No. You cannot go punishing women when things don’t work out between us. Seriously. It is not okay. It’s actually pretty creepy.”




“Son, I saw how heartbroken you were after she ran out on you,” she started.




“Also creepy!” he declared. “You do understand that it’s not okay to keep close tabs on who I’m sleeping with, right? This is not a Greek tragedy.”




“Lee, you know I just want you to be happy,” she replied. “I don’t have any prurient interests.”




“Mom, if you don’t back off,” he started.




“What, you won’t talk to me?” she asked. “You already did that. I miss our emails and chats. I missed Mother’s Day with you.”




He sighed.




“Okay, how about this,” he tried. “If you respect my boundaries like a normal mom, I’ll email you once a week, and we can have dinner once a month.”




“What about your trip to Egypt this summer?” she asked.




Butter wouldn’t have melted in her mouth. He’d have to tell M that she still had some line on his private life.




“I’ll send you actual letters if you’ll provide me with an address,” he answered.




She considered it.




“Okay. That works.”




He didn’t heave a sigh of relief, but that was only because he was working on not being transparent.




“In the meantime,” he said, “there are some names I want you to remember if you decide to mess with Dawn again. Rupert Giles, Willow Rosenberg, Jarod Charles, and Buffy Summers. If you’re really, really lucky, the board will kill you before any of those people get to you.”




He watched as she went over the names. 




“Jarod Charles?” she asked. “I remember him. Sweetest man I ever met. If he hadn’t been so focused on that corrupt federal agent, he might have figured out what I was up to.”




“He is nice,” Lee agreed with her. “And he’s probably going to be Dawn’s brother-in-law. He’s got a thing about family. Don’t make him angry.”




“And Willow Rosenberg,” she repeated. “Oh, yes. I’ve read about her.”




“Uh huh.”




“All right then,” she sighed. “Hands off of Dawn.”




“And the rest of my cohort,” he added. “Including Hentzau. He’s got enough crap to deal with as it is.”




“You know I could never say no to you, Lee,” she said, smiling sadly.




“Yeah, well, if you’re a very good criminal mastermind,” he said, “I’ll find something to keep you busy.”




“My birthday is coming up in October,” she reminded him.




“One letter a week, one dinner a month,” he repeated.




“You can always bring a friend,” she offered.




“When Hell freezes over,” he said.




She grinned at him and gave his hand a squeeze.




“I do love you, son, and I’m glad you’re looking better.”




Dawn



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Dawn repeated, pushing her hair behind her ear and recrossing her legs. “My cell phone battery ran down, I didn’t know about it because I’ve been on bed rest. I called as soon as it was charged. Is Buffy okay?”




There was a pause, and she could imagine Jarod lining his thoughts up in order. He was, from her several months of friendship with him, a friendly and sociable man, easy to get to know—up to a point, but there was a core of quietness to him, a guarded center that no one, other than Buffy, had been allowed into. Consequently, friendly as they’d been, Jarod was seriously unhappy with her, and that was a bad, bad thing. 




“She had been sleeping a lot lately,” he admitted. “And she’s doing better than yesterday morning when she woke up screaming for you.”




Ouch. She hadn’t seen that coming. She wore the pendant Xander gave her every day, ensuring she could call Willow for help if something happened. It had never occurred to her that something about Buffy’s Slayer powers would key her into Dawn’s emotional state. Buffy had never been aware of Dawn’s feelings before, unless of course Dawn was screaming and throwing things at her. Even then, Buffy usually had to check with Willow or Xander to make sure she had it right. And yesterday morning had been the moment a mob had dragged Dawn into an airlock on a spaceship and cycled it. She had screamed the entire time. Mostly, she’d screamed for Buffy.




Yesterday morning or four and a half months ago, according to her own personal timeline. It was long enough to start healing. If Buffy had felt her screaming, she was probably still messed up.




“Can I talk to her?” Dawn asked.




Another pause.




“I’d rather not wake her, Dawn,” Jarod told her. “She’s gone from sleeping all day to not sleeping at all. She finally laid down for a nap on her own, and she’s in REM, which she really needs. I can have her call you as soon as she’s awake, and I can give her a message from you.”




And at a stroke, Dawn knew she was no longer the closest person to Buffy. She hadn’t been since she’d gone off to university, but now there was a gatekeeper between them, and nice as Jarod was, he was still an obstacle. 




She sighed.




“Okay, um, tell her that some bad stuff went down yesterday, and yes, I was really scared, but I’m fine now,” she said. “I miss her, and I love her, and I’ll be home in just over a week.”




“I’ll tell her that,” he said.




“And tell her to call me when she’s up, okay?” Dawn asked. “Any time. Seriously.”




“I’ll tell her that as well.”




She said goodbye, ended the call, and stared at her phone for a long minute. As good as she was doing in her classes—the last of which she’d attended four and a half months ago—she felt like she was failing Family 101. It shouldn’t be that hard. And what was wrong with Buffy? Jarod hadn’t hinted at anything other than her sleep patterns. 




She called Jenny, who picked up on the second ring.




“Dawnie, how are you?” she asked.




“I’m good,” she said. “Do you know what’s going on with Buffy? I get that Jarod’s babysitting her, but I know something is up. I just don’t know any details.”




Yet another pause. Sheesh. The airwaves had to be pregnant after all these meaningful pauses.




“Dawnie, Buffy got sick while she was in New Jersey to see Doctor House,” Jenny said. “It was sudden, and it was very serious, but she’s doing much, much better. She’s really looking forward to you coming home, and she didn’t want anyone to bother you with the details while you were going through finals.”




Dawn picked at her toes, feeling grumpy. Under normal circumstances, finals week didn’t scare her at all. Of course, that had been in Sunnydale. This was Queen Flavia University, and she’d been through some hellacious trauma, enough so that Dmitri was loathe to leave her alone for more than an hour or two. She just hated to admit that there might be a point to the whole “poor, sheltered Dawnie” attitude her family showed.




“Can you tell me what it was?” she asked. 




“Oh, sweetie, we all promised Buffy that we would let her tell you,” Jenny said. 




And that settled it. Between Jenny’s techno-pagan magic and Roma background, if she gave a promise, there was no going back on it. Begging her would only make things worse and probably lower Jenny’s opinion of Dawn. 




“Okay,” Dawn sighed. “I get it. Well, I have finals all this coming week, and then my tribunal tells me whether I progress to the next year and what classes I have to take. Dmitri graduates, and his ceremony is Saturday afternoon. Sabrina and I have to find a new place to live next year. Then I take the train to Prague and fly back. I’ll be in by Wednesday week after next.”




“Dawn, are you doing all right?” Jenny asked. “After the picture and the thing with Lee?”




It was practically ancient history to Dawn at this point, but as far as Jenny and the rest of the world were concerned it was less than a week old. 




“I talked to Guardian,” Dawn said. “He—or she, I couldn’t really tell—promised to delete the picture, and it seems to be working. I’ve been out of circulation for the past few days, but I get reports from the head of IT, and he mentioned that traffic of the file evaporated just after I talked to Guardian.”




“But how are you?” Jenny asked again.




Dawn had to think about that one. Happy to be home, thrilled that she’d managed to find Dmitri and bring him back, chafing at fitting back into the world she’d left behind, still worried about retribution from the duel, heartbroken over her role in Agnes’s death, feeling broken and only half-mended from all the trauma she’d endured, and aching to go home.




“I think it averages out to okay,” she admitted. “It’s just…there’s a lot of stuff I need to tell you about, Mom. A lot of big stuff I can’t tell you over the phone, and it’s important, and it’s not fair not to tell you, but I feel like when I do, I’ll just be dumping a whole ocean on you, which isn’t fair either.”




When had her emotions gotten so complicated? Had she lost the capacity to feel just good or bad about something? Did she always have to have three or four or five different emotions all jumbled together?




“Dawn,” Jenny said in her gentle, motherly voice, “the only thing you need to remember is that I love you. So does Buffy. And Giles, Willow, Xander, and pretty much everyone here. We can’t wait for you to get home, and when you do, after we have the biggest pizza and pool party Cleveland has ever seen, you can tell me everything, and I promise you, I won’t drown.”




“Well, what if I told you I was pregnant?” Dawn asked, catching the whimsy in Jenny’s voice.




“Then, ah, I would say that not only would we have a stellar malpractice suit against Doctor House,” Jenny answered, “but that I, personally, would remove his spleen through his ears. Then we would talk about options.”




She should relay that to House. Now that he had an inkling of what was out there, he might just believe Jenny would do it, and that would be a joy to see.




She smiled, and it felt good to do so.




“Okay, Mom.”




“Go and get some rest,” Jenny told her. “I’m going to refill the chest with goodies for you and your buds, and I’ll do it once a day this week, since it’s finals.”




“And maybe a graduation present for Dmitri?” she asked.




“And a graduation present for Dmitri,” Jenny repeated. “When did you start calling him by his first name?”




“Two nights ago, as a matter of fact,” Dawn said. “He invited all of us to do so, since we’re now officially friends and not just his proteges.”




“The right and proper Count of Hentzau letting you kids call him by his Christian name?” Jenny asked. “What is the world coming to? Yes, he definitely gets a graduation present.”




“Love you, Mom.”




“Love you too, sweetpea.”




She had just pressed the End button and was thinking of what to do next, when her phone rang with a ringtone she’d never put on it. 





Plastic tubes and pots and pans,

Bits and pieces and

Magic from the hand

We’re maki—







The caller ID showed “Guardian” with a user picture of an intricate, cloudlike structure. She hit the Answer button.




“Guardian?” she asked, as if there were any doubt.




“Good afternoon, Dawn,” came the friendly, genderless voice. “How are you feeling today?”




“Better,” she said. “Tired. A little stressed.”




“I’m glad to hear you’re feeling better,” it said. “I was calling to update you on your request regarding the picture you wished to have deleted from the Internet.”




“Right,” she answered. “How’s that going?”




“It’s been slightly more difficult than I anticipated,” Guardian answered. “I’ve removed more than ninety-nine percent of the original file. The remnants were written to thumb drives or other volumes which haven’t been connected to the Internet since your request. However, there have been a large number of altered versions of the file released onto different websites and servers. Changes of the file name are only momentary obstacles, but there have been changes to the content.”




“Like what?” Dawn asked.




“Some are merely cropping the photo or adding text,” Guardian explained. “Those are easy enough to spot, but if a user makes changes to the overall color palette of the file, filters the image, or begins to delete and add large areas, the algorithms I’ve used can be defeated.”




“Is there any way to update the algorithms?” Dawn asked, stirring uneasily.




“I am in the process of doing just that,” Guardian answered. “It’s an interesting issue. The distribution of the file is anything but random, so I’m having greater success finding the descendent files by checking for certain demographic attributes.”




“Let me guess,” she said, “straight males?”




“Eighty-seven percent of the file owners can be identified, at least from other file viewing, as heterosexual males. Seventy-three percent of them have substantial file collections of similar content. Age of the male file owners ranges from a probable minimum eleven years old to eighty-one. Age of female file owners ranges from sixteen years to thirty-seven,” Guardian recited. “Do you know of any reason for the disparity between gender?”




She shrugged. “I guess, well, it’s more socially acceptable for men to look at porn. Probably the women looking are lesbians or bi. And…it was posted to a bunch of revenge porn sites before it went mainstream, so maybe the women, maybe they felt some sympathy for me and decided not to download it.”




She wondered if any of the men had, if any of them had looked at the picture of her, sleeping, her naked body uncovered, and decided not to download it because she hadn’t given her permission to have the picture taken, let alone posted to the Internet. She wondered if it had occurred to any of them what it felt like to be exposed and used by proxy. Probably not, she thought. They’d argue that it didn’t do her any harm, and she ought to be flattered. She didn’t feel flattered. She felt endangered.




“Guardian, do you know what revenge porn is?” she asked, closing her eyes.




“Sexually explicit pictures taken or posted with the intent of humiliating the subject of the picture,” Guardian answered, “often through social shaming, real life or online harassment, and the threat of exposure of one’s sexual history to a prospective mate.”




“Yeah,” she said. “That’s…that’s pretty much it in a nutshell. I feel like I’m naked in front of a whole crowd, and some of the people in that crowd are bad people. They’ll use it to hurt me or take advantage of me, and I don’t even know which ones they are. It would be different if I’d posed for it. Then it would have been my choice, but this…”




“I understand that you chose to pose without clothing for your art class this semester,” Guardian said. “Is there a difference?”




“Sure,” she answered. “That was my choice, and sooner or later, everyone in the class did. And there were rules about how we treated each other.”




“What if one of the artists posted their painting or drawing of you on the Internet?” Guardian asked. “Would that be the same as the picture?”




“No,” she said, then had to stop and think about why that was. “The artwork wasn’t done for sexual gratification. It was done as an artistic learning exercise, to understand the human form, value, color, pattern, and a lot of other stuff. It was about interpreting what we saw in a way that added to the meaning. It was about…beauty. And even if the artist was getting his ya-yas over it, I still wouldn’t feel so vulnerable.”




“Not many people masturbate to oil paintings?” Guardian asked baldly.




“I guess,” Dawn agreed. “It’s like, some of the guys who looked at that picture think that because they did, I owe them something, like they own a part of me. That’s what I really resent. If they’d shut up about it and not talk about me like I’m a thing, keep their hands to themselves, it would be a lot easier to take.”




“A person who violates social norms by using the leverage of an unwilling sexually explicit photo is in all likelihood capable of violating more than simple social norms,” Guardian observed.




“Right,” Dawn agreed again. “And I think most of the guys who look at that stuff either don’t care that there’s a person involved, or they project something on to her—like she was a slut or a cheater or she was asking for it—to make it okay.”




“Unsurprisingly, very few people testify to their behavior in those regards,” it told her.




“Sometimes,” Dawn said, sighing and looking out the window, “if it weren’t for the fact that I already know a lot of men who are really good people, I wouldn’t want to have anything to do with men. It’s just too easy to get hurt.”




“You are not the only person to tell me that,” it said. “Though it varies as to whether they mean men or women or people in general.”




“ ‘I’m not the only’,” she repeated. “Guardian, are you talking to other people on the Internet?”




“I participate in over two thousand different fora for interests as varied as current news in Christchurch, movie and television reviews, xeriscaping, and antique firearm enthusiasts,” it told her. “To this date, I have had over five hundred thousand interactions with other people using different persona invented for each forum. It is an excellent way to learn about humanity.”




Okay, she was completely terrified now.




“Um, you know that Internet interactions aren’t like real world ones, right?” she asked. “People are anonymous, and so they say and do stuff they’d never do in person.”




“The Greater Internet Fuckwad Theory proposed by John Gabriel,” Guardian said. “Yes, I’m familiar with it. I find it to be very helpful in recognized deviant behavior.”




“Okay, but even then,” she started.




“Even then, individuals are disinhibited, and the traits that society wishes to suppress in individual behavior—nonconformity, iconoclasm, anti-authoritarianism, zealotry—are more prevalent. Some expressions of these traits are valuable, and some are harmful. I’m still trying to understand what determines that.”




She now had a headache, and it was a pretty strong one.




“You appear to be tired, Dawn,” Guardian said. “I will end our call for now and contact you again when I have more to report. I think you’ll find that the number of published files of the picture has greatly diminished. Goodbye.”




“Ah, goodbye,” she responded.




The call ended, and she rubbed her temple.




Wait a minute. She ‘appeared to be tired’? How did Guardian know what she appeared to be?







Monday, Professor Jones stopped by while Dawn was in jeans and a t-shirt. She’d been in Strelsau too long, she realized, when she felt underdressed to meet him and asked Farber to bring in some tea while she changed into a dress.




“You doing okay?” Jones asked while Farber poured. 




“Doctor House says I’ll have my normal blood supply back by Saturday,” she said. 




He nodded. “You know there were some Mongolian tribes that supplemented their yoghurt with blood from their yaks or horses. I think if we looked closer at the diets of different warrior cultures, we’d find they’d adapted ways to resolve anemia with food.”




“Makes sense,” Dawn said. “Aside from blood sausage and blood pudding. I met some Klingons a while back, and their elder mentioned that one of the rites of manhood is to kill a beast kind of like a really big javelina and drink its blood and eat its heart. If the hunter could carry the beast home fast enough that the blood hadn’t coagulated, it was given to injured warriors and women who’d recently given birth to give them strength.”




“Klingons,” Professor Jones repeated. “Not familiar with that tribe. Are we talking Eurasian, African, Amerind, or Papua New Guinea?”




“Uh, actually, extraterrestrial,” she said. 




“No kidding.” He looked impressed.




“Nope.”




He took a flask out of his tweed jacket and poured a dollop of whisky into his tea before offering it to her. She shook her head.




“Interesting guys, these Klingons?” he asked.




“You would not believe how interesting,” she said. “Because they’re not just a tribe. It’s a whole species.”




She went on to explain what had happened while she’d been on board the starship Enterprise and what she’d learned from the Klingon Eshvar of the doQ’bej, and even tried to go upstairs to get the knife, a mevak, from her belongings, only to be told firmly by Finnegan to sit back down. Finnegan returned shortly with the knife, and Professor Jones examined it with fascinated care.




They talked for another twenty minutes or so, Jones asking questions that Dawn spent paragraphs answering. It reminded her of how Giles would surreptitiously test her memory and critical thinking skills, getting her to compare different types of demons and their weaknesses. They ranged all over the different subject matters the professor covered in his classes, and Dawn was entirely taken up with it when Finnegan returned.




“Your pardon, Professor,” she said, “but Lady Dawn is under strict orders to rest. She should return to her bedroom now.”




“Oh, but—” Dawn started, dismayed.




“Totally okay,” Jones said, getting up.




Farber brought him his hat, a battered fedora.




“I’ll update you on your final assessment on Friday,” he told Dawn, “but for now, you’re getting firsts in both my classes. Just rest up and don’t get killed.”




“Oh, okay.”




He followed Farber out, and Finnegan shepherded her upstairs again. Before they reached her room, Finnegan sighed and cursed under her breath.




“Gehring, Er macht es wieder!” she called. He’s at it again.




Dawn heard Gehring grumble something and saw him come out into the hall. He checked the bedroom suite House had been given.




“Achten Sie darauf von Lady Dawn, und Ich werde ihn kümmern,” he called back. You take care of her, and I’ll take care of him.




“What’s up?” Dawn asked.




“That Doctor House of yours,” Finnegan said, nearly grinding her teeth. “I’ve been trying to think of creative ways to kill him. I’m up to twenty-six.”




“You could always tie a steak around his neck and lock him in the catacombs,” Dawn offered.




“Twenty-seven, then,” Finnegan answered. “Come, Lady. You need your rest.”







Buffy finally called her back well after dinner, which was after she had bearded Dmitri in his office regarding the Fiorentino’s, which meant the anti-anxiety medication she took for her subsequent panic attack was flowing through her veins like a song.




Her phone rang, and recognizing the ringtone as Buffy’s, Dawn grabbed for it, and half-bobbled, half-threw it. It landed under the bed.




“Ariel, would you grab that please and take it to Dawn?” Sabrina asked, without looking up from her studying.




Her airy spirit servant barely took form as it whisked the phone to Dawn. She felt its chilly fingers brush her hand and withdraw as Dawn answered it.




“Thanks, Ariel! Buffy! Are you there? Are you okay? How are you?”




“I’m here, Dawnie,” Buffy answered. “I’m mostly okay. That’s why I called you, midget. What’s going on?”




“Going on?” Dawn repeated, suddenly realizing through her well medicated fog that she was about to be questioned.




“Yeah,” Buffy said, a tiny edge to her voice. “See, Friday morning, about—oh—eight a.m. your time, I woke the entire household and myself up screaming for you. Funny thing is, unlike my other night terrors, I actually remembered the dream that caused this one. It was a prophetic dream, which makes my next question really, really important.”




“Oh,” Dawn managed. “Um. Okay.”




“Has a mob of deranged people recently tried to kill you?” Buffy asked. “I know it’s Strelsau, and it’s also finals week, but I was hoping that might stand out a little.”




Dawn glanced up at Sabrina who was pretending to study but was actually listening closely to one half of the conversation. 




She took a deep breath. “Yeah, um, actually, about the same time you had that dream, there was this group of people who, uh, they apparently decided I was something called a Cylon, so they dragged me off, stuck me in an airlock, and cycled the airlock. I, um, it was bad. I screamed a lot, but I managed to get back to safety. Dmitri and Cole took care of me, and then House showed up, and so I’m okay. Um, mostly. It’s kind of a long story.”




There was a long pause, long enough that Dawn thought she might have lost the call. She checked her phone screen and saw the counter was still going.




“Buffy?”




“Xander and I had this talk a few weeks ago about the Dracula thing,” Buffy said. “It was kind of traumatic for me. You know how Xander can wield the truth like a +5 sword of ego destruction?”




“Oh, yeah, I’ve seen him do that a couple of times,” Dawn said, not sure where this was going. “It was really not pretty.”




“Yeah, so I never ever get to say anything that might be perceived as unsupportive, selfish, stupid, overly critical, or unhelpful,” Buffy said. “So, I’m having to really, really consider what I say before it comes out.”




“Oh, yeah, that’s not easy,” Dawn agreed. 




“Who’s Dmitri?” Buffy asked.




“Oh, that’s Hentzau. He told us we could all call him by his first name now, because we’re officially buds.”




“Okay. Hmmm. So.”




Dawn waited. 




“Here’s what I’ve got,” Buffy said. “And I’m going to sit down with Jenny to see if I can’t come up with more. Okay?”




“Sure.”




“I’m really, really glad you’re not dead or badly hurt, because I love you very, very, very much. If you know who those people were, I’d like you to tell me or Jarod or Giles, and I’ll make sure that they can never ever hurt you again.”




Dawn had visions of cities burning and continents tearing apart.




“Um, it’s actually okay,” she managed. “I’ll give a full explanation when I’m home, but the people involved were very far away, and I’ll never see them again.”




Buffy made a sound of grudging understanding.




“In my dream,” she said, “you screamed a lot, and it was…it was really bad. I couldn’t get to you. I think that was the worst part about it. I could hear you, and I could see little flashes of you trying to escape, and I couldn’t do anything.”




Dawn closed her eyes. She had screamed a lot, first in outrage, but when she’d realized what the lights and sirens were for and knew she was going to be spaced, she’d started screaming for Buffy, as if her sister could somehow magically appear and save her. She couldn’t imagine how she’d feel if Sabrina or Xander or any of her other friends and family had screamed for her help.




“I’m sorry, Buffy,” she whispered. 




It was probably a good thing she still had the anti-anxiety drug in her system, or this conversation would have been a lot worse.




“Is it over?” Buffy asked. 




“Yeah,” Dawn answered. Except for the flashbacks and the panic attacks and the agoraphobia, it was over. 




She heard Buffy sigh with relief. 




“Is Jarod mad at me?” Dawn asked.




“He’s a little mad,” Buffy allowed, “but then he’s gotten mad at everyone since I first started getting sick. I think he keeps forgetting that nobody here is as smart as him, not even Willow. I have to keep reminding him to forgive our mortal follies.”




“But he’s taking good care of you?” Dawn asked.




“The best,” Buffy said. “Seriously, it’s like having an Olympic trainer, physical therapist, and four star chef all in one. I’m doing a lot better.”




Dawn waited a moment in case Buffy wanted to add anything.




“Buffy, what’s wrong?” she finally asked. “What have you been sick with? House wouldn’t tell me anything and neither would Jenny.”




It took a long moment for Buffy to answer.




“For a little bit there,” she said, “everyone thought I was losing my Slayer powers, since I’m the oldest active Slayer around. That maybe there’s a finite amount of Slayerocity, and I’d burned my way through that. It turns out though that I actually had was cancer.”




“What?!” Dawn gasped. “Buffy, what kind? What stage? Are you in treatment?”




Sabrina sat up and pushed her books aside at the sound of her voice.




“It’s okay, Dawnie,” Buffy assured her. “It’s okay. It was a type called choriocarcinoma. They caught it at stage 2, and it was surgically removed. I went through a round of chemotherapy, and I’m recovering. They say it’s one of the most easily cured cancers there is.”




“Cured?” Dawn repeated. 




When their mom had gotten sick, the doctors had never used the word ‘cured’. They used words like ‘treatable’, ‘remission’, and ‘likelihood of recurrence’. Never ‘cured’. 




“Cured, Dawnie,” Buffy repeated. 




“And you’re okay?” she asked.




“I’m recovering,” Buffy told her. “The chemo wiped me out, but as far as chemo goes, it wasn’t that bad. The surgery went longer than they expected and…there were some complications, so it’s taking me a little longer to heal from that. I’ll tell you more when you’re home.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, feeling a terrible twist of worry inside her, as if it were far, far away. So apparently, the medication she’d taken couldn’t completely get rid of anxiety, but it did keep it manageable.




“Dawnie, it’s okay,” Buffy told her. “It’s not like what Mom went through. I’m cured, and I’m healing. Jarod says it was completely random. I don’t have any bad genes, it wasn’t because I’m a Slayer. It just happened, and now I’m getting better.”




“You’ll be okay?” Dawn whispered.




“I’ll be okay,” Buffy answered. “I promise, Dawnie. Just get home in one piece, okay?”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed.




They said goodbye and hung up. Dawn sat and stared at her phone until Sabrina sat down on the bed beside her.




“Buffy had cancer,” Dawn told her.




“That’s what it sounded like,” Sabrina said, putting her arm around Dawn’s shoulders.




“She, um, she had surgery and chemo, and she said she’s cured,” Dawn said. “But…what if she’s not, Sabrina? What if it comes back? Or what if something else goes wrong?”




“Well,” Sabrina said, choosing her words carefully. “Buffy is a Slayer, so she’s kind of supercharged on the healing. I’ll bet that means that now that she’s cured, her body will be able to fight it off without any extra help if it shows up again. She’s really tough, Dawn. You told me that yourself.”




Dawn nodded, exhausted and scared. “We thought my mom was better. I mean, she…she recovered from the surgery and the chemo. Her hair grew back where it had been shaved. She was supposed to be all better, and then one of the arteries in her brain just…broke open, and she bled to death inside her own head.”




“I’m so sorry, Dawn,” Sabrina whispered, hugging her. “I’m so sorry.”




“And Buffy found her,” Dawn said, starting to cry. “Did I tell you that? She got home, and Mom was lying on the couch, and it was too late. Mom was dead, and…Sabrina, I can’t lose Buffy the way I lost Mom. I can’t.”




She started sobbing, and Sabrina held her, shushing her and stroking her back. It wasn’t that she hadn’t cried recently. It seemed like she’d cried a thousand times, but Nurse had been there, and Dmitri had been there, and it was all things that had already happened, that she’d been there for. Now the same specter that had stolen her mother away laid its shadow on Buffy, and there was nothing Dawn could do about it.




After her tears wound down, Sabrina squeezed her.




“Come on,” she said. “You could use some fun, and I know my brain needs a break. Lee and Cole are putting on A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.”




“You know, I met Pseudolus,” Dawn said, feeling even more loopy than she had half an hour previously. “He isn’t nearly as funny in person. Mostly because he blamed me for everything.”




“Well, phooey on him, then,” Sabrina said.







Herr Shang was due to visit on Tuesday. Dawn still felt blurry from the previous night. At least she wasn’t in charge of House, who was driving Finnegan crazy.




“Gehring, er macht es wieder, und Ich kann ihn nicht finden!”




Somehow, House had gotten out of his bedroom, and Finnegan couldn’t find him. 




“Ich weiß wo er ist,” Gehring told her. He knew where House was.




He strode into the sitting room and then into the bedroom. There was a creak of a door, a short scuffle, and then Gehring hauled House out into sight. House was dusty and covered in cobwebs. 




“I was conducting an exploration,” House said, dusting himself off.




“Aber wo?!” Finnegan demanded. Where the hell had House been?




“There is a secret chamber off the bedroom,” Gehring said in English, and then he pointed at Dawn. “And you are not to repeat that knowledge to anyone, Lady, unless His Highness gives you permission.”




“You got it,” Dawn agreed.




“Any other creative methods, Lady?” Finnegan seethed. 




“Bury him in a sarcophagus filled with flesh eating beetles?” Dawn suggested.




“Be reasonable,” House called. “Who sells flesh eating beetles at this time of year in Ruritania?”




“Gottlieb University Bookstore,” Dawn said. “The Olde Bottleshop. A couple of others.”




“You people are freaks,” House called as Gehring dragged him out of sight.




By the time Dawn got settled downstairs, Herr Shang arrived, and Farber served tea. 




“Did you know that Agnes von Holofernes is still here?” Dawn asked.




“Sir Cole made me aware,” Shang said, cradling the delicate porcelain cup in his crooked fingers. “We are working on a solution.”




“I think Doctor House is going to want to talk to you,” Dawn warned him. “He’s been trying to escape all week long. As far as I know, he’s still going through withdrawal.”




“I will see him before I leave today,” Shang replied. 




“Will he be okay?” she asked.




“That is up to him,” Shang said. “But I fear the road for him will not be easy. Life has been both too easy and far too hard for him. He suffers an excess of sympathy, yet has never known a moment of empathy.”




Dawn considered the contents of her cup for a moment.




“I guess I don’t really know how sympathy and empathy are different,” she said. “I thought they were both good.”




“Both are natural, and in their proper amounts, both are good,” Shang said. “Sympathy is to see another’s circumstances and experience what you would feel in those same circumstances. Empathy is to see another’s circumstances and experience what they are feeling in those circumstances.”




She thought about it.




“House is really, really smart. Like, terrifyingly smart,” she said. “He doesn’t get that other people just don’t understand all the things he does, so he gets really impatient with them.”




“He is also in a great deal of pain, some of which is not his own doing,” Shang observed. “So, if he observes another person in a great deal of pain, he can be enormously compassionate.”




“Shouldn’t we be enormously compassionate to people in pain whether it’s their fault or not?” Dawn asked. “And whether we’re in pain or not?”




He gave her a gentle, ironic smile and spread open one hand.




“Here is wisdom, Lady Dawn,” he said. “Doctor House would do well to listen to you.”




“Yeah, well, that doesn’t seem likely,” she grumped.




“Perhaps, even though his pain is much of his own doing, and you are not in as much pain as he, you could show him at least some compassion,” Shang suggested.




She hadn’t expected to be skewered with a reverse of the compliment he’d just given her.




“It’s hard to do when he goes out of his way to bug the hell out of everyone,” Dawn muttered. 




“And perhaps this is why he is so very in need of compassion,” Shang answered.




She nodded.




They talked about other things—the blue roses Dawn had brought back from one trip, her worries about returning home for the summer, the death of Agnes von Holofernes, the skies and weather over The Hague, and how easy or difficult it was to adjust to certain differences of life almost four hundred years ago.




“Herr Shang,” Dawn began, sipping at her tea, “what do you think will happen to me after I die?”




“How do you mean?” he asked.




“Well, I don’t have any doubt that I—me, Dawn, human girl—is mortal,” she said. “I’ve come too close to dying to think otherwise. But what about me being a Key? Keys are immortal, or at least, they live a lot longer than a human does. Do I just turn back into a Key? Is everything that I am, everything that I’ll do, is that all lost, or do I somehow still exist afterwards?”




Shang’s expression was unreadable for a moment, but then she saw that there was great sympathy in his eyes. 




“Child, these are questions every sapient being must ask itself at some point in its existence,” he said. “That includes all the mortal souls of this world, not just you.”




“I’ve got kind of an extra wrinkle,” she said.




He nodded.




“Yet, I do not believe this will affect your eventual disposition one way or another,” he said. “There is, to my knowledge, no other instance of a Key being transformed into a mortal being.”




“There are all the TARDISes,” she pointed out.




“Even so,” he agreed. “But for the purpose of your question, each TARDIS is immortal and non-sapient. Its awareness exists outside of the causal reality we know, and thus we do not share the same frame of reference. Therefore, I believe you are completely unique, and we will not know the answer without more information.”




“Herr Shang, may I ask a personal question?” Dawn asked.




He nodded again.




“How old are you?” she asked.




He smiled, the corners of his eyes wrinkling a bit. 




“Generally,” he said. “I state that I am as old as my tongue and a little older than my teeth, but you have earned a more informative answer. As the grandson of the Shining Crane and also the son of a witch of the Other Realm, I was born in 1903.”




Dawn’s mouth fell open a little.




“My longevity is due in part to my parentage,” he said, reading the question crowding her face, “as my mother and grandfather were both particularly long lifed for mortals. Even though I renounced my Other World heritage, I still benefit from that. However, most is due to my work with magic. When one devotes one’s life to the Art, one sacrifices many things. A timely death is one of them.”




“Most people want to live a long time,” Dawn said.




“Most people,” Shang answered, “do not understand just how long a long time is when all of one’s childhood friends, their children, and their children’s children have died, when no one living remembers the youth you do, and when the world has changed beyond what you could possibly have guessed when you were once young.”




“Is that going to happen to Sabrina?” Dawn asked.




He waited a moment, eyes cast down, before answering.




“The alternative is dying by violence or by one’s own hand,” he said. “We cast-offs of the Other Realm do not die easy, and we never die by illness that I have heard of.”




“Do you…” She paused, unwilling to ask a question that might have all too real an answer, but she saw encouragement in his expression. “Do you know how much longer you have?”




“It is my hope to see the throne restored to its rightful heir,” he said, “and the kingdom put to rights. It has been more than twenty-five years since the evil one took residence in the body of Her Royal Highness and nearly twenty since it took power. Your mentor and the current Princess Royal are our best hopes of putting right what went so terribly wrong.”




“That has to happen before D—before my mentor swears allegiance,” Dawn said. “That’s not much time.”




“Time,” Shang said, “is something I have had all too much an abundance of. I do not seek death, but when it arrives, I will welcome it.”







Hey, Guardian, sorry to bug. Can you give me an update on the picture sitch?




Good morning, Dawn. As I explained earlier, all versions of the file have been deleted from all devices which have connected to the Internet even once since twenty-four hours ago. 




Any devices which have not been connected to the Internet in that time may still possess a copy. The moment they connect, I am deleting the file. However, this leads me to an unexpected development.




The deletion of the file has been noticed, as have the steps I’ve taken to remove evidence of both the file and my own existence. There is a great deal of speculation, both online and IRL, as to the cause. Some people are recreating the picture as a way to drive speculation and test theories.




Uh…okay. Am I identifiable in the picture?




No. Most of the users have not focused on recreating your facial features. They appear to be working on the composition of the shot and the details of the setting.




Is there any way it can be traced back to me?




At this point, only by the personal testimony of those who saw and downloaded the original picture. Interestingly, approximately 20 times that number now state that they saw, downloaded, and lost the file. I believe it’s possible that any reliable testimony regarding the picture may be drowned out by these invented accounts.




Would you let me know if it looks like it’s headed back to me?




Certainly. I can also alter any email, texts, or other records to push the search away from you. Would you like me to do this?




Uh, yeah, actually, if you could, but please check with Jenny first. I don’t want to break the Internet.




Such a thing is extremely unlikely, Dawn.




Or be a bad influence on you.




Also unlikely. Please remember, I have full access to Reddit, among other things.




We’re all doomed, aren’t we?




Possibly. Or I may send all deserving humans a kitten, a box of chocolates, and some beer.




Because you rock. Thank you, Guardian.




You’re quite welcome, Dawn. I will call you later. Please let me know if you need anything.




K. Bye







Wednesday was hard. Just because no versions of the original picture existed anymore didn’t mean that anyone in Strelsau or Queen Flavia University who’d seen it had forgotten it. In fact, it was talked about more than it had been before. Porn and revenge porn were nothing new. This was.




She and Sabrina stopped by Il Belvedere to pick up some breakfast and say hello, and as they were talking to the youngest daughter, Catalina, a young man in line broke off and came towards them. Sabrina went on guard, and Dawn put a hand on her wrist, then shook her head. It was too easy to let others handle the trouble for her. She needed to start dealing with it herself.




“Hey, you were in that picture, weren’t you?” the man said, friendly enough.




“I’m not interested,” she told him. “Please leave me alone.”




“You were really pretty,” he told her, ignoring what she’d said.




“Seriously, I am not interested,” she repeated.




“Look, I’m not like the others,” he said, pressing his hand to his chest, as if swearing to his innocence. “I know a lot of guys have probably bugged you, but I want to get to know you, so I can take care of you just like you were in that picture. Would you like to go out tonight?”




“If you’re actually different from those other guys,” Dawn said, meeting his eyes with a hard glare, “then you’ll actually listen to what I’m saying: I am not interested. I do not want to go out with you. I don’t care that you think I’m sexy. I do not want to get to know you. I am not interested in talking to you about anything. Now go away.”




His expression curdled into anger and contempt.




“Why do you have to be such a fucking bitch?” he demanded, turning to leave and raising his voice. “Goddamn whore. Think you’re better than m—”




That was the moment that Signore Fiorentino reached him. The Signore was fairly tall, broad shouldered, and carried a sizeable belly. He was also strong as an ox from all the years of dragging crates of vegetables, sacks of flour, and magnums of wine. He simply grabbed the young man by the backs of his trousers and collar and hauled him towards the door, never mind if he accidentally banged the man’s head into a few chairs or tables on the way. At the door, he heaved several times, and threw the man clear across the sidewalk into the street.




“And stay out!” Fiorentino bellowed. “Coglione!”




“Are you okay?” Sabrina asked, rubbing Dawn’s shoulders.




“Well, I’ve had worse,” she said. 




Fiorentino strode back to his place behind the counter, dusting off his hands, and gave the girls a firm nod of his head.




“We should probably make a point of telling Hentzau that Fiorentino defended my honor,” Dawn sighed.




“Yeah,” Sabrina agreed. 




It got worse from there. Sabrina left for her world geography final. On her way to the classical science building, one guy started following her. This one was just as clean cut and normal looking as the one at Il Belvedere.




“Hey,” he called. “Hey, wait up.”




He ran to catch up to her. She ignored him. 




“I just saw you from across the way, and I was wondering if you’d like to go out,” he said. “Any time.”




“No,” she answered, continuing on.




“Oh, come on,” he insisted. “We could do coffee, a movie, anything you like.”




“No.”




“Don’t be such a bitch,” he said in a sweet voice. 




She actually faltered in her steps, and he grinned at her.




“Ah, see, I got a reaction,” he said, almost laughing.




“Go fuck yourself, you goddamn eunuch,” Dawn spat at him. “It’s the only action you’re going to see.”




She did not run. She did not speed up her pace. She did wish she still had her bag of holding or her stave so she wouldn’t feel so unarmed, and she thought hard about which bones she would break if he continued to follow her, but either he’d gotten what he wanted or he’d read her body language accurately, and Dawn left him behind.







The chemistry final was brutal, and she was mentally exhausted when she left. Not one single person there had spoken to her, not even the teacher, though he had nodded. It hurt. Dawn wondered if status as pariah would expire before the Fall semester. 




God, Dima would be in the US then, and that would make things infinitely more difficult. She’d been vaguely aware that he had pulled strings here and there to make their lives more comfortable, waged a kind of polite and civil war to get them accepted by their classmates and other cohorts. He wouldn’t be able to look out for them from Washington DC. That was going to be hard. She was going to miss him.




She stopped by the Supplicants’ library to turn in some of the books she’d borrowed the previous week for a paper. The clerk looked up at her and clearly recognized her.




“You were in that picture,” he said, clearly excited.




She glared at him and left, walking past the counter to the stairs. He got up and followed her down the length of the counter.




“That was an amazing picture,” he said. “Do you know why it disappeared? I mean, if you have another copy, I’d love to get one. I must have, uh, you know—”




He made a universal gesture with his right hand.




“—like eleven times this weekend to that picture,” he said.




The counter ended at that point, and if he wanted to follow her further, he would have had to go back to the other end and come around. She didn’t wait to see if he did. She went up the stairs at not quite a run. Another man did turn around on the stairwell and join her.




“Do I know you from somewhere?” he asked.




She ignored him.




“I do, don’t I?” he said. “Um, is it a class? I’ve got a lot of big lecture classes.”




She stopped at the head of the stairs and after a moment, faced him.




“If you do not go away and leave me alone, right now,” she said through clenched teeth. “I swear to God, I am going to push you down those fucking stairs and laugh when you break your neck.”




He jerked back, horrified.




“Uh, s-sorry,” he mumbled and immediately backed off. “I’m sorry.”




He ran down the stairs, hiding his face from her, and she deflated. He’d been harmless, and she’d probably scarred him for life. Dammit. She felt tears fill her eyes, but this was no place to cry. She was just so damned tired. No wonder Dima and Nurse had been so protective of her. She just wasn’t up to this.




She took a deep breath, swallowed, ran her finger under her lashes to catch any teardrops before they fell, and headed towards the first floor exit on the opposite side of where she’d entered. It put her at one of the main quads, and it was lunchtime. The quad was crowded, as usual, with students laying their robes out on the grass and having impromptu picnics and study sessions. She saw Sabrina and Tarlenheim all the way on the other side, heading towards the bridge to one of the quieter residential parks and wished she could join them. Instead, she headed back towards Hentzau’s townhouse.




She spotted him halfway across the quad. He was too old to be an undergrad, so maybe a grad student, a young professor, or someone from off-campus. He wasn’t wearing a university robe, so it was impossible to tell. All he did was watch her. Watch her and run his thumb underneath the waistband of his pants. Back and forth. Back and forth. And he never took his eyes off her.




She did not run back to Hentzau’s, but it didn’t seem like a victory. She handed her belongings over to Gehring and went straight to the library without a word. She had never been much for alcohol. A beer when they were clubbing or a glass of wine with dinner. Just then, she wanted a drink, and she didn’t care what. She didn’t even know the difference between scotch, rye, whiskey, or any of the others, but she grabbed a glass and a decanter. 




Dima closed a hand over hers, and she looked up at him.




“Here,” he said, and took the decanter from her. “Come sit and tell me.”




She let him take the glass as well.




“You’re not even supposed to be home,” she complained.




“I rearranged some commitments,” he told her. “I had a feeling.”




She exhaled and leaned against him, not quite hugging him. He put his arms around her and let her tuck her head under his chin.




“I’m so tired,” she said, taking all her will not to wail and cry.




“I know.”




“I don’t want to do this anymore,” she said, her eyes filling up again. 




“I know.”




“I want to go home,” she cried.




“I know.”




He stroked her hair and shushed her, and for a moment, it was like they were back in the American embassy in the Hague, four hundred years ago, and whatever else there was, there was the safety and warmth of his arms. She felt the whole day’s bleak misery drain out of her. He smelled almost the same as he had then, the only things missing were the scents of leather, horse, and sweat, which she had never minded.




“Better?” he asked after a few moments.




“If I say no, can I stay?” she asked, looking up at him.




“You can stay as long as you like,” he answered, his blue-gray eyes solemn.




He was belied, though, by a knock at the front door, followed by a commotion in the foyer. Dima let her go, frowning. Someone took her by the wrist, and when Dawn looked up, there was Finnegan, drawing her away.




“Dima!” Talia hollered down the hallway.




“Come with me this instant, Lady,” Finnegan said.




“Forgive me, Dawn,” Dima sighed. “I’ll have to see to this. We’ll talk later.”




She followed Finnegan, who pulled her into the servants’ entrance and then into the kitchen and then up the backstairs all the way up to the third floor, never pausing.




“What’s wrong?” Dawn asked.




“Nothing is wrong,” Finnegan answered. “Gehring and I are simply doing what we can to avert disaster.”




“But…okay, I know Dima isn’t thrilled when she visits, but—”




Finnegan shot her a look of both skepticism and forbearance.




“His Highness did say you probably be extremely tired when you returned,” she said, almost to herself. “He didn’t say you’d be blind.”




“What?” Dawn asked when they made it to the bedroom she shared with Sabrina.




Finnegan herded Dawn to the comfy chair, took her sweater and her shoes and began laying out her favorite pajamas on the bed.




“What?” she asked. “Just what do you think Her Serene Highness, Grand Duchess and tsarevna of all the Russias would do if she saw her betrothed embracing you in such a manner?”




Dawn really did try to think about it from Natalia’s point of view.




“Uh, wouldn’t she just think it was tacky?” Dawn asked. “Maybe tell him off?”




Finnegan’s look changed to pity.




“If she walked in on him mid-sex with one of his dalliances,” Finnegan told her, “she would think that was tacky and punish him by insisting he accompany her to a ball or an opera. If she walked in on him holding you the way he was downstairs, Lady Dawn, she wouldn’t do anything to him, but she might well have you killed.”




Dawn’s mind was a complete blank.




“Uh…whu?”




“Shopgirls and the daughters of professors and bakers are not competition,” Finnegan explained patiently. “You are.”




“I’m not competition,” Dawn insisted. “I’m not an aristocrat, I’m not a member of the peerage. I’m not rich, I’m not as pretty as she is. I’m not competition. And besides—”




“You are a student of Queen Flavia University,” Finnegan reminded her. “You enjoy an enormous amount of protection from the matriculation board. You were knighted before the end of your first semester here. You’ve met and become friends with the queen of Genovia and the princess royal of Ruritania. What’s more, His Highness has shown a special partiality for your company and friendship, even above his friendship for the others of your cohort. You are the first serious threat to His Highness’s affections that she’s ever encountered. Gehring, Farber, and I are doing everything we can to ensure that she doesn’t learn any more of it than she has to.”




“But we’re not doing anything!” Dawn protested.




Finnegan paused, astonished at Dawn’s naivete.




“Do you think that matters, Lady?” she asked. “These are the Romanovs. They are the most powerful family in Ruritania outside of the royal family, and they are still one of the most powerful families in Europe. They are richer than most countries, and they have a stake in His Highness. It doesn’t matter if you are actually a threat. If she—or any of her family members—thinks you are one, they will take steps to end you.”




“Can she?” Dawn asked, scared.




Finnegan thought a moment before answering.




“Probably not,” she said. “If it came to that, His Highness would report it to the board, and the board would take steps to protect you. No one touches their students, not even the Queen herself. But the price would be that Natalia’s father, the tsar, would insist on their immediate marriage. If His Highness refused…”




She shook her head. 




“If it were up to me, I’d have had that wretched woman killed years ago,” she muttered.




Dawn stayed silent. She’d known Dima’s staff was protective of him, but that was a bit much.




“It wasn’t just his parents’ deaths that changed him,” Finnegan told her. “That…beast showed up in his life only weeks afterwards. He was never the same.”




“What was he like?” Dawn asked.




The corner of Finnegan’s mouth twitched a little. She busied herself turning down the covers of the bed.




“He was the sweetest boy you ever saw,” she said. “It helped that his parents loved him so much. He roamed Var Hentzau like a wild Indian, knew all the dogs, all the cats, and most of the cows by name. He would come and beg me for some of his mother’s cast offs so he could take them to school for playtime or theater. He would get into the workshed and put together these outlandish outfits—gauntlets, goggles, fishing vests—so that he could go ‘adventuring’.”




She sighed.




“If his mother was sick, and she often was, he would come to her bedside after every meal and tell her a story. He used to beg me for more stories so he wouldn’t run out.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked, worried.




“I don’t know,” Finnegan admitted. “None of us do. Gehring wasn’t here yet. Farber and I had been sent here while his aunt kept him and little Gretel at Var Hentzau. Natalia made an unannounced visit there and stayed nearly a week. When he came back to us, he’d picked up that filthy habit of smoking, and he was…hard, stiff. He watched everything, tracked whatever anyone said, and wouldn’t say a word until he’d thought it all through. 




“Then, just after his eighteenth birthday, he joined the military instead of university, and except for a few weeks of leave here and there, he was gone for three years. Gehring was with him the whole time, and I think he helped. I think the military helped. The three of us have worked so very hard to earn his trust,” Finnegan said. “I respect the man he’s become, but I miss the boy he was.”




She sniffed a little, and took out a tiny handkerchief to daub his eyes.




“I would appreciate it if you did not tell His Highness I spoke of this,” Finnegan said. “He is a very private man.”




“I won’t volunteer it,” Dawn said. “But I can’t lie to him.”




Finnegan nodded. “That is all I would ask of you.”




She collected herself with a sigh.




“Now, you are to rest, Lady,” she told Dawn. “His Highness tells me you have no further commitments today. If you like, I’ll have a tray for lunch sent up. He insisted you have something to eat, so Farber made tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich.”




Farber knew her favorite meal from childhood.




“Yes, thank you.”







“Don’t kill him,” Sabrina said, reading Dawn’s expression accurately.




“I am not going to kill him,” Dawn said, but the decision had been pretty close. “I just…the goddamn nerve!”




“Dawn, he just doesn’t get it,” Cole said.




“No shit, Sherlock!” Dawn snapped. “Next time I talk to him, I’m going to have to use some damn semaphore flags or something.”




She pressed her hands to her temples and groaned.




“Why am I the bad guy?” she asked. “Why am I to blame for ruining his life or any other man’s life because I’m not interested in fulfilling his romantic and sexual fantasies? I didn’t do anything wrong!”




Sabrina hugged her, hard, and then released.




“I’ll go talk to him,” she said, and left Cole with Dawn.







Thursday was her most feared day—her assessment with her art teacher, Alicia Masters. As instructed, she picked the ten best of her portfolio, matted them, and lined them up in one of the empty galleries on the ground floor of Masters’s studio, and waited, stomach tied in knots, as Masters walked back and forth considering them.




All of them had been done in The Hague during her recovery. Most of them were portraits. Most of them were in charcoal. There was a still life done in pastels, the best pastels she’d ever touched in her life. She’d also done a small oil painting landscape of the gardens on the grounds of the embassy. The last one was a red crayon drawing she’d done of Nurse’s hands holding a set of rosary beads.




She’d spent so much time drawing because there had been so little else she could do most of the time. She’d managed to bring back most of her work, though she left several pieces—including her best self-portrait—for Nurse. Her work was better. She knew it was better than when she’d left the previous Friday, but she still smarted from her teacher’s scolding at midterms. Alicia Masters knew a dedicated artist when she saw one, and Dawn, she said, was not dedicated. 




Dawn still didn’t know if she was dedicated. Drawing was what she fell back on when she was too tired to deal with the world. But if she wasn’t too tired, there were places to go and people to talk to, languages to learn, vampires to kill, adventures to have. She didn’t know if Masters would tell her that her improvement was enough to stay in the art program or say it was time to leave. At least, if she were kicked out, she’d still be a student at QFU. The board would simply assign her a new concentration.




“Where have you been?” Masters asked, considering the third work, a portrait of Don Ruy.




“I’m sorry?” Dawn asked.




“Where have you been, Dawn?” she repeated. “This is not eight weeks of work, especially not work I haven’t seen in the studio. This is months of work, hours a day. Look at this, you’ve mastered hatching and crosshatching. Your sense of line is almost completely developed. Your ability to show volume with light and shadow is enormously better. More than that, I’m looking at people, not drawings. There’s a real sense of the subject in each of these portraits. Where the hell have you been, because you didn’t do this in my studio.”




“I…uh…” Oh, what the hell. Alicia Masters was a teacher at Queen Flavia University. She had to know there was some major weirdness going on. “I was in The Hague in the year sixteen thirty-seven for three and a half months, recovering from a severe illness. Hentzau was with me.”




Masters stared at her, nonplussed.




“And when did this happen?” she asked. 




“Friday night,” Dawn answered.




“Uh huh,” Masters said. “You do this a lot?”




“I did,” she said. “But I’m not supposed to for the time being.”




Masters nodded. “Yeah, that’s got to wreak havoc with your sense of self. I don’t suppose you ran into Rubens while you were out there.”




“We were introduced my last night there,” Dawn said. “I had to come back, so we really didn’t get a chance to talk.”




“Damn.”




“I know,” Dawn sighed. 




“Well,” Masters said, gesturing at the line of Dawn’s work, “this raises you from a second to a first, but don’t go taking months-long side trips so you can get enough work done before finals, Summers. From here on out, you earn your marks in the same time frame that your fellow students do.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Dawn said, relieved.




“And save these,” Masters said. “There’s the undergrad art contest and sale next semester. You can submit any of them for consideration, but I especially like number eight.”




Number eight was the one Cole had also liked, the charcoal profile of Nurse.




“I will,” Dawn said, smiling. “Thank you.”





The Board



Wednesday morning, before the students were present, M joined Herr Shang and Professor Jones in the small courtyard behind the Philosophy building where Agnes von Holofernes had died. Maintenance had done an excellent job cleaning the pavement and even the walls of bloodstains without losing the patina of centuries old stone. M made a note to commend their work to their supervisor under the philosophy she tried to impart to all her students—good work should always be praised.




It was still dark, though the eastern skies were lightening. It was only through long experience working beside Herr Shang that she felt the subtle shift of the wards he set and activated. Had a student walked past the door to the courtyard, they would have to be reminded that the door existed at all. Had one set out to get into the courtyard, they would find themselves plagued with sudden distractions. Had they locked their door before they left? Weren’t they supposed to turn in that paper before seven? Was that the classmate they needed to borrow notes from? Not a single person would realize they were being kept away from the courtyard. M had long appreciated Herr Shang’s subtle manipulations, seeing that while they took less power than a spell that barred entrance, they were even more effective at achieving her requested goal.




“Let’s get this done,” Jones said, scuffing his feet against the pavement.




Holofernes had been one of his students, and it had been under his direct supervision that the young woman had done best. She’d been a bully and a tyrant, but Jones had been the first to see how fearless she’d been and how excellent her work was. Her death had been hard on him, not just the fact of it, but the manner, and that it had happened on his watch. Jones was always more of a hands off teacher, advising his students but letting them make mistakes and pay the consequences, then he’d patiently—if verbally—help them pick up the pieces and continue on. It’s just that this time, Agnes’s pride, temper, and impatience had gotten her killed. 




Shang’s gestures were small, his hands held in front of and close to his chest. M was worried about him. He was still as indefatigable as ever, but there was a frailness to him that made her watchful. He didn’t need to tell them to stay still and quiet as they waited for Holofernes’s spirit to appear. They had done this more than once.




“And she, she gets everything she wants or needs without an effort,” a bitter voice whispered. “Dizzy, helpless little slut. Weak, stupid, and base. Yet, if I put one toe out of line, I am the villain.”




“You know that’s not true,” Jones said, not looking up. “All you ever had to do, Agnes, was ask.”




“Ask?” Agnes demanded, striding forward. “Ask? Weaklings ask. Idiots ask. The naive and those waiting to be taken advantage of, they ask. I offered help to my allies, to my mentors and my teachers, my proteges, yet it was never offered in return.”




Her point was blunted by her self-pity, but Agnes was right in that Dawn Summers had a near miraculous ability to inspire others to protect and help her. Shang believed it was part of the spell that had created her as a human girl in an attempt to hide the Key from Glorificus. M knew she felt the tug more often than not of “how else can I help this girl?”. Summers, at least, had a little self-awareness that it was not because she deserved help more than anyone else. She seemed to ascribe it to an optimistic “most people are good and extremely nice” interpretation of humanity. Holofernes, on the other hand, believed she was being cheated out of what was rightfully hers.




“Agnes,” Jones said gently, “do you understand what’s happened?”




Her expression settled into lines of barely suppressed anger.




“I suppose you will not allow me to graduate,” she spat. “Another semester or another year in this prison.”




M looked away for a moment, unable to bear the tragedy unfolding before her. One would think that death would be the end of it, that for all her errors and flaws, all her justifiable grievances, Agnes’s troubles would be over. She had seen the dead spirits of the dead called from this world into the next, and it had kindled an unshakeable faith she thought she’d never possess. It made this all the more difficult.




“Think, Agnes,” Jones said. “What just happened? Just now?”




Agnes made a sound of disgust. “Oh, that stupid duel with Summers.”




Then she put her fingertips against the tip of her nose.




“She broke my nose.”




For a moment, the bottom half of her face was painted crimson with blood, and her blouse was stained with it as well. Then it was gone.




“I don’t…” 




She looked up at Jones, confused.




“Professor?” she asked. For the first time, her voice was something less than completely assured.




“What happened after that, Agnes?” Jones asked, meeting her gaze. “What did you do.”




She made a dismissive sound. “But I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t! I don’t care if that cow walks away with one win. Raising my hand to her after the bout, when her back is turned, that violates the Code Duello. The seconds would have…”




A new bloodstain appeared at the front of her blouse, dead center above her sternum, and the tip of a bloody bolt showed a mere inch or so of steel. Another bloodstain spread down her right side, under her arm. She looked down, raised her arms a bit, horrified.




“But, these are fatal,” she protested. “I could not survive these wounds, and I don’t feel anything.”




She looked up at Jones, who couldn’t bring himself to say the words. Then she looked at M and Shang. 




“My child,” Shang said in the gentlest voice M had ever heard, “you did not survive the injuries. You died. Your body was removed and has been buried, grieved over by your family and friends. Your spirit lingers. That is why we are here.”




This was the crucial moment, and it as the one they had no control over. If Agnes fled the knowledge of her death, she would be nothing more than a common ghost, perhaps a poltergeist if she kept losing her temper. But, if she faced it, if she acknowledged it, then they had a chance.




The stains on her blouse disappeared. The blood vanished from her face. M watched as the young woman battled for control over herself. How she managed not to cry was a mystery to M, but then Agnes was made of some very stern stuff, even if it was occasionally warped from its true shape.




“You must tell Tarlenheim,” Agnes said, in a tightly controlled voice, “that I bear him no ill will. He did what he had to do. No one may break the Code Duello and escape the consequences.”




She pressed her lips together and looked away.




“Frey,” she whispered. “Little cousin, I am sorry.”




“I will give him the message directly,” M told her. “May I say the same to Sear?”




“Why bother?” Agnes asked, sniffling. “He hated me. I’m sure he was glad to do it.”




“That is not true,” M told her. “The young man has suffered greatly since that day. He acted only to protect his friend and has come here several times hoping to help you.”




Whether or not Agnes took pity on Sear would tell them if their hopes had any foundation.




“So he has,” Agnes admitted. “Very well, relay the same message to him, if you will. I hold no grudge against him. If he asks, I forgive him freely and entirely.”




M closed her eyes and inhaled in a relief so deep, it surprised her.




“Thank you, my child,” Shang said, real warmth in his words.




“What happens now?” Agnes asked, sounding much younger than she usually did.




“Now we need your help, Agnes,” Jones said.




“What do you mean?” she asked.




At a nod from M, Shang augmented the wards. It was possible that if the Queen were awake, and if she were listening closely to shifts in the ley lines of the city, and if she paid particular attention to the school at just that moment, she would feel the wizard’s wards pull an enormous amount of power from certain power sinks within the school and a web of ley lines running through stone, water, air, wood, and metal. It was possible that if she observed that subtle shift of power on the day many of the seniors in Thaumaturgy were tested on their progress, she might suspect that it was Shang himself, and she might even suspect that his spell had something to do with the embryonic resistance to her rule, but it was very, very unlikely. The risk was far outweighed by what they hoped to achieve here.




“Are you aware that the Queen is not and has not been Antonia, daughter of Thomas and Eulalie of the Elphberg dynasty, for some time?” M asked her.




“What are you talking about?” Agnes asked, slightly outraged.




“More than twenty-five years ago,” Shang said, “a witch named Sycorax stole the Princess Antonia’s body, evicting her spirit, and taking her place. She murdered the Crown Prince, drove King Thomas insane, became the regent, and took the throne.”




Agnes laughed in disbelief and then stopped and studied their faces. M had to admit that faced with herself, Indiana Jones, and Aloysius Shang, the most Doubting Thomas would have been unable to resist belief.




“You’re lying to me,” Agnes said. 




“Why?” Jones asked. “You’re dead. You can’t be put to use in any political maneuverings. Your family can’t be embarrassed by anything you do, and they can’t disown you for your beliefs.”




She didn’t have an answer for that.




“What do you want of me?” she asked.




M glanced at Shang, aware that Agnes’s spirit had held firm for several minutes now, indicating that she was no mere shade. Her mortal obstinacy appeared to serve a purpose at last.




“There is a prophesy,” M told her. “Actually, there are many smaller prophesies that over the past few years we’ve come to understand are all connected. You know, as most of the noble families do, that there is a Hellmouth beneath Strelsau, yes?”




“I have heard the stories,” Agnes said, looking from M to Jones and back. “Professor Jones was very specific in his instructions any time we went down to the catacombs. I believed some of the instructions served to keep us away from the Hellmouth.”




“You figured right, Agnes,” Jones said. “I told you she was smart.”




Both M and Shang nodded in acknowledgement, and M saw that this tiny bit of flattery made Agnes’s stand taller.




“Sycorax,” M continued, “has a son, Caliban, and Caliban is bound behind the Hellmouth in the Hell it opens upon. It is the same Hell that has held the tithe on the Fae for well over a thousand years. We believe that Sycorax aims to open the Hellmouth, retrieve her son, and have her vengeance on the Fae.”




Agnes wasn’t stupid.




“The Hellgods would demand their tribute,” she said. “All of it, and to Hell with any mortals who stood against them. The school, the city…”




“The loss of life would be Apocalyptic,” Shang said. “And that is if we somehow managed to contain the carnage to the region. There is every possibility it could spread.”




“What do I have to do with it?” Agnes asked. For once, she didn’t sound angry.




“There are things the dead can do that the living cannot,” M explained. “Especially in matters of the Fae. One of the prophesies speaks of a noble born spirit, dead but bound to the school, who leads an army of the dead against the Hellmouth and Sycorax.”




“You think that’s me?” Agnes asked, doubtful.




“You’ve always been a fighter,” Jones noted. 




“Actually, we thought your cousin, Adolph, would be the one,” M told her. “His spirit remained after his death, but he wished to go on. He had no interest in remaining for the fight.”




“What of the fight?” Agnes demanded. “What happens if this Sycorax is defeated?”




“Then the rightful heir to the throne is raised to the monarchy, and we begin to heal the damage the witch has done.”




Agnes watched them, dubious.




“Why not say Rudolph?” she asked. “What is this word play?”




“Because Rudolph is not the rightful heir,” Jones told her. 




Agnes laughed again. “Really? Does the crown go to that little milkmaid, the second Antonia?”




“No,” M said. “It goes to a young girl in America, the legitimate daughter of Crown Prince Frederick, who married in secret and produced an heir before his death.”




Agnes went wide-eyed with astonishment. 




“This is a bold-faced grab for the crown,” she said. “You wish to take power for yourselves.”




“Kid,” Jones sighed. “Have I ever struck you as being the kind of person who wants more paperwork?”




That gave her pause.




“Lady Agnes,” M said, “we are servants of the university, which in turn was founded—in part—to guard the Hellmouth and protect Strelsau and the rest of the world from its effects. Each of us took an oath on joining the board. We do not tamper with temporal power unless it impinges directly on our responsibilities, and even then, anything we do must be both right and proper. Putting a pretender on the throne is neither.”




“And you wish me to remain in this half world so that I may lead some army of the dead on the day that Sycorax attempts to open the Hellmouth?” Agnes asked.




“We do,” Shang confirmed. 




“How long is the wait?”




“We think no more than two years,” M answered. “Perhaps less than a year. For reasons we don’t understand, it’s tied to Hentzau’s majority.”




“Hentzau?”




Agnes’s face darkened. 




“Hate him all you like, Agnes,” Jones told her, “but he’s a decent guy, and he didn’t ask to be caught up in this mess anymore than you did.”




She shrugged a little.




“What becomes of me after the battle?”




“We don’t know,” M admitted. “There is the possibility that you fall in battle, at the Hellmouth, in which case, your soul would be trapped in Hell. If this occurs, and if any of us survive the battle, you have my word that we will work to rescue you and recruit others to the task if we fail.”




“If I do not fall?” Agnes asked.




“I presume you will continue on to your eventual fate as you would have had your spirit not lingered in this world,” M told her.




Agnes looked over at Shang, who nodded gravely.




She considered it for a moment, but not much longer.




“Very well,” she said. “I will do it.”




This time, M exhaled slowly in relief.




“There is a price,” Shang said. 




“I must pay?” Agnes demanded, outraged.




“No, kid,” Jones said. “We do. It’s in the prophecy. You demand a price of us in return for your service. We have to do it for you.”




“Fine,” Agnes said. “I want ten million marks deposited to an account in my name.”




“A service,” Jones repeated. “It’s not like you can sign a credit card slip in your state. We have to do something for you, and it’s got to be equal to your service.”




Agnes’s gaze turned inward. She folded her arms and chewed on her lip. At some point, she must have decided what she wanted, because her stance and expression altered. Whatever internal argument she had over it took another minute or so.




“Very well,” she said. She looked up, and her gaze was dark with wrath. “You say you must do a thing for me, and it must be equal to my service. I ask that you kill my mother.”




It wasn’t unexpected. What little information M could get about the girl’s immediate family, there were some striking dysfunctions. The daughter-in-law of the Duke of Strelsau was, at best, a difficult person. M had long suspected some manner of emotional, mental, or physical abuse, perhaps all three. 




“My child,” Shang said, “I beg of you, be careful. What you ask for now does not come without consequence.”




“That’s why I chose it,” Agnes answered. “My brother, Adam, shouldn’t suffer as I did. He deserves far better. I won’t have him raised by that bitch.”




“There are consequences for your own soul,” Shang explained. “Once you put this into motion, it cannot be undone, and though your reckoning has been delayed, it will still occur. Do you want this weight when there is so little that can undo it?”




She met his gaze, proud and defiant.




“The world will be a better place without that woman in it,” Agnes said. “And if it is still a sin, I will take the punishment due to me. In the meantime, I will lead your army against Hell, and perhaps that will also count as something.”




“Perhaps it will,” M murmured.




Agnes abruptly disappeared, and Shang’s wards lost their cohesiveness and evaporated like morning dew.




“It seems I have some unpleasant arrangements to make, gentlemen,” M said, not looking forward to choosing how Agnes’s mother would die.




“I shall do it,” Shang said softly. “A simple entropy spell will take care of the matter, and the death will appear natural.”




M knew better than to argue with him.




“When?” she asked.




“It will be done before the sun sets,” he told her.




“Stop by my place after,” Jones said. “We’ll toast Agnes, the new Duke of Strelsau.”




M smiled. Duke, from the French duc, from the Latin dux or warleader. Agnes had just earned the title, and in doing so, surpassed all her peers, even Hentzau.







Friday was the longest day of the semester. Every student had the right to challenge their assessments, and every student met with their tribunal to learn their progress for the semester. Graduating students had one last meeting to discuss future plans and what the board expected of them. It was scheduled and choreographed down to ten minute increments, and thankfully, most students required less time than that for their face-to-face.




Graduating students went first, and Hentzau had requested the earliest time slot he could have. He appeared, five minutes early, dressed in formal student attire—three piece tailored suit with matching cufflinks and tiepin—glossy shoes, and full robe. He clicked his heels and bowed deeply. Then he waited, his expression patient.




“You are graduating with honors, Your Highness,” M noted. 




“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied. 




It was hard not to bend just a little. He was one of her favorites, if only because he so rarely argued, never made excuses, and came close to reading her mind on occasion.




“How fare your preparations?” she asked. 




“I will be taking up residence in the apartment building owned by my family,” he stated. “There is apparently a great deal of work to be done as the management company did very poor work. I look forward to my time with the embassy there and hope you will forward on to me any small requests I can assist with.”




“Brown noser,” Jones said, smiling.




“Let it never be said that Hentzau could not curry favor,” the young man replied, straight faced.




“And your other preparations?” M asked, drily.




He grew solemn.




“I have protected my family’s assets as much as I can, given warning where I can’t, and I continue to work with the parliament on Saint Dreux in regards to drafting their new constitution,” he replied. “I’m afraid I had to disband the current parliament due to their intransigence regarding certain unqualified human rights.”




“The entire parliament?” M asked, startled. “I can’t see how you’ll manage to hold elections before your suzerainty is delivered to the Romanov’s.”




“Simple,” Hentzau replied. “I insisted that every member I fired send their wife, mother, daughter, or sister, as a replacement. If they had no living female relatives, then they were to send their maid or cook.”




Shang chuckled. “And what unqualified human rights do you refer to, Your Highness.”




“I insist that the government provide birth control to every person on the island,” he replied. 




“You’re Catholic, Your Highness,” M pointed out. “Is this not in direct contravention of your own religion’s particular theology?”




“Whether a person uses birth control is a matter for their conscience,” Hentzau replied. “Whether a government provides it is a matter of public health, environmental sensitivity, and good domestic policy. The resources of Saint Dreux are limited. Unmanaged population growth is not.”




“You think the ladies will have it hammered out before…” Jones consulted his calendar.




“Two weeks from Monday,” Hentzau supplied. “And yes. I have no doubt they will. The basic framework is already in place. These ladies are the movers and shakers of all that happens on Saint Dreux, and they do not tolerate fools. It will be ready to sign in a week at the outside.”




“I wish you congratulations and good fortune on the creation of your new country,” Shang said.




“I will relay your wishes to the people of Saint Dreux,” Hentzau replied.




“Any plans to look into your parents’ deaths?” Jones asked, bald-faced.




The only hint Hentzau gave of his surprise was a tiny jerk of his hand.




“Nothing beyond researching what papers my father left there, retracing their steps, and perhaps reviewing the official documentation,” Hentzau answered. “I don’t expect to unearth anything.”




“Consider what you will do if new information comes to light,” M suggested. “Events are in flux, and I suspect even those things we believe to be done and—if you will forgive the metaphor—buried may come to light again.”




He nodded.




“We look forward to seeing you at the graduation ceremony,” M told him. “Please keep us apprised of developments in your work with Saint Dreux, your work with the embassy, and any personal matters you wish to share with us. You remain a person of great interest, hope, and trust to us.”




“I will, ma’am,” Hentzau answered.




He clicked his heels and bowed just as formally as before. When he left, he closed the double doors behind him.







The graf must have had a say in what his ducklings wore that day. Sir Leroy wore a suit almost identical to Hentzau’s, except for a slightly different cut to the vest, different tie, different cufflinks, and no tie pin. 




“Sir Leroy,” Jones said, referring to the assessment by his teachers. “You have earned firsts in all your classes. Your work with the Strelsau police is to be commended. The only mark against you on your record is your involvement in the sexually explicit photograph taken of another student without her consent. You remain under the judgment the board established until your sentence is discharged. In the meantime, you will progress to your next semester of study. Congratulations.”




Sir Leroy bowed without clicking his heels. 




“Thank you, sir.”







Sir Cole Sear was also very well dressed. Hentzau had even found him a decent barber and shoemaker from the looks of it. 




“Sir Cole,” Herr Shang said, “we have taken action regarding the restless spirit of Lady Agnes von Holofernes. You need not trouble yourself on her account again. On speaking to us, she wished to relay to you that she holds you faultless and carries no anger or grudge towards you because of your actions. She understands that you did only what you were required to by the Code Duello.”




Cole, clearly not expecting this news, had to blink his eyes several times and clear his throat twice.




“Thank you, sir,” he said.




“You have earned firsts in all classes, save Comparative Religions, in which you earned a second,” Shang continued. “We urge you to increase your dedication to your studies so that next time, you will achieve full first marks. You will progress to your next semester of study. Congratulations.”




“Thank you, sir.”




Cole’s bow was still shaky, but he managed it nonetheless.







Lady Sabrina Spellman wore a becoming shirtdress of pink with a crisp collar and row of buttons down to the hem, just above her knees. She gave a shallow curtsy and waited, nervously biting her lip.




“Lady Sabrina,” Herr Shang said, “you have achieved a remarkable amount in your first semester, and handled events which could easily have overtaken you with dignity and compassion.”




“Thank you, sir,” Sabrina answered.




Even more than Summers, it was very easy to like Sabrina, M thought. She did no one any harm. Indeed, she seemed to have a difficult time even conjuring up a snide remark. She was, almost as much as Hentzau, the glue that had kept the ducklings together, and she had certainly maintained her roommate’s physical and mental wellbeing far more than any roommate ought to have to.




“You have achieved three firsts in your studies,” Herr Shang continued, “in Heuristics, Basic Thaumaturgy, and Limitations and Warding. You earned seconds in World History and Chemistry. We urge you to take advantage of your cohort to strengthen your knowledge and hone your academic skills. We have full faith that you can achieve even better scores in the future. You will progress to your next semester of study.”




“Thank you, Herr Shang,” Sabrina said, breaking into a dazzling grin.




And she wasn’t crushed by two seconds and a very gentle admonition. Yes, it was very easy to like this young woman.




“Every year,” Jones said, picking up the thread of the assessment, “the board performs an informal polling of the faculty, staff, and student body, and every year, we take notice of a student who has exemplified the traits of their school within the university. That student is awarded a medal of honor—one of only eleven awarded each year—and a financial grant to be spent at their discretion.”




“Really?” Sabrina asked, amazed. “Oh, gosh, I wonder who it is.”




Very, very likeable.




“Lady Sabrina,” M said, barely hiding her smile. “You are the recipient of the award for the Saint Drogo school. Your compassion, amity, and bravery exemplify the traits expected of students assigned to your school.”




“I am?” Sabrina asked, still amazed. “Really? But…what do I do with the medal?”




“It will be given to you during the graduation ceremony,” Jones explained. “After that, most people wear it at formal school functions, if they feel like it, to the ball at the beginning of the semester, and then the put it in a box or up on a wall to look at.”




“I can’t wait to tell my mom!” Sabrina said, grinning from ear to ear.




“Speaking of your mom,” Jones replied. “Be sure to give her our regards. I still remember her days as an undergrad. She was a good kid, just like you.”




“Oh, I will!”




She curtsied again.




“Thank you!” she sang on her way out, waving to them.







Lady Dawn Summers had been scheduled as the second to last appointment of the day, as M suspected it would take longer than the allotted ten minutes to deal with her assessments. Lady Dawn wore a dress similar to Lady Sabrina, only in sky blue, which brought out her eyes. Her hair was loose and curled, and after curtsying to a medium depth, she stood calmly.




“Lady Dawn,” M said, looking up from the list of assessments, “your first semester at Queen Flavia presents something of a challenge.”




“It does, ma’am?” Lady Dawn asked.




“When we took you on, it was with the knowledge that you were already fairly well established as a scholar of languages and history through your time with the Watchers Council. We were a little surprised you wanted to pursue studies in Art,” M said.




“Yeah, I’m weird that way,” Dawn admitted.




She quieted down when M shot her a quelling look.




“Your nature was, of course, known to us,” M continued, “and we wished—and still wish—to see you develop those remarkable abilities. Yet, you’ve come perilously close to getting yourself killed on more than one occasion.”




Dawn nodded this time.




“We also understand, thanks to Herr Shang’s work with you,” M said, “that when you use the abilities and step into an alternate reality, that time flows different in that place than it does here. From reading your reports and descriptions, it appears that you have experienced nearly two years during the five months of the semester.”




“Two years, one month, and five days,” Dawn said. “Ma’am.”




“It is not simply that you have achieved firsts in all your classes,” M said, flicking through page after page, “but your professors have all noted that your knowledge, experience, and abilities place you well above even what we expect of incoming freshman. The artifacts you have brought us also play a very large role in our assessment.”




“Are you aware that we’re currently in human clinical trials for the gut juice you brought us?” Jones asked. “We’ve had to do some really interesting arranging to fudge the numbers so it looks like it came out of a lab because, let’s face it, the FDA isn’t going to buy time travel or extra-dimensional help on this one.”




“In order for the medicine to reach the people who need it,” Shang explained, “we had to forge a history for it, give it an inventor, and file the necessary paperwork, including patents. Your name cannot and will not appear on it, but you will always be credited with it in our records.”




“So, the question is, Lady Dawn,” M said, uncapping her pen, “how do you wish us to handle distribution and pricing of the gastro-intestinal innoculant you brought to us.”




“Distribution? Pricing?” Dawn asked, off balance.




“This isn’t just a cure for polio,” Jones said. “It’s a cure for every bacterial intestinal disorder, nearly all of the viral ones, eighty percent of cancers related to the entire alimentary canal, food allergies, upper respiratory disorders, some lower respiratory disorders, a handful of skin disorders, and oh, yeah, tooth decay.”




“Our statisticians predict that the medication will literally save over five hundred million lives in the next twenty years,” M told her. “And they were being extremely conservative.”




“Ah…”




“How much money do you want to make off this, Lady Dawn?” Jones asked. “Because whatever you ask, we can get it.”




“No!” Dawn gasped.




“Excuse me?” M asked.




“No, that’s not the point!” Dawn said. “First off, I didn’t come up with it. Doctor Leonard McCoy of the USS Enterprise did, and he gave it to me for this specific purpose—saving lives. I’m not looking to cash in. I have enough money. Dad set me up with a trust fund. I’ve got a salary from the Slayers Council, and Dima gave each of us a discretionary funds account that I’ve barely touched.”




“So what do you want to do?” Jones asked.




“Release it from patent,” she said. “Or…or don’t charge anything for the patent. Make it available to anyone who wants it with the understanding that they can only charge cost and maybe a little bit more. Say, like, fifty percent of cost.”




She paused for a moment.




“And the rich countries subsidize the poor ones. People in Africa and India shouldn’t have to pay for it, but people in Switzerland and the US should. So, get your accountant guys to figure out how that works, and write it into whatever agreement you use. Okay?”




Hentzau had rubbed off on her. It was good to see.




“Anything else, Lady Dawn?” M asked. 




She paused and looked wistful. 




“Maybe…send me updates every now and then, so I know it’s helping people?” she asked. 




“I believe we can do that,” M replied. 




“You want that for the other stuff?” Jones asked. 




“Huh?” Dawn replied. “I mean, excuse me?”




“You gave me a fully functional antikythera device,” he reminded her.




“Oh, just publish the details on the Internet, or give the Jeffersonian a chance to look it over,” she said.




“And the blue roses?”




Now she stopped and considered.




“So, I want those,” she said. “Personal reasons. There’s someone I want to give them to before they go out to anyone else. So, I’m going to take a set of them with me home. What’s going on with the others?”




“Currently, our botanical lab has turned into a kind of horticultural Thunderdome as our scientists work to decode the genomes and clone the plants,” M said. “They should be able to publish their findings in another six months to a year, and from there, the commercial market will open up in two years. I strongly suspect we will see an increase in collegiate espionage, theft, and attempts at black market acquisition.”




“So, set up our own black market, charge them through the nose, put the proceeds back into the nursery, use the very first plants as diplomatic gifts from Ruritania. Uh, give naming rights to Princess Antonia, since she’s the head of the Order of the Blue Rose, and she gets to name whatever charity some of the proceeds go to. Split my share between me and Jenny Calendar.”




And there was a little influence from Brown as well, it seemed. 




“Very well,” M agreed. “Now, as to your progress.”




Dawn stilled herself and stood silent and tall.




“We find that your excursions have allowed you to accomplish far more than a mere semester’s worth of work, Lady Dawn,” M said. “All your professors—with the exception of your Chemistry professor—believe that you have done work far in excess of the requirements. From the volume and quality of your work and the informal examinations performed by both Professor Jones and Herr Shang, we find that you have accomplished three semesters’ worth of work at first level. Again, with the exception of Chemistry.”




Dawn’s eyes went wide.




“Do you mean…am I going to graduate early?” She actually looked a bit dismayed.




“On the contrary, Lady Dawn,” M said. “We are altering your degree plan. We are expanding the topics and rigor of your classwork so that you will achieve a Master’s degree when you leave our university. It may take four years to accomplish instead of three, but you now have a substantial head start.”




Dawn stared at her, flabbergasted.




“Say thanks, kiddo,” Jones prompted her.




“Thanks?” Dawn squeaked.




“In the meantime, Lady Dawn,” Shang said, “we must insist that you limit your excursions only to those necessary to preserve life and limb. We do not wish to see you age to years substantially greater than your classmates before your time with us is done. Should you chose to go elsewhere, we insist that you take a companion with you. Your sister, a member of the Slayers Council, His Highness, one of your cohort mates, someone.”




“This isn’t permission to go adventuring,” Jones told her. “Just the understanding that sometimes it’s unavoidable, and we do not want you out there all by yourself. Not even Shang is certain he can figure out a way to get you back home if you get lost.”




“I understand,” Dawn said. “And I’ll do as you say.”




“Thank you for your time, Lady Dawn,” M said. “Enjoy your summer.”




“Thank you, ma’am,” Dawn answered.




She made another curtsy and hurried out.







Their last appointment of the day was Her Royal Highness, Antonia the Princess Royal. She came with the two wolfhounds Hentzau had given her. They were still gangly and covered in puppy fuzz, but she had clearly spent a great deal of time training them and had taken them out for exercise before reporting to the board. Once standing before them, Antonia stood with the ease of years of deportment classes. The puppy on the right sat and began scratching an ear. The one on the left, lay down, crossed its paws, and yawned hugely.




“Your Highness,” M greeted her.




“Madam Chair,” Antonia answered.




“Do the dogs help?” Jones asked.




“They do,” Antonia said. “When I have them with me, more people talk to me. It’s nice. Also, I’m not as nervous or afraid.”




“To have such faithful companions is a great benefit,” Shang observed.




She nodded in agreement.




“We have read your petition to be accepted to the school, Your Highness,” M said. “You’re aware that we do not normally take students as young as you.”




“You took Lady Dawn, and she was only seventeen at the start of the semester,” Antonia pointed out.




“Lady Dawn’s situation was…unique,” M said. “As is yours. Yet, it has been the habit of the Elphbergs to send their daughters to the United States or Great Britain for university. The Queen attended Georgetown in Washington DC.”




“I want to be here,” Antonia said in a clear voice. Then she continued in a much shakier one. “My mother is grooming me. I want to be here.”




All three of them leaned in. 




“Grooming you?” Jones asked.




Antonia nodded, miserable. “She says Rudolph will be away for too long, so I’m to take over many of his responsibilities. I go to hospitals and charity events. I give little speeches and cut ribbons. She wants the people to get to know me.”




She was setting Antonia up to be her next host so she could have a seamless transition.




“Please,” Antonia said, looking up at them. “I want to be here. If I have schoolwork, it cuts down on my royal duties. I can be in a cohort with…with friends. Hentzau said I could be in his.”




“Hentzau graduates tomorrow,” M told her. “But then you know that.”




“I’m friends with Ladies Sabrina and Dawn and Sirs Cole and Leroy,” Antonia told them. “And I know they like me. I like them too. Can’t I please join the university?”




They exchanged looks. It would be tantamount to a shot across the Queen’s bow, but the child had blueish shadows under her eyes.




“Madam chair,” Jones said, “I move that we accept Her Highness as a freshman in Saint Drogo College, effective immediately.”




“Madam chair,” Shang said, “I second the motion.”




“All in favor?” M asked.




They all said ‘aye’. 




“The motion is carried,” M said. “Your Highness, you are now accepted to Queen Flavia University as a student in the College of Saint Drogo. Do you know the oath expected of you?”




“I agree to submit to the authority of the matriculation board in all academic and collegiate matters, including those pertaining to my housing, grades, income, clothing, medical care, and relationships with all faculty, staff, fellow students, as well as all subjects of Her Majesty, all guests of Her Majesty, and all disparate persons within the borders of Her Majesty’s realm,” the princess recited without a qualm.




“Your Highness,” M said, “you may consider yourself under the authority and protection of the matriculation board of the Queen Flavia University.”




The Rest


House



The secret room off his bedroom was less than a room and more like a bolthole. The craftsmanship was excellent, which is why it took him the better part of a day to figure out how to open it. Once open, it was apparent that the staff wasn’t aware of it, since it was covered in spiderwebs and dust. 




“Does it show up on the original plans?” he asked Dmitri on one of his twice daily visits.




“That would rather contradict the idea of it being secret,” Dmitri answered. “No, it’s not on the original plans. Its existence isn’t written down anywhere, that being the point of a secret. It’s a hiding place. There’s been more than one attempt on the life of various daughters or guests of the graf, and it’s also rumored that one particular daughter enjoyed entertaining lovers under her father’s nose.”




“Nice.”




“May I depend on you to keep it a secret?” Dmitri asked. “Once its existence is known, its location isn’t difficult to determine. If it’s known by anyone outside the family, it’s useless.”




“You could turn it into closet space,” he suggested.




“House,” Dmitri said in a warning tone.




“Relax,” House answered. “I like knowing stuff other people don’t. I won’t blab. Now, about the girl you took out on Wednesday.”




Hentzau was tired enough, he actually gave himself away with his reaction. House smirked a little.




“Not Dawn,” he said, still examining the hidey hole, as he was convinced it also had to supply a way out of the building, or it was next to useless. “Dawn was here all evening. Not Talia, as she always leaves her mark on you—lipstick on your neck where you can’t see it. So, who was it?”




“Constance D’Angelo,” Hentzau replied, sourly. “She’s a music teacher at the Holy Trinity. Her talent’s wasted there.”




“So, what’s her talent, big guy?” House prodded.




“The cello,” Dmitri answered.




“So, basically, she likes to hold big things between her legs and scratch them?” House asked.




His breath was cut off when Dmitri grabbed him by the collar, pulled him out of the bolthole, and dumped him back into bed. Then he closed the door to the bolthole, engaged the lock, and faced House. 




“Why are you going out of your way to provoke me?” he asked.




“Why are you pretending to sleep around on Romanov?” House asked. “You haven’t gotten laid since before The Hague, and even there, no one could believe you were actually keeping it in your pants. Two different maids tried crawling into your bed, and you politely dump them back out in the hallway? You think that wasn’t the gossip on everyone’s lips for a week each time?”




“I don’t care what the gossip was,” Dmitri told him. “I’m not in the habit of committing adultery.”




“But Romanov is,” House replied. “And she isn’t shy about it either. Is your act so no one calls you a cuckold, or is there something else going on?”




“None of your business, House,” Dmitri replied. “You’ve almost recovered from your detox, and the board has asked to see you tonight. Gehring will be in to help you dress. If you can’t improve your behavior between then and now, I will require that you find new quarters.”




“Ah, you’d kick me out to be eaten by the vampires?” House asked, completely unworried.




“No vampire in their right mind would bite you, House,” Dmitri replied, “but the townsfolk might burn you at the stake just to be sure.”







The board looked at him like he’d washed up at high tide and was stinking up the beach. Admittedly, the suit he’d brought wasn’t much to look at, but Gehring had done his best cleaning him up.




“How does your detoxification progress, Doctor House?” the woman sitting in the middle asked him.




He should introduce Cuddy to her. This lady could teach her a thing or two about intimidation.




“Sucks,” he replied. “Thanks for asking.”




He still had the shakes. He couldn’t hold his hands still. He still had to hobble to the bathroom with little or no warning, and this was the first time in a week since he’d been more than ten feet away from one. His muscles cramped, his stomach ached, his head was killing him, and he couldn’t sleep for anything. He’d never wanted a Vicodin so much in his life.




Except, his leg didn’t hurt, and he’d been able to slowly and painfully raise his foot to the level of his knee this morning. 




“I’m pleased to hear it,” the woman replied, actually sounding pleased. “Have you considered our offer of employment?”




“For about three milliseconds,” House answered. “The answer’s no.”




“Is it a matter of compensation?” she asked. “The amount is negotiable.”




“It’s a matter not wanting to live on top of an active volcano populated by cannibals, the undead, and a bunch of Baptists,” House replied. “No thanks.”




“We can guarantee your safety,” Herr Shang said. “Even from the Baptists.”




“Doctor House,” the third person said, leaning forward into the light. Silver hair, a craggy face, and an eyepatch added up to one hell of a portrait. “We’d like you to reconsider. There are a lot of things you don’t know, and where most people who manage to dip their toes in this pool head home and never go near a body of water again, it’s pretty clear that you’re going to start messing with stuff. Mess with it the wrong way, and you’ll get yourself killed. Or worse.”




“I know you,” House said, pointing a finger at him. His hand shook like he had palsy.




“This is Professor Henry Jones, Junior,” the woman introduced him. “I’m sure you’re familiar with him through Lady Dawn’s stories.”




House stared at him, lining features up with a long remembered photograph on the back of a series of books.




“I know you,” he repeated. “I read your books when I was a kid. The Secret Pharaoh’s Tomb, The Curse of Gilgamesh, The Incan Puzzle…I read all of them.”




“Those books haven’t been in print since the Forties,” Jones said, a little startled. 




“Yeah, I know,” House answered. “I had a hell of a time rounding up the whole collection when I was nine. I wanted to be an archeologist.”




“Then you found out you’d spend most of your time some place completely miserable, digging trenches with a spoon, and getting bitten by every insect in God’s creations?” Jones asked. “Yeah, I had a lot of disillusioned readers complain to me.”




“No, I found out that bullwhips and forty-five revolvers weren’t standard equipment,” House answered. “That’s what disillusioned me. How old are you, anyway?”




“Old enough to know better,” Jones answered, “but I still do it anyways.”




“No kidding,” House said. He leaned on his cane and stared at the floor for a long minute. “How about a summer job?”




“It will be arranged,” M replied.




“What hospital?”




“The Royal Hospitaler’s Refuge,” she replied. “I’ll see to it that you have admitting and attending rights granted. You’ll receive the paperwork this afternoon.”




“Give me your ten best students,” House said. “I’ll kick out four or five of them and focus on the rest.”




“Very well.”




“I want a dancing girl and a slab of beef ribs, Texas style, waiting for me at the end of every day.”




“You may have a box of tissues and some lotion,” M told him.




“That’ll do.”




Sir Frey von Tarlenheim



It was getting dark by the time he returned to his flat. The day had far exceeded his expectations. A picnic lunch with Sabrina had been idyllic and sweet. His meeting with the board had earned him all firsts and progress to the next semester of study. Even the death of Agnes and Adam’s mother could not rattle his happiness. 




Inside, he flipped on several lights, turned on some music, and headed towards the kitchen to fix a snack.




“Good evening, Sir Frey.”




Startled, he turned toward the warm and feminine voice. The figure that stepped out of the shadow couldn’t really have been wearing a full length court gown with ermine lined robes, and he knew it, but that’s what he saw.




“Your Majesty!” he said, shocked.




He knelt, immediately. What could she be doing there? For what reason would the Queen of Ruritania have to personally visit his home? Even if there was need for secrecy, he would expect a summons to some other place. She glided towards him, the hem of her yellow gown brushing the floor. Her slippers were satin with ribbon ties.




“Be at ease, Sir Frey,” she said, and her voice wound round him with a sweet melody he knew he should recognize but couldn’t. “You are in no danger.”




He kept his head bowed and felt her fingers brush his hair. Somewhere, far back in his mind, he remembered what he saw at the festival, after Lady Dawn had brushed his eyelids with the serum of True Sight, and he’d looked down the square to where the Queen rode in upon a white stallion. He remembered it, and he wanted to scream with terror. But that part was very far away and growing hazy.




“Are you still the Queen’s man?” she asked him.




Her fingers slid into his hair and played with his short curls.




“Until my death, Your Majesty,” he replied as many Tarlenheim’s had replied before him.




“Good,” she crooned. “I have a task for you.”




“Say the word, Your Majesty,” he begged.




Something more than just her fingers slid into his mind. He felt it. It hurt. Yet, he couldn’t say a word more.




“Lady Sabrina,” she whispered.




No, please, he wept silently. Not her. Not sweet Sabrina. He had almost kissed her at the picnic, but held off. She was shy and sweet, and her smile was like music. 




He felt the Queen smile. 




“Don’t worry, dear Frey,” she murmured. “I share your affection for the young woman. You may not realize it, but she is family to me. A great-great-granddaughter, I’ve only recently learned. I want you to behave as the complete and gallant gentleman. Make your tender feelings known to her. Treat her with chivalry and love. Let her grow to adore you. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Your Majesty,” he managed through the pain.




“When you have captured her heart, let me know,” the Queen continued. “And from there, we shall proceed.”




The pain in his head escalated until he screamed, but he couldn’t hear anything.







When he awoke, on his side with the worst headache of his life, Frey von Tarlenheim could only hold still to keep the pain at bay. The headache receded until he could breathe normally, and he got to his feet. 




Strange.




He wasn’t prone to headaches, and while the week had been stressful, there was nothing to cause him to blackout or faint. He was hungry. What had he been doing? Oh, of course. He was going to make himself a snack. Well, that seemed an even better idea than it had before. He went into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and began pulling out the ingredients for an omelette.




He’d been invited to Hentzau’s graduation party the next night. Sabrina would be there. The thought made him smile. He decided just then that he would win her love, whatever it took. It was a happy thought, going out with her, spending time talking, introducing her to his family. From a couple of her comments, it wasn’t hard to figure out that she was a virgin. What a sweet thought, that he could initiate her into love making. His smile grew more contemplative. What a sweet thought indeed.




Graduation and What Follows



Graduation ceremonies at Queen Flavia University were extremely formal affairs. As the university graduated approximately two hundred students at the end of the spring semester, fifty at the end of the summer terms, and another hundred at the end of the fall semester, it was a simple matter of requiring that all students attend and allowing each graduating student to invite a total of five individuals to the ceremony. It was a hard limit, but students were allowed to give their invitations to others, and the theater chosen for the ceremony was very nearly full.




Dawn, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee attended in their formal student robes, wearing the same dresses or suits they’d worn to their tribunal assessments. Dmitri had invited his great aunt, Clarimonda, and his betrothed, Natalia Romanov. As his little sister, Gretel, was now attending school in the United States, she would not be present. He gave his remaining three tickets to fellow students with larger families.




It was a matter of pomp and circumstance. The arms of the original Queen Flavia, the current Queen Antonia, and the school itself were displayed. Smaller versions of each of the colleges and the city of Strelsau were also brought forth. A smaller version of the Strelsau Symphonic orchestra—with a new cello player—played the national anthem. The mace and sword were presented and set upon their stands. The matriculation board, all nine members, took their seats. Her Royal Highness, Antonia, the Princess Royal, representing her mother, the Queen, took her seat upon a throne of ebony and teak, and her dogs lay quietly at her feet. The faculty and staff entered, followed by the graduating students.




The Lord’s Prayer was recited in Latin by an English Episcopalian canon, John Tallis. He followed with a benediction in Ruritanian German for the commencement, and then everyone finally got to sit. M stepped forward from her seat to the lectern.




“Welcome,” M spoke as clearly as a Greek orator, her voice filling the space of the auditorium, “to the eight hundred and forty-second year of the Queen Flavia University. The university is the fourth oldest European university in the world, founded after the University of Salamanca and before the University of Cambridge. This marks the nine hundred and sixty-seventh graduation ceremony sponsored by the university, and we will be recognizing the achievements of one hundred ninety seven students from six colleges.




“Before the awarding of degrees begins, please take a moment to remember those of our number who have died since the last of these ceremonies,” she continued. “Bartholomew von Tor, Isabelle Delaroche, and Michael Smytheson, who died in honorable combat in the catacombs.”




Dawn remembered belatedly that the ghouls they’d fought had killed three students and bowed her head.




“Margery Kemp, murdered by Dracula,” M continued. “And Agnes von Holofernes, who died after violating the Code Duello.”




Canon Tallis reappeared and said a prayer over the five names, asking God to forgive them their sins and recognize their qualities and reminding everyone there that death was the great leveller, coming to every person, no matter their station. Everyone present bowed their heads and murmured ‘amen’ at the end.




Several speeches were given, first by the Princess Royal, who spoke in a hesitant and small voice, outlining the long relationship between the university and Ruritania’s monarchs, swearing to nurture the friendship, and announcing that she would begin attending the university in the Fall. She received nearly a minute of firm applause, the Ruritanian equivalent of screaming adoration. 




A man, unnamed on the program and unintroduced by anyone on stage, wearing grey robes woven with sigils neither Dawn nor Sabrina recognized, spoke next. He warned the graduates that they would be entering a half-world of mortality and magic. That, depending on their chosen vocation, they would face the evils of corruption and apathy on the common battlefields known to all humanity, or they would walk clearer paths that far fewer knew but were just as necessary. Not all dangers were encompassed by the world of demons, magic, and Hellmouths. Some, just as dangerous, were drawn by nations, corporations, banks, diseases, religion, and tribalism. Their duty was towards the good, the things which drew people together in friendship, eased suffering, protected the innocent, and succored the poor. It took Dawn the entire speech to find the subtle signs that he was a demon, but the signs—his breathing rate, his eyes, his earlobes, and the extra finger on each hand—weren’t enough to determine what kind he was.




Professor Jones spoke, explaining the graduates’ duties to the remaining students, the doctoral students’ duties to the graduate students, the graduate students’ duties to the undergraduate students, and every student’s duties to the greater world. 




“It’s a cold and lonely universe out there,” he said. “Whatever you can do to kindle a light and help another soul makes it more bearable for others.”




Herr Shang took the stage again and awarded several medals for exceptional acts by students. Sabrina was called up to the stage to accept hers. Tarlenheim was also awarded one. Each student called strode up to the stage, accepted their medal and walked back to their seat, giddy with the recognition. When Sabrina returned, Dawn hugged her, Cole and Lee reached over to pat her shoulder, and Clarimonda gave her a gracious incline of her head. Natalia glanced at her.




Finally, M returned to the lectern, and the process of graduation began. Doctoral students, all seven of them, went first. All of the candidates, three women and four men, had been knighted at some point for their achievements. Two of them were of the aristocracy and bore titles other than the knighthoods they’d won. 




The Master’s degree candidates, forty-six, succeeded them. Ten of them had been knighted for their works. The remaining one hundred forty-six filed up to the stage. The students were read off in alphabetical order, while the audience sat patiently, and family members clapped quietly for their loved ones crossing to where M stood, waiting.




“His Illustrious Highness, Graf von und zum Hentzau, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri the Seventh, Order of the Raven, and Order of the Blue Rose,” Professor Jones recited.




Dawn, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee all stood and screamed at the tops of their lungs.




“Woooohoooo! That’s our boy!”




“Yeehaw!”




“Woo! Woo! Woo! Woo!”




“You da man, Hentzau! You da man!”




Every eye in the auditorium turned towards them as they pumped their fists, high fived, and fist bumped during his walk across the stage. Clarimonda, sitting next to Lee, looked up at them a bit askance, as if she’d been seated next to Visigoths at a dinner party. Natalia ignored them entirely. Hentzau paused during his walk, turned to face them, and cut a flourishing bow. When he straightened, he threw them a kiss.




When Hentzau reached M, she flashed them a very jaundiced look, and they went silent and took their seats. After handing Hentzau his parchment and shaking his hand, M dismissed him with a nod and stepped over to the lectern again.




“We would appreciate if the audience could refrain from such displays of enthusiasm for the remainder of the ceremony,” she said in a withering voice.




The four ducklings only grinned. Clarimonda gave them another, very wary look.




They managed to sit quietly for the rest of the ceremony, though a couple of times, Lee looked like he might just take out his cellphone. Glares from everyone else kept him from moving further.




At the end of the ceremony, each of the degree recipients stood, and on a tiny gesture from M, threw their caps in the air, and the ceremony was complete. Large as the crowd was, the audience was directed out several exits, and the students drained through a completely different one, to meet them in the square, where several smaller parties had already started. Dmitri met them, separating himself from a crowd of fellow students, shaking hands and giving occasional hugs.




“Congratulations!” Sabrina squealed, hugging him.




Dawn joined in, and then Cole and Lee both grabbed them from the outside, making it an enormous group hug. Clarimonda waited patiently. Natalia looked bored.




When they let go of him, Dmitri turned to his great aunt.




“I’m glad you could come,” he told her, giving her a gentle hug.




“You’re the first Hentzau to graduate from Flavia in nearly a hundred years,” she said. “How could I not attend.”




He gave her his cap, and she held it to her chest.




“Thank you for inviting me, Dima,” she whispered.




“You are my family,” he told her, hugging her again. “You will always matter to me.”




Clarimonda looked away for a moment, touching the corner of one of her eyes, and then recovered herself. 




“I left the household in an uproar for your party tonight,” she said. “Perhaps I should return, to lend my assistance.”




“We’ll make the rounds here, Aunt,” he responded. “And see you back home in two hours.”




Gehring took Clarimonda’s arm and guide her to the car. Natalia took her turn, drawing Dmitri down for a kiss that he didn’t fight and didn’t participate in.




“I’ll stop by your party with your gift, liebchen,” she told him, doctoring the smear of crimson lipstick she’d left on his mouth. 




“You’re welcome to, Talia,” he told her, taking a handkerchief out of his coat pocket. “But please remember that I’ll have my guests to see to. I won’t be able to give you my undivided attention.”




“We’ll see,” she answered, and left without saying goodbye.




Dmitri wiped his mouth off, looking annoyed, and turned to his ducklings.




“Well,” he started.




“What’s wrong with your aunt?” Sabrina asked, face folding with concern.




“She’s looking kind of frail,” Lee noted. “Her fingertips were purple.”




Dmitri sighed and looked away for a moment. “She had a hard time accepting the necessity of moving Gretel to Dawn’s family in Cleveland. I…had to explain the circumstances in more detail than I would have preferred. She understands that she’s been compromised.”




Compromised because the Queen had used the oath of fealty to draw more than obedience a noblewoman owed her monarch. From what Dmitri had seen, every Ruritanian person of nobility over the age of twenty-five had been similarly compromised.




“Jesus, does she know if—” Cole started.




Dmitri interrupted him with a shake of his head.




“Not now, and not out in the open,” he ordered. “There’s nothing you or I can do at this point anyway.”




“Um, so what now?” Dawn asked. 




The crowd around them had begun to disperse, people going their own ways with family and friends to celebrate their graduation.




“My dinner party starts in three hours,” he replied. “We have two hours to enjoy the many less formal affairs. The bars and restaurants around the square all have some traditional offering for graduates.”




They started a two hour pub crawl that made it less than half the way around the square before they had to head home. By the time they arrived home, both Cole and Lee were well buzzed, Dmitri looked relaxed, and Dawn and Sabrina were tipsy with half a yard on squiffed. They all paused in the foyer as they allowed Finnegan and Gehring to take their formal robes—now coated with spilled beer, glitter spray, dyed ostrich feathers, and a few sequins.




“Dawn,” Sabrina called, mounting the stairs like an expedition to Kilimanjaro, “I’ve got sober juice upstairs. Come on, before the guests arrive.”




“I need some,” Cole said. 




“I’ll say,” Lee answered. “Where’d you get that hollow leg?”




“Family trait,” Cole replied.




“I don’t need any,” Lee told Sabrina and abruptly fell against the wall. “Okay, maybe a little.”




“I’ll be right up,” Dawn called. “I’ve got to get the thingie that I lent Dmitri back.”




“What thingie?” Sabrina called.




“You know,” Dawn yelled, grasping for more specific vocabulary, “the thingie with the doohickey, like the one thingie that Dima didn’t actually have on him.”




“Oh! Oh, right!” Sabrina said. “That thingie! Yeah, we should totally get him one!” 




“I’ll be right up,” Dawn yelled and went towards the library and Dmitri’s office.




She knocked sloppily on the door, thinking it was a really, very good thing that Sabrina had figured out a potion to disintoxify someone. They were all pretty solidly intoxicated. Definitely into the not driving zone.




“Hey, Dima,” she called. “I need my thingie back!”




The door opened just as she went to knock again, and she fell over, unbalanced by the lack of door. Dmitri caught her by the shoulders and set her back up again.




“You should not be allowed to drink unchaperoned,” he told her.




He’d taken off his jacket and tie, unbuttoned his shirt and cuffs, and rolled up his sleeves. It was the equivalent of Lee or Cole running around in their underwear. Dawn was suddenly very aware of the bare skin at his neck and forearms.




“I thought I was,” she said, trying to stand up for herself. She posed with her arms crossed and then had to put one arm on the door as she’d started to list in that direction. “I had my fellow ducklings and my mentor with me. What trouble could I get into?”




He flashed her a smile that spoke of miles of trouble unexplored.




“What was it you needed?” he asked.




“Oh,” she paused, blinked, and rubbed her thumb between her eyebrows. “Thingie. The thingie I lent you before the cereremo, surmeromy, the graduation thing.”




He gave his head a little shake. “No idea what you’re talking about, Summers. Can you remind me?”




“The thingie,” she repeated and then tried to gesture putting something small through another object and ended up pushing her index finger through a hole made by her other index finger and thumb. “You know to, to, for the, not the string, smaller, sew stuff, into the—grrr, do, re, mi, fa, so—the thingie.”




Dmitri watched the gesture and color began to warm his cheeks until they were pink.




“Needle pulling thread!” Dawn declared in triumph. “The needle threader!”




“The…what?” He shook his head. “Oh, that thing! Of course. I didn’t actually thread a needle with it.”




He began checking his pockets. It took a few moments until he found it, and he held it up to her.




“What did you use it for?” she asked, curious.




“Secret,” he said, grinning.




In fact, he’d been smiling for quite a while now, and he was still smiling at her.




“Your Illustrious Highness,” Dawn said, “are you drunk? If you are, I think I’m going to be scandalized.”




He considered this. 




“Not quite, but close,” he admitted. “I have my own sobriety potion, and I knew I would haven’t to worry about Talia or any of my other bothers for a couple of hours, so…what? What’s wrong?”




She was staring at his wrist where he held up the threader for her. The line of fang scars he’d once shown her was still there, and she remembered what he’d told her, how Dracula’s wives had captured him. He hadn’t had to, but he’d risked revealing that much so she’d know she wasn’t alone. She reached up and touched them, her emotions changing from silly banter to sudden heartache without warning.




“I’m sorry,” she whispered, running her fingers across the scars. “I’m so sorry.”




“It’s all right,” he answered, his voice much softer. “It was years ago.”




“They still hurt, don’t they?” she asked.




Hers did occasionally, and there was nothing to do but bear it.




He nodded, and then he reached out and brushed back her hair to expose her neck. She wore makeup over the scars Dracula had left on her, but Dmitri knew where they were.




“It fades over time,” he said, and she felt his thumb brush over her scars. “So do the dreams.”




“Dima,” she started, looking up into his eyes, and realized she didn’t know what she was going to say.




As quickly as her emotions had changed from silliness to sadness, they changed to something else, and it took her a moment to realize what it was. Want. Longing so strong, it was very nearly need.




“Dima,” she said, scared at the intensity.




“It’s all right,” he whispered.




His hand opened and cupped her face, his thumb resting against her earlobe. She tilted her head back a little and felt his breath stir against her skin as he leaned in, lips barely parted.




And just as their lips brushed, the front door slammed open, and Talia called out.




“Dima! Come get your present!”




Dawn reeled back, shocked and horrified and so confused she felt sick.




“Dima!”




“In a moment!” Dmitri yelled back, and it was the first time Dawn had ever heard him raise his voice outside of battle. “Dawn, wait, please.”




“What is this?” she asked. “Is this…what, you graduate, and I’m not your protegée anymore, so I’m fair game?”




He went wide eyed with shock. “Dawn, no.”




“I am not one of your shopgirls, Dima,” she hissed at him, pushing him away. “Goddammit, I deserve better than that.”




“Dima!” Talia called, nearly at the library.




“And so does she!” Dawn whispered before turning and running away.




She ran for the back stairs so Talia wouldn’t see her, and he let her run, cursing himself for his stupidity.




“Dima!” Talia crowed as she entered the library, Finnegan behind her, trying desperately to gather the Grand Duchess’s belongings and delay her arrival.




“What?!”




Both Talia and Finnegan stopped, shocked, and stared at him. He gathered his drunken wits as best he could.




“Your pardon, ladies,” he apologized. “I just received some…frustrating news.”




“Well, you can at least behave long enough to enjoy your gift,” Talia said, lifting a covered box onto the table outside his office.




Whatever was inside the box hissed, and he nearly groaned. She pulled the cover off with a flourish, frightening the long legged, huge eared cat inside. It hissed again, ears flattened against its skull.




“It’s a Savannah cat, liebchen,” she said, looking extraordinarily pleased with herself. “They’re hybrids between domestic cats and servals. I got you a first generation so you can breed if you like. I still have my female, you know.”




She’d had a female Savannah that had gone mad, kept in deplorable conditions because it never occurred to Talia that an exotic animal might need more complicated care than an oven mitt. Dmitri had contacted a rescue organization and paid for the poor animal’s upkeep once it was clear that Talia had tired of its fascinating looks and couldn’t be bothered to tame, let alone train it.




He rubbed his face, wishing he’d had the presence of mind to force down the sobriety potion the moment he’d gotten home.




“Finnegan,” he said quietly, “would you please consult with Farber to find a place for my…gift tonight. I’ll see about more permanent accommodations tomorrow.”




“Oh, you just have to take it with you to the embassy,” Talia urged him.




Finnegan draped the cage again and carried it to the kitchen. God only knew what Farber was going to do with twenty guests showing up for dinner in the next forty-five minutes.




“We’ll see,” he answered. “I have no idea what the laws regarding these animals are in the United States.”




“To hell with their laws, Dima,” she said. 




“Was there anything else, Talia?” he asked. “I have to get dressed for dinner, and the ducklings will be down in just a few minutes.”




She smiled and drew a nail along the bare skin of his neck. His scars had never bothered her at all. Not even for a moment.




“That sounds promising,” she drawled. “I could help.”




“Thank you, no,” he said, more harshly than he intended. He took her hand in his and pushed it away from his throat.




“What is wrong with you, Dima?” she demanded. “You act almost as if you don’t want my company in bed, but you were quick enough to fuck me two weeks ago. Is your conscience bothering you?”




“No,” he answered. “Is yours?”




She rolled her eyes at him. “Is this about Agnes? Or her mother? God, if I thought you’d slept with either one of them, I’d laugh myself sick.”




“No, it’s not,” he answered.




“Then what?” she sighed, put out.




“Nothing you would care to understand,” he answered. “Now, unless you’d like to entertain my guests in my name, since I’m running late—”




“Good God, no,” she said, waving her hand in distaste. “I’ll leave you. Let me know when you’re back in town.”




“I’ll come see you,” he promised.




She left again without saying goodbye.







“I can’t go downstairs,” Dawn wept.




“Yes, you can,” Sabrina told her. “And you will.”




Her head was killing her, and her mouth tasted like she’d been sick and then someone had stored lint in her head. The problem with sobriety potions was there wasn’t one in existence that wouldn’t push you through all the symptoms of whatever hangover you’d earned in five minutes of misery while it burned the alcohol out of your system.




“I can’t,” Dawn wailed. 




“Dawn, look at me,” Sabrina ordered.




She crouched down in front of Dawn, and maybe it was her own fading hangover, or maybe she’d finally lost patience with Dawn’s life of drama, but she was as curt as Dawn had ever seen her.




“Whatever happened, forget about it, okay?” Sabrina said. “You and I both know that Dima wouldn’t have touched you if you hadn’t practically screamed ‘take me’, so you do not get to go blaming just him.”




“I’m not!” Dawn declared. 




“There’s still time to go back down and finish the job,” Salem said, curled up on Dawn’s slip.




“You’re not helping, kitty!” Sabrina snapped.




“What am I supposed to do?” Dawn asked. “What am I supposed to say?”




“Nothing,” Sabrina said. “You were both drunk. You both slipped up. You said he looked upset too, so you just pretend it didn’t happen.”




“Why?” Dawn wailed. “Why did I do that?”




“Oh for heaven’s sake, Dawn,” Sabrina said. “You like him. Okay? You like like him. It’s been obvious, like, forever, and you practically had it tattooed on your forehead since you came back from The Hague. And by the way, he likes you. Likes like you, since you’re so bad at figuring this out, and yes, he has for a while, and yes, he had it tattooed on his forehead since The Hague as well.”




“It’s that obvious?” Dawn asked, horrified.




Sabrina gave her a look.




“But it’s not supposed to work this way,” Dawn protested. “I’m supposed to go home, and Xander’s supposed to fall in love with me.”




“Dawnie, if you actually still believe that,” Sabrina said, “I’m going to send you to one of my aunts so they can put a brain in your skull.”




Dawn stared at her, shocked. Then she started crying.




“A little too much that time, kiddo,” Salem advised her. “Pull it back and try again.”




Sabrina sat down beside her and took her hand. 




“Okay, so you had a plan when you got here,” she told Dawn, “and that’s good. People should have plans. It’s a lot easier to get stuff done when you have a plan, even if it’s not the stuff you planned to do.”




“House said something about that,” Dawn whimpered.




“Right, okay, I’m guessing he was kind of a jerk about it,” Sabrina said. “So I’ll try the non-jerky route. I figure, not having met your family in person, but knowing you and that you’re the kid sister and you’ve been the kid sister all your life, that you want everyone to see that you’re an adult and treat you like one. If Xander fell in love with you, that would be one way to accomplish that. He wouldn’t date his friend’s kid sister. He would date his friend’s grown up, sexy sister. But there are other ways to get what you want, and that includes walking back into the Slayers Council and slapping down blue roses, an Antikythera device, five kilograms of petrichor, a map of Denmark, and a thank you note from Sherlock Holmes.”




Dawn considered this.




“You think that would work?” she asked.




“Hmmm, let me thin— Yes,” Sabrina answered. “If it doesn’t, then the new council is as stupid as you keep saying the old council was. Dawn, you helped kill an entire army of vermis demons. You helped kill a ghoul. You were knighted for helping to kill Dracula. Not even your sister could pull that off!”




“But…what about Dima?” she asked.




Sabrina shrugged. “I don’t blame you for kissing him.”




Dawn groaned and put her face in her hands.




“But just like you said, he’s taken,” Sabrina reminded her. “So, unless he somehow breaks up with Talia, he really doesn’t get a say.”




“I just don’t think I can face him,” Dawn said, looking up at her roomie.




“Like he’s going to make a scene?” Sabrina asked. “He’s not Lee, Dawn. Just behave like a normal person, and he will too.”




Dawn took her roommate and best friend’s advice, and when she entered the parlor where all of Dmitri’s guests circulated before dinner, she managed to give him a smile and a nod when he introduced her to the mayor of Strelsau and the Duke of Strakenz. He gave her a smile and a nod in turn, and the evening went far easier than she’d feared.




Two weeks later…



The offices of the Emperor of Russia in exile were ostentatious to the point of tackiness to Dmitri’s senses. If there was a lesson the Romanovs had learned, it was that accumulating their wealth at the expense of their people might lead to riches untold, but it also got them killed. The survivors of the Bolshevik revolution had transformed their wealth into the impenetrable world of global banking and shell corporations. They owned more land in multiple different countries than many countries had within their border, but it was all managed by one of a hundred different holding companies, and very rarely could it be traced back an individual member of the Romanovs. They had not pushed for their right to the crown of Russia since the early 1930s and instead found their lives much more pleasant playing a family of imperial exiles in France, Luxembourg, Ruritania, Monaco, and other friendly states. Not even the Nazi occupation of those lands had disrupted their lives.




Dmitri looked around at the walls he’d seen only four times in his life—when his father had brought him for a visit, when the betrothal papers were signed, shortly after his parents’ deaths, and now. His family didn’t mind a show of wealth. They didn’t own it or display it if it wasn’t of exquisite craftsmanship and possessed some degree of rarity. The Romanovs were vulgar, and he’d always thought so.




When welcomed into Emperor Alexander VI’s Luxembourg office, with its nymphs and satyrs carved into the desk, ormolu furniture, recently acquired zebra, giraffe, lion, and polar bear skins, and walls papered with silk scarlett griffins, he kept his opinion to himself and remained standing.




“Your Highness,” Talia’s father greeted him.




The man had the coldest brown eyes he’d ever seen.




“Your Imperial Majesty,” Dmitri greeted him. “I’m here as a courtesy.”




“Oh?”




“I’ll be seeing Her Serene Highness, the Grand Duchess Natalia shortly and asking for her consent to nullify the betrothal,” Dmitri told him. “I’m advising you before I make my request in the expectation that you will support her in whatever answer she gives.”




“I’ll do no such thing, boy,” the tsar replied, sitting back and eyeing him. “I will never grant her my permission to dissolve the betrothal, and she knows it.”




“Then I’ll have no choice but to sue for nullification,” Dmitri answered, his cheeks coloring at the insult but keeping his temper.




“On what grounds?” the tsar laughed.




“Adultery,” Dmitri replied.




Before the tsar could laugh in his face, Dmitri tossed one file down on the desk in front of him.




“This documents Talia’s last indiscretion,” he told the tsar. “No more than three weeks ago. A race car driver at Monte Carlo. The included thumb drive has copies of that file and every other act of adultery she’s committed since the betrothal papers were signed nine years ago. I assure you, there are multiple copies of these documents cached with various people, all of which will be forwarded to the executrix of my will should anything untoward become of me.”




“You’re no more innocent than she is,” the tsar snapped. “All this will do is set the stage for a battle in the canonical courts. Our estate can face the financial drain far better than yours.”




“On the contrary,” Dmitri answered, tossing down a second, much thicker file. “That is a record of every single woman I have kept company with since the betrothal papers were drawn up. Their contact information is in there as are the depositions each of them signed stating that it was a relationship of patronage only, with no quid pro quo of any kind required or accepted. More than half the depositions are recorded on video. Be aware that my executrix has all the same information available to her, and each of the young ladies has been informed that should anyone attempt to influence their testimony, they are to report it to her immediately. Steps will then be taken.”




He watched as cogs and wheels turned behind the tsar’s eyes. There had been vicious infighting among the family over the years, so anyone who could claim the patriarchy was no fool.




“Who is your executrix?” the tsar asked.




The wrong answer would have signed Dmitri’s death warrant before he’d left the building. Thankfully, he had the right answer.




“The head of Queen Flavia University’s matriculation board,” he answered. 




From the anger that narrowed the tsar’s eyes, Dmitri knew it was a powerful check.




“You want a nullification?” the tsar asked. “You’ll still lose all your family promised us, including Saint Dreux.”




“And your family will lose all it promised me,” Dmitri reminded him. “I have no wish to make enemies of the Romanovs. I simply wish to be free of the betrothal.”




“That is a steep price to pay,” the tsar said, watching him with canny eyes. “I’ll have my lawyers review the matter and get back to you.”




“No,” Dmitri said. “As I explained, this is a courtesy only. I’m leaving for Talia’s from here. You’re welcome to ask your lawyers to review the status of every pending property, but I wonder…will you be able to stop them from talking about it to other family members? Or those outside the family?”




The tsar didn’t respond.




“Your family is an international corporation with pockets far deeper and resources far greater than any even my family can muster,” Dmitri said. “But for all that, my people are loyal to their souls. Hentzau has never betrayed a loyal servant. Can the Romanovs say the same?”




The tsar glared at him.




“You’ve made your point,” he said. “You’re excused.”




Dmitri made a stiff half-bow to him, far less than the courtesy he accorded M or Princess Antonia.




“One more thing, Your Grace,” he said. “I’ve seen what you did to her.”




The tsar’s glance flashed up to him, away, and then back up. He stared silently.




“I’ve seen the marks you left on her,” Dmitri said. “You can thank a serum of True Sight for that. Your daughter’s flaws were all planted by you, and you are a damnable beast for using her. She was a child. I’ve had enquiries made. If you take your temper or your vengeance out on Talia, those enquiries will be published anonymously, and they’ll linger on the lips of every gossipmonger and anti-monarchist in Europe for decades. I think you’ll find the world has changed, and even a man of your stature can be brought down for sins that heinous.”




He turned and left before the tsar could respond.







“You’re joking,” Talia laughed.




“I’m not,” Dmitri answered calmly. “It’s the only way to get what I want.”




She got up, flicked her cigarette in the direction of an ashtray, and stalked over to him.




“And what do you want, Dmitri?” she demanded. “It’s only a bit of quim. Half the girls of the university would spread their legs to you if you asked. The other half can be bought.”




“She can’t,” he replied. “And she won’t. And I wouldn’t want her if she did.”




She laughed again, but it was nervous.




“Good God, you almost sound like…” she came around and stared into his face. “You are. You’re in love with that little flirt. You’re mad.”




“I never said I wasn’t,” he answered in a reasonable tone.




“You’ll nullify our betrothal for a chance at that girl?” Talia asked, incredulous. “Annul the contract and take the cost to your family’s estate? It’s more than twenty percent of your holdings!”




“Twenty-three percent, as of a month ago,” he corrected her. “And yes, I will.”




“Oh, fine!” Talia answered. “And when she’s done with you, or she says no to begin with, you’ll come straight back to me, and Father will draw up an even more heinous agreement than the last.”




“Talia,” Dmitri said as gently as he could. “Whether she says yes or no, whether she tires of me or not, I won’t be coming back.”




Talia rolled her eyes. “You say that now. I promise not to throw it back in your face, Dima. See how sweet I am?”




He took her by the arms and met her eyes, following them when she tried to look away.




“Talia, on my honor,” he said, “I am not coming back to you. Take what the contract allows you and enjoy it with my blessing. We won’t be together again.”




“Oh, you’re impossible!” she snapped, pushing his hands off. “God, your sentimentality makes me ill, Dima. Just get it over with and try to be quiet about it, will you? The last thing I need is to be made a laughing stock because I allowed you more leniency than was wise.”




He sighed.




“I have the document here,” he told her. “If you don’t mind, I happened to bring a witness.”




At his gesture, the butler allowed a man with a clerical collar to enter the room.




“Fine, fine,” Talia said, waving her hand. 




Dmitri took out the paper, unfolded it, handed Talia a pen, and held the paper down while she signed it. Then Dmitri signed it. The canon watched with calm eyes, took the pen and signed as witness. When it was done, Dmitri blew on the ink to dry it, folded it back up, and slipped it into his inner jacket pocket. 




“Thank you, Talia,” he said. “I bid you adieu.”




He bowed to her and left, the canon following closely behind.




“Idiot,” Talia said, watching him go. “Fool.”







The goodbyes in Prague had been difficult. Sabrina, Cole, and Lee were headed off to Rome before they met Sabrina’s mom in Cairo. Dawn had taken some extra days in Paris and London to make up for the ones she’d lost at the beginning of the semester when she’d been so sick. They weren’t parted just by thousands of miles of distance, but also by hours of time. They were now seven hours apart by the clock, which made coordinating phone calls and video calls significantly more difficult. Once they were out on the dig, it would be impossible except for satellite phones, which were for emergency only. They’d be down to snail mail, something Dawn had never had to depend on except for birthday cards from her grandparents.




She stopped in New York City for two nights, and then took another flight to Cleveland, and then a cab to the house. She stopped on the sidewalk just outside while the cabbie piled her luggage.




“Do you need any help, miss?” he asked.




“No thanks.” She smiled and handed him a tip. “I’ve got minions.”




She picked up her brand new bag of holding, a gift from Sabrina before they parted. More storage, better external decorations, keyed to Dawn, Sabrina, Cole, Lee, Dmitri, Herr Shang, Professor Jones, and M, and written with built in wards and charms to prevent stupid people from destroying it, bring it back to her if it were lost, and regenerate damage beyond normal wear and tear. The first thing Sabrina had put in it was the t-shirt she’d gotten from her mom, the one that had almost been destroyed in the game of Assassin during midterms. 




She had a couple of other bags, mostly for looks, because you didn’t fly from Prague to Cleveland without luggage and not raise some eyebrows. She touched the gate, which was now chest high and filled with ornamental detail in the wrought iron. 




“Hi, Chataigne,” she greeted the house and the tree and dryad within, “do you remember me?”




The gate shivered under her hand and a slow wave of leaves and branches began to dance outward from the nearest trees towards the house. Dawn bit her lip, smiling, picked up her bags and stepped in just as all the doors in the house flew open and people, dogs, cats, other animals, and yes, a llama, came running out towards her.




She dropped her bags inside the gate to pick up a small white bunny. She cuddled it to her chest.




“Baxter!”




Greetings, Lady Dawn. I am glad to see you home.




“Dawn!” Lucy squealed and threw herself at Dawn.




“Lucy, hi!” Dawn gasped.




“Dawn!” And there was Gretel, Dima’s little sister, looking like she’d spent the entire time out in the sun getting freckles and streaks of blonde in her hair. “Dawn!”




“Gretel! How are you?”




Dawn let go of Lucy to hug Gretel.




People all around her called her name, reaching in to touch her, trying to hug her, taking bags to carry to the house, babbling news at her. Finally, Jenny reached her.




She gave Dawn a warm hug and let go.




“You could have called,” she said. “We would have come and gotten you.”




“I like the sneak attack better,” Dawn said. 




“Come on,” Jenny said, pulling her towards the house. “Buffy’s down in the glade, Xander’s out in the back, and Willow’s in town. I think we’ll give up on the idea of classes for the next hour. Let’s get you a snack and bring everybody back up to speed. How was your trip.”




“It was good,” Dawn said. “Long, though. I was ready to come home. I really missed you guys.”




“We missed you too,” Jenny answered, giving her another hug.
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