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For those who look at the stars
and still have dreams shared with the universe.
May all your dreams come true.
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Prologue
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Chapter one

Rosemary







‘Call Doctor Stevens immediately!’

Everything was dark, perhaps a dream. No, it had to be a nightmare from which I couldn’t wake up. Everywhere I looked, there was nothing but darkness. Yet, despite that, I seemed to see through it, as if it didn’t bother me. I took a few steps, shouting and screaming at the top of my lungs, hoping someone might hear me and rush to help.

I was alone.

‘Call the doctor, now!’ 

A light struck me, blinding me, but I still covered my face. Even attempting to see what was happening seemed impossible; there was a force preventing me from doing so. 

When I opened my eyes again, almost certain the light had disappeared, I found myself in the hallway leading to my parents’ bedroom. Nothing unusual, except everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. But what was even worse was the little girl I saw crying near the bedroom door. I would have recognised her among a thousand: I had woken up with that same face reflected in the mirror for years.

‘There are complications with the delivery. Bring more blood bags.’ Some witches passed right through me without even noticing. Cautiously, I approached the little girl and tried to look into the room, but all I found was darkness. 

I had never had the courage to look at what was happening.

The vampires had been sent away to monitor a possible reaction to the blood. I sighed. I had never paid attention to that detail as a child. I crouched to try to calm her… to calm myself, but just as the witches had passed through my figure, so did my hand, unable to rest on the shoulders of a young Rosemary.

I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came out, distancing me from any interaction with the dream. And there, before my eyes, a younger version of myself continued to cry uncontrollably. Alone, at the mercy of her mother’s screams, without anyone noticing her. Without anyone explaining to her that they were doing everything they could and that her mother would survive. But, just as for a vampire, blood was nothing but lifeblood – much like eating and drinking were for humans – losing it only stripped us of every moment we had lived. Every leap, every run, every captured prey, and every moment lived, all sped up before the eyes of the vampires and within their veins. Death, which seemed so distant because of their immortality, precipitated its arrival with a suffering far worse than physical pain. 

I had never understood how dangerous it could be, until I heard my mother’s screams on the day she gave birth to the twins. The only birth that had followed mine, and therefore without any preparation at all for what was happening. 

As I would come to understand later, the only reason I was born in a hospital was due to a trip my parents had taken. And the absence of anyone willing or able to help them bring a new baby into the world.

‘Rose!’ 

I turned around, rising abruptly, and approached Gabriel, reassured by a familiar face, albeit one that had been rejuvenated. But he wasn’t looking at me; instead, he was focused on the little Rosemary, crying in front of the door to her parents’ room. Gabriel threw some towels on the floor, a detail I had forgotten, as he moved closer to my figure.

‘Gabe… Mum—’

‘Shh, Mum will be fine. We have all the doctors and witches we need.’ He draped his jacket over my shoulders, holding my hands. ‘You’re freezing, little sister.’

I shook my head, perhaps because I didn’t believe him, perhaps because I didn’t think it mattered. He helped me to my feet, gently urging me to move away from the hallway, and thus, from the room. 

But when I tried to follow them, something held me in place. And once again, I saw a light, which led me back into the dark room I had come from.
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‘It can’t end like this. I don’t care what they say, Damien!’ That voice sounded familiar. I followed it, unsure if it would lead me to anything, until I reached a wooden door. It was red, with the emblem of the Vondrack family engraved on it. But it was just a door, not even attached to a wall. It couldn’t exist. After all, it was true that not everything in dreams made sense. I turned the handle, which clicked as if it were actually connected to something. I didn’t think I’d ever had such complicated dreams in my life.

‘It can’t end like this, Damien! There’s still half an hour; we can make it!’ 

Right, that voice must have been mine.

The door opened, revealing a group of children gathered in the garden of the Tussaud castle. Damien’s parents had organised an Easter egg hunt, but none of us were accustomed to such an event. The only reason they had done it was to give Gabriel and me something to think about other than the death of our brother. 

They had invited us to spend a few weeks with them, but for the most part, I had spent the first few days locked in my room. That was until a tiny Jolie came to ask me, in tears, to play because no one wanted to go egg hunting with her. 

Thinking about it now, maybe she had just tapped into her acting skills from a very young age because once she had convinced Gabriel and me, magically, her brothers joined in as well. 

Perhaps all three of them had planned it together.

‘But I don’t even know where we can find them, Rose. I don’t know where Mum has hidden them.’ 

I watched myself hold back tears, not even knowing how. Meanwhile, Jolie had started screaming, hitting her older brother.

‘You’re ruining everything. Be kinder, Damien!’ 

And Lucas, always attentive to what was happening, had already handed me a handkerchief, trying to calm me down. 

Yes, they must have organised everything themselves to help us. I couldn’t see Damien’s expression, as if it was obscured by the fact that I had never looked at him after I burst into tears. He was still and motionless, as if the film couldn’t move forward. But that dream, which was using my memories, seemed unable to work unless I looked at a specific point in that scene.

The vision, however, didn’t stop at that moment, whisking me away just like it had from the birth of the twins. I swayed on the grass, then sat on one of the swings in the garden. It seemed the only thing I could pass through were the people. 

I started to swing on it, focusing in an attempt to move the dream forward, but… nothing. The image was still, like a frame from any random movie. I wondered at the reason for these daydreams, why I had to revisit memories I was certain I wanted to forget, yet were now resurfacing.

‘I found another one!’ 

The image started moving again, and I saw our group running to reach a triumphant Jolie, who was showing off the egg she had found as if it were the greatest of trophies. ‘Did you see, Damien? I told you I was good!’

The little prince clapped, shaking his head and avoiding answering her. Another victory for little Jolie and more chocolate to eat after dinner. I smiled at that memory, watching us run around in search of more eggs. We only found two before it was time to head back, but Michelle, the mother of the Tussauds, still gave us the prizes she had prepared as if we had found all the eggs in the garden.
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‘It’s time to check the wound.’

I turned to my right but found no one. Yet that voice, that phrase, was being repeated endlessly. I stood up to start following it and arrived at the edge of a lake. Or perhaps, considering I was dreaming, it was just a puddle I had decided to enlarge. I wouldn’t have been surprised. I crouched down to observe the water, on whose surface a different scene was reflected, another memory from my past, and I leaned forward in an attempt to hear every conversation. 

It seemed that this was a night of memories.

Without meaning to, my hands touched the surface, and I fell into it, pulled by the scene itself.

When I opened my eyes again, I looked at the dry clothes I was still wearing and considered myself almost lucky. With the estate covered in white and the wind shaking the trees, I would have only caught a cold.

It was winter, the snow covered the Vondrack gardens, and two years had passed since the birth of the twins. I remembered that day by heart: Grandpa and Grandma had come to visit us early for Christmas, bringing an endless sea of gifts. 

It had only been one night since their arrival when the snow began to fall, and the next morning we woke up to a garden that seemed to have come straight out of a Renoir painting. I held back a laugh remembering how both Gabriel and I had thrown ourselves into the snow, even though we were only wearing our pyjamas. 

Mum didn’t greet our little stunt with a laugh as usual; instead, she fussed about the high fever we were bound to catch shortly after. She dragged us inside and forced us into a hot bath while Frederick made fun of us, letting us know about the sublime hot chocolate he had enjoyed in our absence. 

Mum had reminded us that only well-behaved vampires were allowed to drink it. However, after a few hours, we had managed to convince her to let us all play in the snow after lunch. More than anything, it had been Grandpa who persuaded her. He always had a way of getting others to do what made him happy, a skill I had never learned, despite idolising him for years.

‘Try not to hurt yourselves!’ Mum was wearing the most layers out of all of us.

It would still be years before the final transformation would make her immune to the cold. I wasn’t even sure if she could feel it, or if she was just wearing all those clothes to convince us to follow her example. It hadn’t worked either way, because despite us being well covered, she was the only one standing out there with all her winter layers.

‘Did you hear Mum? Do as she s… everyone down!’ Dad threw a snowball straight at Mum, hitting her with snow and getting a glare in return.

‘Do you really want to sleep in the guest room tonight?’ 

I chuckled, because I could picture Veronika in her place. 

Everything, from the expression to the movements of the queen, oozed the vampire I had known. Only, she seemed not to believe it, as if she still couldn’t see herself in the woman she appeared to be a carbon copy of.

‘Sorry, my love… it’s Dad’s fault.’ He pointed a finger at Grandpa, trying to shift the blame onto him. In response, his father hit him squarely, only to receive a slap on the back of the neck from Grandma.

‘Sweetheart—’ 

There he went again, trying once more. The only problem was that, among all those present, Grandma was the only one who never fell for his tricks. Even Mum fell for those same techniques more times than she did, the same ones used by Dad. 

But then again, like father, like son.

‘Next time you say “sweetheart,” your son will be sleeping in the guest room, but you’ll be out in the garden with the dogs you insisted on bringing.’

I missed those interactions.

I missed the laughter, the quarrels between my grandparents, and the rare but inevitable ones between my parents. They seldom fought openly; there were only those little discussions, and they seemed to be in a constant honeymoon phase. Perhaps, after all the problems that had plagued their family, they never found a good enough reason to argue.

I watched the scene shift, moving forward in time by a few hours. Mum had come back inside, exhausted, and Dad had followed her, while the grandparents stayed behind, watching us. Gabriel and I had decided to keep playing, at least until I fell on a snow-covered rock. I hit my head, which started bleeding. Maybe I didn’t hurt myself too badly, but I remember the tears I cried and the fear in Gabriel’s eyes.

‘Grandma, Grandpa!’ 

They had reached us in a rush, finding Gabriel scared and me, like a good princess, having painted the snow red, almost as if I were the new Snow White. 

Ah, what a scare I gave that day. Grandpa picked me up and rushed me inside, with Mum immediately back to fussing.
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‘We need to check the wound.’ 

I heard that phrase again, which, moving the dream forward in time, took me to a couple of days after the little accident. I was lying in bed reading a book when Grandma came in to check on me with a small first aid kit. Dr Sharma had told us not to worry, but to apply some ointment on the wounds and change the bandages. 

I had thought it was a bit excessive, but Mum wouldn’t hear it.

‘Is this really necessary? I’m fine, even the doctor said so.’ 

Grandma shrugged, sitting on the bed, and calmly started removing the bandages, making sure not to hurt me.

‘Maybe not, but your mother feels better knowing you’re safe.’ I scrunched my nose, nodding in agreement to her request. She responded by tapping it with her finger, smiling at me. ‘Let’s do it for her.’

As expected, the bandages were clean, as was the scratch I had gotten. Nothing serious, as I had thought, so I grinned watching the scene unfold.

However, to my great surprise, the gauze began to turn red, and the same happened to the pyjamas that the child version of me was wearing. A reddish stain started to spread across my chest, but neither she nor my grandmother seemed to notice. 

I held my breath when I felt pain coming from that spot, and that’s when I realised that the same stain was spreading across my adult self. 

The only problem was, I couldn’t wake up.








  
  

Chapter two

Veronika







I shouldn’t have done it.

I should never have trusted the hunters, especially knowing how I’d been raised. How could I have convinced myself they would really agree to take Rosemary in? How could I have let myself believe they wouldn’t try to kill us at the first opportunity? 

But, even worse, my mistake had only put my family in danger. The queen had been sent away on the first private flight out, while I had threatened everyone with a full-blown scene if they didn’t take me to Rosemary.

And now, it had been days since the girl had woken up, despite the doctors swearing they’d done everything possible. 

They hadn’t. Otherwise, Rose would have woken up.

‘Call the doctor, now!’ 

I turned to look down the corridor, where a group of nurses were rushing past, alarmed by whatever new emergency had just arisen. 

As long as the shouting had nothing to do with the hunters, though, I couldn’t have cared less. I was more than happy that they hadn’t followed us. In fact, I found it strange that they hadn’t been able to track us down. We had used fake names, and Rosemary had already been provided with false documents in the past. Yet, I didn’t believe the hunters would simply stop without trying to locate us.

‘Hey…’ 

The scent of coffee hit my nostrils, providing me with immediate relief. I hadn’t slept in days, none of us had. The Tussaud twins had joined us at the hospital with a small escort. Luckily for them, the hunters hadn’t spotted them, as their family had forbid them from coming with us. For protection, they said, something that made sense in hindsight.

‘Thank you.’ I took the one topped with whipped cream.

Maybe I should have eaten. It felt like the last time I had touched food was at lunch… or was it at breakfast? A day and a half without eating. I was draining myself of strength that would be useful if the hunters were to return.

‘How is she?’ 

I shook my head, unable to give Damien an answer.

He had spent as much time with Rosemary as I had with Caleb and Kirsten. They had grown up together and, for a period, they had even been engaged, though never romantically. For him and his brother, it must have been an even worse feeling. I didn’t know how he managed to remain so stoic in the face of the situation. Or perhaps he had to be, because he couldn’t afford to lose his mind as well. 

Part of me envied him.

‘Veronika, listen, maybe—’ I didn’t even let him speak, already knowing what he was going to say.

‘It can’t end like this. I don’t care what they say, Damien!’ I would never have abandoned her. I would never have allowed my old group to win in this way. They had been so blinded by their desire to rid the world of all vampires that they didn’t care about the victims they left in their wake. Two of the guards were dead, Rosemary was in the hospital, and the last image I had of my mother was of her pinned to the ground by a vampire.

I didn’t know if they had survived, and I felt guilty for wanting to know that information.

‘I wanted to tell you that you should rest. You didn’t eat anything for breakfast, right?’ 

I shook my head again; the only response I could give him. It wasn’t important, and it didn’t seem like something I should be worried about. 

Damien handed me a bag, and I saw a glazed doughnut inside, meant to help me get through the next few hours. It would have been inviting if only I hadn’t gone without food for so long, because now all I wanted to do was throw up.

‘I’m not that hungry.’ It was a response that didn’t seem to please the vampire, as he crouched down in front of me, trying to force me to fill my stomach.

‘You need to eat or you’ll faint. You haven’t had anything to drink since the party on the beach.’ I lifted my gaze to look at the prince, who hadn’t let go of my wrists. ‘It’s not your fault, Veronika.’

‘Repeat that while looking at Rosemary, let’s see if she responds.’ I had been the one to organise everything; not him, nor the Vondracks. None of them had trusted the idea as much as I had. I bit my lip to stop myself from bursting into tears, and Damien seemed unsure whether to hand me yet another embroidered handkerchief or to hug me. The last time hadn’t gone so well, so I appreciated the attempt.

‘That’s not fair. None of us blame you for it, and Rose would say the same.’ 

And yet, I was blaming myself, and that wasn’t exactly something easy to forget.

‘It’s time to check the wound.’ The nurse on duty approached, and I could only hope she hadn’t overheard any of our conversation. Lucas followed behind her, phone in hand, firing off far too many messages, most likely to and from both his family and mine. I had turned mine off after it had rung while I was trying to talk to Rosemary, determined not to be disturbed.

We hadn’t given them any details, hoping to avoid unnecessary complications, but a bullet was still a serious matter, and the guards had been forced to deal with the police. In general, I had gotten off lucky by not being in the Hamptons when it all happened.

He smiled at me, placing his hands on my shoulders after stopping behind me. He must have barely slept as well, but perhaps he had the decency not to show it, unlike me. I squeezed his hand, offering him my coffee in return, hoping to give him some energy. I couldn’t understand how he didn’t hate me for almost getting the girl he loved killed.

‘Whipped cream?’ 

I pinched his side, trying not to get caught by the nurse.

‘You’re worse off than me, hurry up and drink.’ 

Damien should have focused more on himself. I could take care of myself. It wasn’t the first incident I’d witnessed, just the first one I’d caused. And having him hovering around me as if none of it was my fault certainly wasn’t helping. It was Rosemary who needed protecting, not me.

I watched the nurse check the machines whose numbers and lights meant nothing to me. Whatever they were saying, they definitely weren’t on my side.

‘Can we stay?’ I moved the chair aside to make room for her, but the woman shook her head, gesturing towards the door.

‘It would be better if you stepped out. Getting some fresh air might do you good.’ 

If it hadn’t been for Damien forcing me to walk away, I might have argued with her. Instead, I accepted the consequences and left the room, determined to return as soon as possible.
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Lucas had taken his brother away before I could strangle him, and I headed straight for the hospital vending machines. I was pretty sure all the cookie packs inside were expired, but I forced myself to buy some chocolate and a bottle of water. I hadn’t drunk properly in days, which at least explained the throbbing headache. 

One of the coins fell, rolling across the floor, stopping right at the feet of a forty-something man with ivory skin and a walking stick. He picked it up, examining it for some reason. Maybe he was hoping for a rare coin. In reality, I was just a penniless princess who, rather than using the family money, was scraping by with a few cents put together just to buy myself a coffee.

‘How much is it worth?’ The man shifted his attention to me, a broad smile, warm and kind, forming dimples on his cheeks. 

‘Sorry?’ I pointed to the coins in his hand. ‘You were examining the coin. Do I have a few thousand hidden away without knowing it because of that one?’ 

He burst into laughter at my question, slipping the coin into the vending machine.

‘Unfortunately, not as much as you hope.’ 

I pressed the button for water, then stepped aside for the man.

‘Luck has never been on my side…’ I feigned distress, watching him take his water in turn. ‘You…’

‘I’m here to see my granddaughter.’ He was quick to inform me, as I was too embarrassed to finish the sentence. We both sat on chairs, but unlike me, he seemed healthy and energetic. I wondered why he had come to visit his granddaughter, whether she had any other family besides this man, and what her situation was. Maybe, unlike us, he wasn’t overwhelmed by worry. He caught me staring, and, unfortunately, I didn’t manage to look away in time.

‘And you?’ 

‘A friend.’ 

The man nodded as if he were pondering my response. 

‘Your friend—’ he stopped, perhaps searching for the right words to say. ‘You know, I’m a big history enthusiast, as you may have noticed from the coin I picked up earlier.’

I wasn’t sure why he was telling me this, but it didn’t seem polite to point it out. It was the only normal conversation I’d had with someone in a very long time. More normal than the many ones about vampires I’d had even with my old family. 

‘You seem confused about why I’m telling you this, or am I wrong?’ I smiled at having been caught. ‘Anyway, as a good historian, I’m quite passionate about legends. Especially the ones that can save a life… you know, for my granddaughter.’

It made sense, though I still didn’t understand why he felt the need to tell me all of this.

‘That’s definitely a nice thought.’ At least he believed in some miracles, unlike us who had been blocked even by witches. 

The bullet had gone too deep, too close to her vital centre for any magic to work. In reality, I was almost certain they were just messing with us to gain some advantage.

‘Maybe… but one of the stories explains that those creatures who can take life can also give it to someone like them. With a sacrifice, of course.’ He coughed into a cloth handkerchief before looking at me. ‘But you’d have to go deep to do it, and there would be no turning back. Sometimes you have to bite life to hold on to it.’

I looked up to observe the man, but he didn’t seem to be paying attention to me. He was preoccupied, opening his water bottle, yet those words were too precise to be so casual. 

Vampire bites kill hunters, don’t they? That’s what they had taught us. They killed them because we were too similar, made to fight each other, not to join the vampires. And then, how could the man possibly know that story? Why talk about it with me?

‘I—’ I had thought about asking him why, when I realised that he had already left the room. He had disappeared without a trace, as if he had never existed.

Someone placed a jacket over my shoulders, and when I turned around, I saw Damien and his brother standing behind me.

‘Who were you talking to?’ 

I would have liked to know that, too.

I shook my head as I stood up, but even when I looked across the room, I couldn’t spot anyone.

‘Nobody… sorry.’ I handed the jacket to the vampire, who took it with a grimace. I knew he wasn’t happy about it, that he was trying to distract me. And perhaps, if the situation had been different, I wouldn’t have been so reluctant. ‘I’m going to check on Rose… alone, please.’

I ran off before they could stop me, heading towards Rosemary’s room. 

She was still motionless, asleep. The machine they had attached to her was monitoring every heartbeat. I approached quietly, watching her.

It was all my fault that she was in this situation. She had a family who loved her, the Vondracks, who considered her more of a daughter than they had ever considered me. There was Lucas, who loved her.

I didn’t have the same relationship with them, and my family would never take me back. Not that going back would have been the best solution.

But Rosemary had everything to gain, if only she would wake up. And if the man was right, sacrificing myself for her might be the only right thing I’d done in a long time. Otherwise, why would he have told me that story?

Please, wake up.

Maybe I was going crazy, or maybe I had been for a long time. After all, someone raised to kill couldn’t be all that normal, right? I might have laughed if only everything wasn’t so painfully real.

I felt something fall down my cheeks and tried to wipe away the tears I couldn’t stop. I deserved it, for having so easily believed I could decide who had the right to live.

But Rose deserved it.

It was the only thing I was sure of.

I looked at her face one last time, imagining it regaining colour and coming back to life. It was all that mattered now, all I could do for her.

So I bit her, just as I had done with the boy on the beach not long ago. And if biting the human had been painful, doing the same with Rose was even worse. I could feel everything burning, every single limb, every bone and muscle. Everything I had seemed to be falling apart with each passing second, while Rosemary’s heartbeat increased, matching mine.

I was almost certain I could hear her voice, even though her lips hadn’t moved, leading me to believe I had only imagined it, perhaps because I was so consumed by the hope of being able to help her. To be able to do something for her.

Maybe it wasn’t all a lie.

I kept repeating that to myself, trying to cling to the hope that would at least allow me to leave without any regrets. I hadn’t done anything useful anyway, while Rose still had a future ahead of her, if only she could break free from the Vondracks. She could do whatever she wanted.

I smiled at that thought, closing my eyes as the light seemed to grow ever more pressing. I might die, but at least I would have saved Rose.








  
  

Chapter three

Rosemary







‘Hey, is anyone there?’ 

I turned in the direction the voice had come from, but I couldn’t see anyone. I had returned to the dark room, with no help and no idea where I was supposed to go.

‘Where are you?’ I shouted, but the fact that I was dreaming didn’t give me much hope. Perhaps I was only imagining it all, and that voice was just another memory ready to surface.

‘I don’t know!’ It came from my right; I was almost certain of that. ‘I just know that… bloody hell, what is that? A spider?’

Had I ever had any incidents with spiders? I couldn’t remember anything specific.

‘I don’t know…’

‘Oh no, it was just my hat falling.’ 

I laughed, but in trying to hold it in, it came out as a half-grunt the queen would have despised. I walked towards the voice, feeling my feet grow warmer with every step I took. It was a strange dream, but I didn’t think there was much I could do other than keep going and see what was meant to happen.

‘Make sure there aren’t any hunters around.’

A new voice, a new memory. I was engulfed by the light that took me to the one place I had never wanted to return to: Frederick’s funeral. I remembered it clearly enough without having to dream it. I remembered it every time I had to wear a black dress, every time I read a poem by his favourite author, every time the peonies bloomed in the greenhouse. I tiptoed closer, even though they couldn’t see or hear me, hoping that the more time I wasted, the less of the funeral I would see.

Yet, the nightmare seemed to disagree. No matter how slowly I moved, the images seemed to wait for me, making sure I wouldn’t miss a single moment. Moments I would have paid to forget. I collapsed onto the damp grass, staring at the family crypt in front of which the queen had burst into tears. I watched her cling to her husband, trying to hide her emotions. My grandmother wore sunglasses to conceal her face, and my grandfather read Freddie’s favourite poem because none of us had the strength to do so. A witch waited to burn the body on a wooden pyre, while the last roses seemed to wither, one after another. 

I scanned the crowd for me and the rest of the Vondracks, sitting on some chairs. We were unrecognisable, hidden behind a sea of guards after a possible hunter sighting had almost cancelled the funeral. Gabriel was sitting next to Grandmother, clenching his fists to stop himself from breaking down in front of everyone. The new heir to the throne, a title that had fallen onto his head overnight. I held the twins close to me, sitting between them, our faces hidden by the hats they wore.

The concept of the afterlife for vampires was very different from the human one. While some believed in life after death and a higher being, vampires did not believe in any existence beyond death. Some transformed upon dying, as the result of a bite, while others were born among those granted eternal life. But once that was removed, there were no places that would accept vampires. For this reason, funerals were nothing more than a way for the family to say goodbye to their loved ones, rather than facilitating a passage.

‘Freddie won’t come back, will he?’ The scene changed, taking me to the twins’ room. Gabriel and I had decided to spend the night with them to help them sleep. However, it seemed we weren’t having much success, as neither of us had actually closed our eyes.

I saw myself holding Penelope, gently stroking her head, but I seemed to lack the strength to answer her. It was just one word, two measly letters. Telling her ‘No’ should have been the easiest thing, but I didn’t want to admit it, as if he could somehow return to us.

‘No, Poppy, he won’t come back.’ I sighed, watching Penelope take in the news without responding. 

Between Frederick’s death and that of our parents, I thought, the twins had been forced to grow up far too quickly. No child should ever have to face death so casually, as if there was nothing they could do about it. And yet, it was as if they had already accepted it, as if they were waiting for their turn to come as well. 

I crouched beside their bed, watching the children. I had been too focused on myself to notice their expressions, their feelings. That very evening, I had cried myself to sleep from exhaustion, but I had never once considered the children.

‘I’m sorry.’ I whispered, though neither of them could hear me, or see me. By now, I had lost the chance to give them a better childhood. I hugged my knees to my chest, hiding my face.

‘Hey, are you there?’ 

I jolted and lifted my head, finding myself back in the dark room. The voice that had called me at the beginning of the dream had returned, but this time it felt much closer. I followed the sound until I reached a figure with its back turned to me. It was impossible to miss; it stood out even though there was no light in the middle of the room.

‘Hey! Was it you who spoke?’ I asked, trying not to think too hard about the fact that I was having a conversation within a dream. Then again, it wasn’t the first time I’d interacted with someone in my dreams. Perhaps this was just the spark that triggered all my memories. Hearing me call out, the figure turned, slowly revealing the face of Veronika – whom, for some strange reason, I hadn’t recognised.

‘Rose?’ She looked almost surprised to see me, as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘I… I don’t understand. Did it work?’

‘Did what work?’ I asked, even more confused as she ran to hug me, as though I’d left her behind. It had to be a dream; there was no other way to explain such a gesture.

‘I… the bite, the old man… you. You’re – I mean, I don’t even know.’ 

She seemed just as disoriented as I was, and the tighter she held me, the more I began to think I’d gotten the wrong Veronika. If I ever told the real one about this vision, she’d probably laugh at how absurd it all was. ‘Where are we?’

‘A dream? You should already know everything, I created you… at least, that’s how it usually works. Why are you asking?’ 

She pulled away, but this time, rather than being confused or shocked at seeing me, she seemed not to understand the meaning of my words. I was starting to believe that this dream was more a result of exhaustion, as if even in my sleep, I had so little energy that I couldn’t control anything. 

‘It… it doesn’t make sense. You should wake up.’ She looked around, not even acknowledging my presence. It could have been the most absurd dream, but I decided to keep following it and see where it would lead me.

‘As soon as the alarm goes off…’ I whispered, holding back a laugh. The Veronika in my dream had the same patience as the real-life Veronika. But I was sure that if I told her about this dream, she would call me crazy.

‘No, you don’t understand. This wasn’t supposed to happen.’

‘This wasn’t supposed to happen.’ And there it was, the same old trigger word. I was enveloped by the light and found myself inside the villa. This time, Veronika was by my side, trying to study the place that was familiar to her.

‘What a strange kind of curse this vampire one is.’ She said, but I didn’t understand the meaning behind her words, and I didn’t try to question her further. Instead, I walked down the hallway and towards the only door that was open: Frederick’s room.

‘You promised me you’d stay to teach me how to dance!’ I stopped in front of the door, recalling which memory I was in. It was the week before his death, when I had argued with Frederick over his decision to leave with my parents.

‘I’ll do it when I return, Rosie. It’s only two weeks, you know it’s not right to leave Mum and Dad alone on these trips.’ He had tried to reason with me the whole time, but all I had done was hate him for choosing to leave me for yet another political meeting. I had never understood the importance of these meetings, or the fragile bonds that tied the vampires together, until I became a princess.

‘No, we both know it’s not like that. You come back, and then you leave again, you never keep your promises.’ 

It wasn’t my words that made me collapse to the floor, but Freddie’s face as he heard me say them.

‘What’s happening?’ Veronika asked, peering into the room and observing the scene. She didn’t seem shocked by what was going on, but then again, I couldn’t blame her; she couldn’t possibly know what this was about.

‘It’s a week before Frederick died. Our last meeting.’ I couldn’t even finish the sentence, choking on the words to keep myself from crying. ‘I… I didn’t know he was going to die. I didn’t understand why he always had to travel. I… I didn’t want to say those words, but I was angry, and I couldn’t stop myself, and he—’

‘Hey, hey, Rose, it’s okay. You don’t have to justify yourself. I don’t know that boy, remember?’ 

I nodded, but that didn’t stop the tears that had already begun to fall. Frederick tried to hug me, but I pushed him away, running out of the room, not before telling him how much I hated him. It was the last time I had seen or heard from him before his death.

‘A few days later, I called him at the hotel where they had stopped, but I couldn’t reach him. I never got the chance to properly apologise to him.’

And just as the dream had come, it dissolved, this time carrying us into my parents’ bedroom. Mum was lying on the bed; she had been there for days. Nothing had succeeded in rousing her. Not the visit from my grandparents after the funeral, nor her role as Queen. I couldn’t even remember how many days she had spent in that bed, barely eating and taking even less care of herself.

‘She…’

‘I think a part of Mum died with Freddie that day. She used to be just like you before he died.’ I looked at her again, clutching one of Freddie’s shirts tightly in her arms. She hadn’t noticed that, as a child, I was watching her, hidden behind the half-open door. ‘After that, it was like every corner held some sort of danger. She never laughed the same way again.’

‘What were they like?’ 

I watched Veronika as she moved closer to Mum, sitting on the edge of the bed. It was only a memory, a fragment of what I’d once glimpsed, and I was certain the image itself was flawed. But Veronika didn’t seem to care. She looked at her as if searching for something, frightened by what she saw.

‘Freddie was Mum’s favourite, even though she always said she loved us all unconditionally. I’ll admit, she never really showed any preference…’ I moved closer as well, settling at the foot of the bed like she had. ‘But Freddie seemed to hang on every word Mum said. It wasn’t worship… he wasn’t looking for approval – he didn’t need it. It was as if he knew that Mum needed affection more than anyone else.’

‘Was it hard for her to live as Queen?’ 

I was about to answer when, following her gaze, I noticed that the child version of me had decided to come closer. I held back a smile, watching myself enter the room. 

Mum still hadn’t noticed any of it, too consumed by her grief. I took a deep breath, refocusing on Veronika’s question.

‘It wasn’t difficult for her. She… it was as if she was born to rule. She was perfect, and she did it effortlessly.’ And she would have ruled better than I ever could. ‘But this wasn’t her world. She wasn’t born in a castle, her family hadn’t raised her to reign. I don’t know the exact details; Mum never spoke about it, but her marriage to Dad wasn’t planned. All I know is that, compared to Dad, she was the outsider, she was nobody. It didn’t matter how perfect she was.’

‘Mum…’ Struggling due to my height as a child, my younger self climbed onto the bed, and I watched myself approach Mum, crawling on the blankets to avoid bumping into her.

‘Rosie, hey…’ She had failed to hide the tears, I noticed, but then again, I didn’t think I had ever expected a different reaction.

‘It’s almost dinner time.’ I lay beside her, hugging her. ‘Dad thought we could order from that restaurant you like so much… if you feel like it.’

Mum’s smile didn’t seem convincing, just a way to mask her thoughts. She ran her hand through my hair, moving it with barely any energy. She was trying to appear present, even though she was still clutching Frederick’s shirt. As a child, I hadn’t understood the reasons for such attachment, at least not until they were the ones who left us. I had never stopped having their clothes washed and kept in the same way, just to preserve their scent. Going into their room, with the windows open and the same aroma lingering, kept them alive in a way. It was as if they had never left, as if they had simply gone on a long journey.

‘I… I don’t know, Rosie. I’m not that hungry.’

I couldn’t bear to watch that dream any longer. I pulled away from the bed, starting to walk away. I hoped that by leaving, the dream would vanish, too. That it would cease to exist, as if it were truly frozen in a single place, and by turning my back, I would distance myself from it. I couldn’t bear to look, to remember, not knowing how foolish I had been as a child.

‘Hey, Rose, wait for me!’ Veronika followed me as soon as she realised I was leaving. I turned to look at her, just as she had stopped to take one last look at her mother. 

The dream vanished suddenly, and this time we found ourselves at the seaside at night. We were on the balcony of a hotel, but I couldn’t remember what reason could have brought me to stay in that place. Or even which year it might have been.

‘What are we doing here?’ 

I shook my head, although I was sure my gaze should already provide all the answers the girl was seeking. From her question, I began to believe that she wasn’t the reason for this journey. And, being merely a product of my imagination, she couldn’t be the origin of the memory.

‘I suppose we’re waiting. Honestly, I don’t even understand half of what’s going on.’ I turned towards the room and noticed someone reading a book, while a small light bulb illuminated just enough to see into the room. ‘Look over there.’

I found a younger version of myself, engrossed in a book whose title I couldn’t quite make out. Veronika didn’t seem at all fazed by the dream, but I didn’t think it was really her thing. 

‘Listen, about earlier—’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ I interrupted her before she could say anything, leaning against the railing as I waited for the dream to move forward. I didn’t give Veronika a chance to speak, hoping she wouldn’t insist.

‘It’s not what you think. I just want to talk to you about something.’ 

I sighed, calling myself stupid for truly believing she might drop the topic. Before I could ask her to go ahead, though, someone started setting off fireworks. The lights caught the attention of my younger self, who ran outside to watch the explosions.

‘Well, at least it’s a nice dream.’ 

The huntress’s words made me laugh. I tried to hide it, moving away as soon as I realised I had stopped exactly where my younger self would have climbed onto the chair to watch everything. But mini-Rosemary, who had used a piece of wood as a makeshift platform, was looking at the beach rather than the sky. I then noticed two children standing there, playing. I waved at them, and both Veronika and I found ourselves spying on the two. 

I didn’t know the girl, because apart from Poppy, the only one I had ever met was Jolie. However, I did recognise the boy standing next to her. Although I couldn’t quite figure out what he was doing there on the beach.

‘The fireworks…’ I watched as Veronika leaned over to get a better look. ‘Can we get closer?’

‘No.’ I shook my head, shrugging at her question. ‘From what I’ve gathered, I can only dream about what I’ve seen with my own eyes. The way I saw it.’

I turned my attention back to the duo, but my mind was focused on Veronika’s words. She seemed absorbed by the scene, as if it was sparking a memory. Maybe a New Year’s Eve celebration with her family, one she didn’t remember celebrating, considering the sparklers the boy and – whoever his new friend was – were holding on the beach.

‘Does it remind you of anything?’ I couldn’t stop myself from asking, glancing back at the vampire.

‘It’s… I’m not sure, actually.’

I didn’t give her a chance to probe further, as young Rosemary fell off the chair, and the two on the beach were distracted, frozen in place. My gaze was fixed on the sparklers at that moment, so I couldn’t tell what they were doing. Before I could stand up again, the dream ended, pulling us back into the dark room.

‘Well, that was quick…’ I turned to the vampire, but she wasn’t paying attention to me.

‘I’m almost sure I remember something…’ Veronika was still fixated on that dream, to the point that she hadn’t noticed we had gone back.

‘You’ll remember. You’ve probably just had a similar holiday.’ 

Veronika nodded, convinced by my words. I didn’t rule out the possibility that she might have had a similar evening, perhaps before her training sessions.

‘Maybe I will…’ She didn’t seem convinced by my words, but I couldn’t understand the reason behind her expression. She looked around, crossing her arms over her chest before swaying on her feet. ‘Listen… thanks for showing me your memories. Now you should wake up, you can’t keep resisting.’

‘What do you mean?’ I was confused by the huntress’s request, or at least by my imagined version of Veronika.

‘The bullet. The operation is done, and so is the bite, now it’s your turn.’ Perhaps those words were meant to help me, but in reality, they were only raising more questions. I shook my head, unsure of how to respond, but Veronika stopped me before I could speak. ‘It will happen soon, anyway. I don’t think I can hold on much longer.’

Veronika began to reveal her left hand, which had been hidden under an oversized jacket, showing me an arm that had started to fade. It was translucent, as if it was slowly losing the ability to remain visible.

‘Why is it doing this?’ 

The vampire shook her head, embracing me before continuing to vanish.

‘What matters is that you’ll be fine. I was never cut out for all of this, anyway.’ 

I still couldn’t understand her words or why she was talking about bullets and operations I had no memory of.

Or at least, I hadn’t remembered until that moment. As Veronika’s grip began to weaken and her body became increasingly invisible, something struck me: the dream with my grandmother had been different. 

The memory of the head wound had taken an entirely different turn, with a small injury that somehow shifted to the chest. The bloodstain that had spread and then disappeared from my clothes had never truly existed in the younger version of me.

‘How do you know about the wound?’ 

On the smiling face of the vampire, her lips seemed to part to respond, but as her body had started to fade, so did her voice. I couldn’t hear her, just as had happened at the beginning of all those dreams.

Veronika vanished before I had the chance to say goodbye. And so did I, blinded by an unknown light.

Something rang in the distance.
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