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Chapter one

The Last Day Alive





On Christmas Eve, Henri D'Ardent's world crumbled. The French Revolution, once a distant rumble, had come to his doorstep, bearing a deadly reckoning. It was the last time Henri saw himself alive—or alive as a human. "How did it come to this?" Henri wondered, his thoughts spiraling into the past, seeking answers in the events that had brought him to this precipice. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Since July 1789, the French Revolution had ravaged the nation, leaving a trail of blood and destruction in its wake. The once-mighty Bourbon monarchy had fallen, and with it, the very fabric of French society. The gruesome executions of King Louis XVI in January 1793 and Queen Marie Antoinette in October of the same year sent shockwaves throughout the land, striking fear into the hearts of the aristocracy.


      [image: image-placeholder]Henri’s parents, Jean and Marie D’Ardent, left for England to escape all this chaos, but Henri still did not want to leave. “Why should I leave my home and my country?”

“It’s not safe here,” his father told him, but Henri shook his head.

“No, I will stay here. I don’t believe they will come here. It’s just Paris and the more famous noble families the Jacobins are after.” Henri looked stern.

“As you wish. I will take your mother with me, and we hope you will stay safe.” Jean paused, his voice heavy with emotion. "Remember, our family's legacy is not tied to this land alone. We will rebuild, wherever we may be."

The farewell was bittersweet, the weight of uncertainty hanging in the air. Henri's parents departed with a small contingent of loyal servants, carrying a fraction of their valuables. The hidden safe, concealed behind a portrait of Henri's ancestors, held the remainder of their wealth.

After saying goodbyes, they left with some of their valuables leaving Henri some in the hidden safe.


      [image: image-placeholder]The alarming reports of decapitations, imprisonments, and massacres spread like wildfire, prompting many aristocrats to flee for their lives. England, with its promise of refuge and safety, beckoned. Yet, Henri remained resolute, refusing to abandon his homeland.

At first, Henri had doubted the horrific tales of the Revolution's brutality. He couldn't fathom that his countrymen, once renowned for their elegance and civility, could commit such atrocities. But as the months passed and the body count rose, he realized the terrible truth.

The Reign of Terror had unleashed a frenzy of class hatred, targeting the nobility with merciless ferocity. The fall of the royal family had set a chilling precedent: if the king and queen were not spared, no aristocrat would be safe. The very fact that Henri still bore the title of Count made him a prime target for the Revolutionaries.

As panic spread, Henri's neighbors, the Escargots, had packed lightly and fled. They offered him a place in their four-wheel horse-driven carriage, but Henri declined. The Escargots' usually stately demeanor was replaced by urgency, each family member clutching a single, modest satchel containing only the most essential personal items. Their sprawling estate, once filled with laughter and life, stood vacant.

“Please, come with us. It’s not safe for any of us aristocrats in France.” Count Escargot tried to convince him to leave, but Henri vehemently refused. Count Escargot added, “I will try to go to England with my family. We aren’t taking much with us. If you change your mind, you know where to find us.” And they drove away in haste.

Despite the urgent warnings from friends and other upper-class families, Henri hesitated, torn between loyalty to his heritage and the danger stalking him. Henri's sense of duty and nostalgia for the France he once knew kept him rooted, even as the ground beneath him crumbled.


      [image: image-placeholder]As the days shortened and days got shorter during late fall and when the winter's chill finally set in, Henri's resolve began to waver. Should he have gone with his parents?

The knock on the door, the whispered warning, or the sudden appearance of Revolutionary guards could come at any moment. He realized his time was running out. He did not know what to do… Would he join his parents and the ranks of the fugitive aristocrats in England, or would he face the increasingly likely prospect of imprisonment, trial, and guillotine?

He did not even know if his parents managed to cross the canal to England. He had not received any letters from them.

And then today happened…What he remembered was spotty, and incoherent, and even now it felt like it was just a nightmare.

The Early Morning Visitors on Christmas 

The early morning air was shattered by the clatter of horses' hooves and the murmur of menacing voices. Henri rushed to the window, his heart racing, and peered into the darkness. The flickering torches below cast eerie shadows on the faces of the sans-culottes, their distinctive striped pants a badge of revolutionary fervor.

"Mon Dieu, no!" Henri cursed, recognizing the Jacobins, the radical zealots who had taken over the Revolution. He quickly put on his pants and shirt, but he was too late to escape.

A loud crack told him that the front door was kicked open. And he rushed to the staircase to view downstairs and saw the intruders storming in, their boots thundering on the wooden floor. Henri tried to protest, but his words were lost in chaos. The Jacobins seized him, their rough hands tearing him from his home.

Henri clung to the doorframe, his knuckles white, as the men wrenched him away. "You cannot do this! I haven't done anything!" he shouted.

The leader, a burly man with a scar on his left cheek, sneered. "You're a count, D'Ardent. Your kind is finished. The people have risen."

Henri's eyes blazed with fury. "This is madness, it will pass. I will return."

A blow from behind sent Henri crashing to the ground, and everything went dark.

In Paris

When he regained consciousness, Henri found himself in an open carriage, surrounded by wooden bars and the anxious faces of fellow aristocrats. The vehicle rattled through Paris's crowded streets, with onlookers jeering, spitting, and hurling mud at them.

A young revolutionary, his eyes aglow with fanaticism, spat at Henri through the bars. "Vive la Révolution!"

"What is this?" Henri whispered. 

The man next to him replied, sighing. "We are a spectacle – the imprisoned aristocrats. The streets of Paris are filled with spectators; it is always an event here when the prison transportation comes through."  He stared at Henri. " The Jacobins always arrange a visible transportation through the streets, signifying the authority of the new regime and their power, and acting as a deterrent against potential uprisings." He glanced around and noticed the armed guards following them. "However, they don't want us to be killed before the mock trial."

"I'm in Paris," Henri repeated. This was not good. 

The streets were filled with Commoners wearing the tricolor; red, blue, and white, originating from the King's colors—white royal flag—and the City of Paris— red and blue. Women and officers wore the tricolor cockade on their headpieces, whereas many men wore the red Phrygian cap with a French tricolor cockade on the front to symbolize their support of the Revolution. When the prison transportation drove through the crowd, the people threw rotten tomatoes and stones toward it and chanted, “Kill the king. Kill the queen. Kill the aristocrats.” It was worse than he had imagined.

Henri slumped against the wooden beams of the carriage's wall, cradling his throbbing head. Would he face the guillotine's deadly kiss? Or would reason prevail?

As the vehicle jostled onward, Henri whispered a desperate prayer. "God protect us, and France, forgive them, for they know not what they do."

The carriage finally halted before a stone building.

“No, not the Tribunal,” one of the ladies whispered, eyes wide in horror.

Henri's stomach churned when he heard the words – the Tribunal was the ‘court’ sentencing all the aristocrats. When the locked door was opened, he among the other aristocrats was dragged into the Committee of Public Safety's Tribunal – a kangaroo court, not a sanctuary of justice.

This was no ordinary courtroom. The room pulsed with the fervor of a war cabinet, where life and death decisions were made with ruthless efficiency. The very air reeked of revolutionary fervor, and Henri knew his fate hung precariously in the balance.

Robespierre, the Incorruptible, presided over the tribunal, his eyes cold and unyielding. "Count Henri D'Ardent, you are accused of counter-revolutionary activities..."

Henri's heart sank. He knew the verdict before the trial began.

The Sentencing

The cold, dimly lit chamber deep within the Revolutionary Tribunal's headquarters seemed to suffocate the very air from Henri D'Ardent's lungs. The walls, once adorned with a royal crest, now bore the stark, blood-red insignia of the Committee of Public Safety.

Henri stood before the raised platform, flanked by two grim-faced guards. Before him, a row of stern judges, their faces chiseled from years of fanaticism, scrutinized him with an unyielding gaze.

At the center of the tribunal, Maximilien Robespierre, the Incorruptible, presided with an air of calculated intensity. His piercing eyes seemed to bore into Henri's very soul.

To Robespierre's right sat Georges Danton, his voice like thunder, and to his left, Louis Antoine de Saint-Just, the Angel of Death, whose youthful face belied his ruthless ideology.

"Count Henri D'Ardent," Robespierre's voice dripped with malice, "you are accused of counter-revolutionary activities, of conspiring against the Republic, and of harboring royalist sympathies."

Henri's voice trembled. "I am innocent. My family has served France for generations."

Danton snarled. "Your family's privilege is precisely the problem. The people will no longer be shackled by aristocratic tyranny."

Saint-Just's voice was silky smooth. "Your wealth, your title, these are crimes against the Revolution. The people demand justice."

The judges conferenced in hushed tones, their faces unreadable.

Henri knew his fate hung by a thread.

Robespierre's gaze snapped back to Henri. "The Tribunal has heard sufficient evidence. The Revolution shows no mercy."

Henri's heart sank. He knew the verdict before the trial began.

As the president lifted his gaze to meet Henri’s, he knew the result even before he said it aloud. “The Verdict: Guilty.”

Gasping, Henri’s knees buckled, and he heard the next words, “The Sentence: Death by guillotine.”

The guards dragged him away, his pleas for mercy lost in the crowd’s cheering.

No wonder, they were called the Reign of Terror, he thought as he was dragged away. Their reign had claimed another victim.

He struggled to get away, but he was hit again on the back of his head and everything blurred.

The Bastille

And next what he remembered was when he  woke up in a dark dungeon, lying on the straw bed, the rats scattered along the floor tiles, a tiny window above him with bars on it. He stood up and tried to look outside, but the window was too high. But from the crowd chanting outside, “Heads off! Take them to the guillotine!” he guessed he had been taken to the Bastille, the infamous prison where they kept the aristocrats before taking them to be beheaded by the guillotine.

Henri knew he had no hope. No way to survive. What a Christmas. I should have left a long time ago, he contemplated his destiny. Stubborn to stay and believing he would stay alive and outside the reach of the Jacobins had been a fool’s hope. 

The daylight faded as the sun set and night arrived. Henri prayed. He hoped that the miracle of Christmas would happen.

The prison grew darker and darker, the cold and pale moonlight the only light in his cell.

He sat on the cold stone floor, leaning against the wall. The guard came by and opened a small slot in the thick wooden door. “You will face your creator tomorrow.” The guard cackled and tossed a metal plate with rotten food and some rice on it. “Eat the same food you let us commoners eat,” the guard said with a menacing voice. “You and the other members of the noble families will face our lady Guillotine when the sun rises.” Then, the guard closed the window again.

Henri buried his face in his hands. He would be killed on Christmas Day. He touched his hair that reached on his shoulders. Soon, the commoners would cut it before beheading him.

And then, like a Christmas wish, Henri heard a voice, “Would you like to live forever?”

Henri turned his head and tried to figure out who spoke and from where.
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Chapter two

The Surprise Visit on Christmas Eve





The voice came from above , Henri D’Ardent thought, craning his neck and trying to see who it was. It was hard to see anything in the dim moonlight, but he saw a shadow moving. 

A bat?

Why would a bat fly to prison? 

The bat flew in, circled his head, and said, “Filthy here. Nothing like what an aristocrat like you is used to, I bet.”

A bat who can talk? But bats can’t talk! Henri still didn’t believe his senses. He must be hallucinating. Perhaps the hit to his head caused him to see and hear things that did not exist. He raised his hand and touched the sore bump on the back of his skull, and his hand felt wet. Bloody, he thought. A head wound like this could be serious. 

The bat sat on the ground beside Henri and closed his leathery wings. “You think you are seeing things. So did many of your colleagues in the next cells. Some accepted my offer, and some did not. It’s all up to you. Do you want to stay here and die tomorrow, or do you want to come with me and live forever?”

“Who or what are you?” Henri asked.

The bat morphed before him into a gorgeous woman in her twenties. She had curly, long black hair, plump lips, and a curvy figure, and she wore a gauzy cotton gown with long lacy sleeves and a wide lacy neckline that left her round shoulders free and gave a hint of her bountiful breasts.

The minute Henri saw this demon—or that’s what he thought this beautiful creature was—he jumped up from the cold floor and quickly attacked it. His hand tightened around the young woman's neck as he slammed her against the stone wall.

The woman choked. She had not expected Henri to attack.

“Go away, demon!” Henri snarled into her ear.

The woman turned her eyes to him and easily pulled his hand away from her throat. She was stronger than Henri, which was surprising. “I’m not a demon,” she replied, and her laughter sounded like tiny bells tinkling.

“What are you then?” Henri replied and took a step back.

She stood there, tilting her head, and replied, “I’m a vampire.”

“A vampire?” Henri repeated. He backed away from the creature until he felt the wall behind his back. She followed and put her hands on Henri’s chest. Henri couldn’t go anywhere. The confined space was small, and there was no place to run or hide.

“A vampire,” the woman repeated. “You don’t know what that is, do you?”

She was so close that Henri could smell her hair—honey and cinnamon-scented.

Henri sighed. He had nothing to lose. "Fine, I am listening. Speak."

She leaned closer and tilted her head back to see Henri’s eyes. “A vampire is someone who can live forever. All vampires used to be humans. We don’t tolerate the sunlight well, but we thrive in the nighttime.”

That doesn’t sound awful at all, Henri thought. His eyes moved slowly from her deep, dark eyes to her sawn-like neck and followed the neckline to the shadow between her breasts. Without thinking, Henri moved his hands to her waist and let them rest there. She seemed to fit perfectly in his arms. She was a head shorter than Henri was, and when she stood close to him like this, the top of her head reached his chin. 

“What is a vampire?” Henri asked, holding the woman close to him. He still was not sure if he was dreaming. How could he possibly have his arms around a flesh-and-blood woman in his prison cell? He must be dreaming! 

“The living dead, some say,” the woman replied. “. I’ve been called a devil too.” She laughed again. Then her face turned serious, and she said, “It’s a different form of existence. Not mortal, but a reality that diverges from your familiar life. You will be immortal. Like me, you'll discover the ancient art of metamorphosis to a bat, unfolding wings to take to the night skies, though not all of our kind possess this gift. As the sun's warmth yields to the moon's silvery glow, you'll embrace the shadows, your existence woven into the fabric of the night. And as the world around you evolves, you'll adapt and witness generations rise and fall like the stars in the sky.”

“That’s not too bad compared to the death sentencing I’ve received,” Henri said. “I will be taken to the guillotine tomorrow with other aristocrats. This is my last day alive.” His voice broke at the end of the sentence when he realized how close his demise was.

Now, this woman said he could live… Henri latched his gaze on her dark eyes and asked, “Tell me more. First, what is your name? Where do you come from?”

“Call me Joliette,” she replied. “I don’t have time to tell you everything now. I must get you ready to leave before the guards come. The night goes fast. I can’t stay here when the sun rises, nor can you. You need to look dead when the guards arrive for your own good. They won’t behead a corpse. You will be dumped into the pile of bodies. You’ll have to stay under the bodies until the sun sets. Then you can leave.” She stared at Henri and repeated, “It is crucial that you don’t leave and expose yourself to sunlight. Stay under the bodies. You won’t die there.”

“Will you come and find me?” Henri asked, his hands tightening around her tiny waist.

“Someone will come. I don’t know if it will be me or someone I know. We are in a hurry to save as many aristocrats as possible. We don’t have many hours to do that. Nights are short when dozens of men and women are imprisoned for no other reason than their heritage.” She lifted her chin and asked, “Are you ready?”

Henri swallowed. Am I ready? he thought. No, I’m not ready. I’m not ready to die. I’m not ready to be a vampire. I don’t want any change. I loved my life as it was. I want it back, but I know I won’t. The world has changed, and this is my only chance to see how it changes.

“Yes,” Henri replied.
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Chapter three

Vampire Joliette





“Then let’s begin.” Joliette pulled Henri’s head lower. The moonlight hit the sharp white canines a second before they bit Henri’s neck. Henri coiled and tried to push her away, but she was strong and held his head between her hands in an iron grip so that Henri could not move or get away from her. She pressed her luscious body against his, and he felt arousal. 

Next, Henri felt dizzy, and then his knees buckled. Joliette held him, her mouth pressed tight on his neck.

Henri opened his eyes and saw the moon and the stars through the bars of the small prison window, and that was the last thing he saw before he passed out.

Joliette lowered her victim down on the cold stone floor, laid on top of him, and finished what she had come there for—sucked almost all the blood out of him, leaving only so little that he lived, not as a human, but as a vampire.

After Joliette had quenched her hunger, she stood up. A few drops of blood dripped down her chin. Joliette looked down at her victim and smiled. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, lifted her arms wide, and spiraled around, becoming smaller and smaller until she turned back into a bat. She flapped her leathery black wings and flew up and through the bars of the prison cell’s window to the indigo-blue night sky.

She headed to the next cell. You never knew who else would want to transform into a vampire instead of being beheaded. She was sure she could convince more aristocrats to become vampires that night. Their coven would grow, but that would be good. They had plenty of people in this city, and she had also planned to travel and see other countries, perhaps even go across the sea to the new land—America, it was called. She didn’t know if there were any vampires there, but she would not mind starting a new coven in a new country. Paris was a sad place now. No more parties in castles, no more lavish dresses and jewelry. The revolution changed everything. Now, people preferred simple clothes, and everyone suspected of siding with the aristocrats was in danger. She had heard that many noble families fled to England. She would like to visit London too. The court and the societal balls might be worth investigating, she considered as she zoomed to the next occupied cell with a lone woman sitting and crying in there.

Joliette sat by the window and studied her before asking, “Would you like to live forever?”

The woman turned her puffy eyes and tear-strike cheeks to her and asked, “Who said that?”

Joliette flew in through the window bars and made the same offer to the young woman as she had done to Henri. She was the third of her victims that night. She was busy because night hours went by fast, and persuading each victim took longer than expected.

By sunrise, Joliette had transformed eight humans into vampires. Busy night, she thought and yawned. Time to go rest. She flew to the catacombs where her coven was residing. They were underground cemeteries for the city of Paris and accessible through the former Tombe-Issoire mines under the plain of Montrouge. A perfect place for vampires to rest because hardly any humans visited the site during the daytime. 

She would spend her daytime there resting. She was full of blood and tired. I will have to send someone to pick up the new vampires and show them the ropes, she thought. 
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