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  Part I




  

    

      ‘There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance; pray you, love, remember.’




      – Ophelia, Hamlet, Act IV, Scene V


    


  




  

     

  




  Chapter 1




  I release you . . .




  I release you, Lenah Beaudonte.




  Believe . . . and be free.




  Those were the last words I could remember. But they were formless, said by someone whose voice I did not recognize. It could have been ages ago.




  When I awoke, I immediately felt a cold surface on my left cheek. An icy shiver rushed down my spine. Even with my eyes closed, I knew I was naked, stomach down on a hardwood floor.




  I gasped, though my throat was so dry I made an unearthly animal sound. Three heaving breaths then a thump-thump, thump-thump – a heartbeat. My heartbeat? It could have been

  ten thousand fluttering wings. I tried to open my eyes, but with each blink there was a flash of blinding light. Then another. And another.




  ‘Rhode!’ I screamed. He had to be here. There would be no world without Rhode.




  I writhed on the floor, covering my body with my hands. Understand that I am not the type of person to find herself naked and alone especially in a situation where sunlight shines down on my

  body. Yet there I was, bathed in yellow light, sure that I was moments away from a painful, fiery death – I had to be. Soon flames would erupt from within my soul and turn me into dust.




  Only, nothing happened. No flames or imminent death. There was only the smell of the oak in the floor. I swallowed and the muscles in my throat contracted. My mouth was wet with . . . saliva! My

  chest rested on the ground. I pressed down on my palms and craned my neck to look at the source of my torment. Luminous daylight streamed into a bedroom from a large bay window. The sky was a

  sapphire blue, no clouds.




  ‘Rhode!’ My voice seemed to swirl in the air, vibrating out of my mouth. I was so thirsty. ‘Where are you?’ I screamed.




  A door somewhere near me opened and closed. I heard a wobbling step, an uneven shuffle, then Rhode’s black buckle boots stepped into my eyeline. I rolled on to my back and looked up at the

  ceiling. Gasping. My God – was I breathing?




  Rhode loomed over me, but he was a blur. He leaned forward so his hazy features were within inches of my face. Then there he was, as though coming out of a mist, looking as I had never seen him

  before. The skin over Rhode’s cheekbones stretched so tight it looked as though his bones would break through. His usually full and proud chin was now a thin point. But the blue of his eyes

  – they were the same. Even in the haze of that moment they pierced me, down to my soul.




  ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ Rhode said. Despite black bruises that ringed his eyes, a twinkle, from somewhere deep within, looked back at me. ‘Happy sixteenth birthday,’ he

  said, and extended a hand.




  Rhode gripped a glass of water. I sat up, took it from him and finished it in three large gulps. The cold water trickled down the back of my throat, flowed down my oesophagus

  and into my stomach. Blood, a substance I was used to, trickled, but its absorption into the vampire body was a lot like a sponge soaking up liquid. It had been so long since I’d had a drink

  of water . . .




  In Rhode’s other hand was a piece of black cloth. When I took it from him, the cloth cascaded out to reveal a black dress. It was lightweight cotton. I pressed up from the floor and stood

  up. My knees buckled but I steadied myself by throwing my arms out to balance. I stood there for a moment, until I was firmly planted to the ground. When I tried to walk, a small vibration shook me

  so hard that my knees touched.




  ‘Put that on and then come into the other room,’ Rhode said, and lumbered unevenly out of the bedroom. I should have noticed that he had to hold on to the door frame when the walked

  but my knees and thighs trembled and I had to try to find my balance again. I let my hands fall back to my sides. My brown hair unfurled and, like seaweed, strands stuck to my naked body. Longer

  strands reached my breasts. I would have given anything for a mirror. I took a few breaths and my knees wobbled again. I looked around for a corset but there was nothing. How curious! Was I meant

  to walk around this place with nothing to hold me in? I slid the dress over my head and it stopped right above my knees.




  I didn’t look a day over sixteen, yet if someone had calculated my age on that particular day – I’d officially turned 592.




  Everything was so crisp and bright – too bright. Beams of light trickled minute rainbows across my feet. I looked around the room. Despite waking up on the floor, there was a mattress in

  an iron bed frame covered by a black quilt. Across the room a bay window looked out at full leaves and swaying branches. Beneath the window was a seat covered in plush blue pillows.




  I ran my fingertips against the textured wood of the walls and couldn’t believe that I could actually feel it. The wood was layered and I felt the raised and jagged parts under my

  smooth fingertips. My existence as a vampire meant that all my nerve endings were dead. Only by remembering what things felt like as a human could my vampire mind understand whether I was touching

  something soft or hard. The only senses a vampire retained were those that heightened her ability to kill: the sense of smell was linked to flesh and blood; sight was super sight, detailed down to

  the minutiae, its sole purpose to find prey within an instant.




  My fingers fluttered over the wall again – another rush of shivers rolled up my arms.




  ‘There will be time for that,’ Rhode said from the other room.




  My heartbeat echoed in my ears. I could taste the air. As I walked, the muscles in my thighs and calves seemed to burn, twitch and then relax. In order to stop shaking, I rested my body weight

  on the doorway and crossed my hands over my chest.




  ‘What century is this?’ I asked, closing my eyes and taking a breath.




  ‘The twenty-first,’ Rhode said. His black hair, which had reached halfway down his back the last time I’d seen him, had been cut short and now stood up in spikes. Round his

  right wrist was a white medical bandage. Rhode gripped a side table and lowered himself into a crimson-coloured lounge seat.




  ‘Sit,’ he whispered. I sat down on a pale blue couch that faced the lounger.




  ‘You look terrible,’ I whispered.




  ‘Thank you,’ he said with the barest glimmer of a smile.




  Rhode’s cheeks were so sunken that his once masculine carved features now clung to his bones. His usual golden skin had yellowed. His arms quivered as he lowered himself into the chair,

  holding on to it until he was almost fully sitting down.




  ‘Tell me everything,’ I commanded.




  ‘Give me a moment,’ he said.




  ‘Where are we?’




  ‘Your new home.’ He closed his eyes and leaned his head back on to the chair. He gripped the armrests and I noticed that the rings that had once adorned his fingers were now gone.

  The curling black snake with emerald eyes, the poison ring for emergencies (which meant it was always filled with blood) were missing. Only one ring remained on his pinky finger. My ring. The ring

  that I had worn for five hundred years. Only then did I notice that my own hands were bare. It was a tiny silver band with a black stone – onyx. ‘Never wear onyx unless you want or know

  death,’ he once told me. I believed him. Besides, up until that moment, I was confident no vampire enjoyed creating death more than I did.




  I tried to avoid his gaze. I’d never seen Rhode so weak.




  ‘You’re human, Lenah,’ he said.




  I nodded once in acknowledgement, though I looked at the lines in the hardwood floor. I couldn’t respond. Not yet. I wanted it too much. The last interaction I had with Rhode, before

  waking up in that bedroom, was about my desire to be human. We had an argument, one that I thought would last for centuries. It had, in a way, the argument had happened a century before that

  moment.




  ‘You finally got what you wanted,’ he whispered.




  I had to look away again. I couldn’t stand the cool blue of his eyes appraising me. Rhode’s appearance was so altered – changed – as though he was withering away. When he

  was at his fullest health, his square jaw and blue eyes made him one of the most beautiful men I’d ever seen. I say man but I am not sure of Rhode’s age. He could have been just a boy

  when he was made into a vampire, but through the years he’d clearly seen and done so much – it had aged him. Vampires, as they move into the maturity of their existence, become so

  ethereal in appearance that it is nearly impossible to guess their age.




  Making sure to keep my eyes away from his, I examined the living room. It looked as though he had just moved in, though the atmosphere of the room felt like Rhode. Despite a few boxes piled next

  to the door everything seemed to be in its proper place. Many of my possessions from my vampire life decorated the apartment. Specifically, items from my bedchamber. On the wall, an ancient sword

  was held to a metal plate by golden clasps. It was one of Rhode’s favourite pieces, the longsword from his days with the Order of the Garter, a ring of knights under Edward III. It was a

  special sword, one that was forged by magic, outside of the brotherhood. It had a black leather grip and a thick base that tapered down to a deadly and distinct point. The pommel, the wheel-shaped

  counterweight on the top of the sword, had an engraving circling its perimeter: Ita fert corde voluntas. The heart wills it.




  On the wall, on either side of the sword, iron sconces made to look like roses linked by vines and thorns held white unlit candles. White candles should be burned in a house wishing to dispel

  evil spirits or energy. Every vampire had them for protection against other darker magics. Yes, there are worse things in the universe than vampires.




  ‘I forgot your human beauty.’




  I looked back at Rhode. He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes sparkled and I knew he meant it. Seeing me now in my human form was a personal fulfilment. He had done what he had set out to do

  hundreds of years before.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  Evening of 31 October 1910, Hathersage, England – the Peaks




  My house was a stone castle. There were halls with marble floors and painted ceilings. I lived in Hathersage, a rural town known for its rolling hills and gorges. My castle was

  set back from the road and watched over endless fields. That night was Nuit Rouge or, in English, Red Night. Once a year, vampires would come from around the globe and occupy my home for one month.

  For the thirty-one days in October, Nuit Rouge brought vampires of all races to my home. Thirty-one days of opulence. Thirty-one days of pure terror. This was the last night before everyone

  returned to their respective hauntings.




  It was just after dusk. Above me the stars sparkled in the twilight – they glinted gold light off glass goblets. I pushed past guests sipping on blood and dancing to a string quartet.

  Rhode followed me out from the back of the castle and on to the stone terrace. Men and women, dressed in top hats, corsets and the finest silks from China, laughed and crowded Rhode’s way. At

  the back of the house, a set of stone steps led down into the gardens. Two white candles stood tall on either end of the steps, their wax dripping tiny archipelagos on to the stone. The garden

  spread out wide and then down, out into the sweeping countryside. I was wearing an evergreen silk gown adorned with gold piping, and a matching corset beneath.




  ‘Lenah!’ Rhode called, but I was darting through the crowd. I was walking so fast that for a moment I thought I would spill out over my corset.




  ‘Lenah! Stop!’ Rhode called again.




  It was just after dusk. I ran the length of the gardens down the sloping hill into the start of fields.




  I led Rhode down the hill, out of sight of the vampires in the castle. I stood at the foot of fields that spread out for countless miles into the distance. Back then, I looked different. My skin

  was pale white, no shadows under my eyes or wrinkles on my skin. Just white, clear skin as if my pores had been buffed away.




  At the crest of the hill, Rhode looked down at me. He was dressed in an evening suit, with a top hat and black silk lapels. He held a cane in his right hand. When he stepped down the side of the

  steep hill, the wispy grass bowed under his feet. I turned to look out at the fields.




  ‘You have not said a word to me all evening. You’ve been completely silent. And now you run out here? Care to share with me what the hell is going on?’




  ‘You don’t understand? If I uttered a word I would not be able to conceal my intentions. Vicken is unnaturally gifted. He could read my lips from five miles away.’




  Vicken was my last creation, that is, the last man I made into a vampire. At sixty, he was also the youngest vampire of my coven, though he didn’t look a day older than nineteen.




  ‘Dare I think that this might be a moment of clarity?’ Rhode asked. ‘That perhaps you realize Vicken and your band of ingrates are more dangerous than you

  anticipated?’




  I said nothing. Instead, I watched the wind trace patterns over the grass.




  ‘Do you know why I left you? My fear,’ Rhode spat, ‘was that you had truly lost your mind. That the prospect of infinite time had started to eat away at you. You were

  reckless.’




  I spun round. Our eyes met immediately.




  ‘I will not let you fault me for creating a coven of the strongest, most gifted vampires in existence. You told me to protect myself, and I did what I had to do.’




  ‘You cannot see what you have done,’ Rhode said. His strong jaw clenched.




  ‘What I have done?’ I stepped closer to him. ‘I feel the weight of this existence in my bones. As though a thousand parasites are eating away at my sanity. You told me

  once that I was what kept you sane. That the curse of emotional pain released you when you were with me. What do you think happened to me in the hundred and seventy years you were gone?’




  Rhode’s shoulders fell. His eyes were the most blue I had ever seen – even in five hundred years. The beauty of his slim nose and dark hair always shocked me. The vampire essence

  heightened a person’s beauty but for Rhode it radiated from within and lit up his soul – it made my heart burn.




  ‘The magic that binds your coven is more dangerous than I would have ever thought possible. How did you expect me to feel?’




  ‘You don’t feel. Remember? We’re vampires,’Ireplied.




  He gripped my arm so hard I was sure he would break a bone. I would have been frightened had I not loved him more than I could articulate. Rhode and I were soulmates. Linked in a love bound by

  passion, the lust for blood, death and the unfaltering understanding of eternity. Were we lovers? Sometimes. Certain centuries more than others. Were we best friends? Always. We were bound.




  ‘You left me for a hundred and seventy years,’ I said, through gritted teeth. Rhode had only returned from his ‘break’ from me the week before. We had been inseparable

  since his return. ‘Do you not know why I brought you down here?’ I asked. ‘I can tell no one else the real truth.’




  Rhode dropped his arm and I turned to face him directly.




  ‘I have nothing left. No more sympathies,’ I whispered, though there was an edge of hysteria in my voice. I could see my reflection in Rhode’s eyes. His dilated pupils

  overwhelmed the blue but I stared into the blackness. My voice quivered. ‘Now that I know you have the ritual . . . Rhode, I cannot think of anything else. That my humanity – that it

  might be a possibility.’




  ‘You have no idea how dangerous this ritual is.’




  ‘I don’t care! I want to feel the sand beneath my toes. I want to wake up to the sunlight pouring through my window. I want to smell the air. Anything. Anything I can feel. God,

  Rhode. I need to smile – and mean it.’




  ‘We all want those things,’ he replied in a calm manner.




  ‘Do you? Because I don’t think you do,’ I said.




  ‘Of course. I want to wake up to blue waters and feel sunlight on my face.’




  ‘The pain is too much,’ I said.




  ‘You could try again. Concentrate on me – loving me,’ Rhode said gently.




  ‘You, who leave.’




  ‘That’s not fair,’ Rhode said now, reaching for my hands.




  ‘Even loving you is a curse. I can’t really feel or touch you. I look at the humans we take and even they can feel. Even in their last minutes of life they have breath in their lungs

  and taste in their mouth.’




  Rhode held my palm in his and the warmth, the feeling of his passion for me, swept up through my hand and into my body. I closed my eyes, relishing the momentary relief from the countless

  tragedies resting within me. I opened my eyes and took a step away from him.




  ‘I am losing my mind and I don’t know how much longer I can bear it.’ I took a moment, careful in my wording. ‘Ever since you discovered the ritual,’ I continued,

  ‘it’s all I can think about. My way out.’ My eyes were wild, I was sure of it. ‘I need this. I need this. God help me, Rhode, because if you don’t I will walk out into

  sunlight until it scorches me to flames.’




  Rhode nearly lost his top hat in a gust of the wind. He ripped his hand out of mine. He still had long hair then and it fell past his shoulders and on to his topcoat.




  ‘You dare to threaten me with your suicide? Don’t be petty, Lenah. No one has survived the ritual. Thousands of vampires have tried. All – every single one – has died in

  the process. Do you think I can bear to lose you? That I could part with you?’




  ‘You already did,’ I whispered savagely.




  Rhode pulled me close, so fast that I wasn’t prepared for the force of his mouth against mine. One deep growl from him and my bottom lip split open as he bit into me. I could feel a

  rhythmic pull as he sucked the blood from my mouth. After a moment, he stepped away and wiped his bloody lip on his jacket sleeve.




  ‘Yes, I left you. But I had to find the magic and science I needed. If we ever try this ritual – I needed to make sure . . . I didn’t expect you to fall in love when I

  left.’




  There was a silence. Rhode knew as well as I that I’d never believed he was coming back.




  ‘I do not love Vicken as I love you.’ I said every word so it was clear and calculated. After a moment, I added, ‘I want out.’




  ‘You do not know what will come to you if you choose human life.’




  ‘The air? Real breath? Happiness?’




  ‘Death, sickness, human nature?’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ I said, stepping back again. ‘You have said yourself that humanity is what all vampires crave. The freedom to feel more than constant pain and

  suffering. Do you not feel this way?’




  ‘It consumes me,’ Rhode said, and took off his top hat. He looked out at the fields. ‘There are deer, there.’ He pointed. He was right. About ten miles away a herd of

  deer grazed silently. We could have fed off them, though I did love my dress, and blood would not match the green silk. Besides, I hated the taste of animal blood and would only feed on them if I

  were in a dire situation. With the creation of the coven, I had ensured that would never happen.




  Rhode slipped his hands round my lower back and brought me even closer.




  ‘Your beauty will be a powerful force in the human world. Your human face may betray even your best intentions.’




  ‘I don’t care,’ I said, not quite understanding and not really caring either way.




  Rhode reached out and ran his index finger down the thin slope of my nose. He then gently rubbed his thumb over my lips. I couldn’t have looked away from his furrowed brow and piercing

  stare even if I had tried.




  ‘When I took you from your father’s orchards in the fifteenth century I saw your future laid out before me,’ Rhode confessed. ‘Swashbuckling vampire linked to my side for

  all eternity.’ There was a pause. Somewhere behind us music from the party echoed down into the fields. ‘I saw my own dreams.’




  ‘Then give me what I want.’




  Rhode’s mouth was a thin line. He furrowed his eyebrows and looked out at the deer. They galloped deeper into the grassy hills. I could tell from his still mouth and dark expression that

  he was formulating a plan.




  ‘One hundred years,’ he whispered, but still looked out at the deer.




  My eyes widened.




  ‘Starting tonight you will hibernate for one hundred years.’ Rhode turned back to look at me and pointed up the hill. I knew he was gesturing towards a cemetery. It was to the right

  of the terrace and protected by a wrought-iron gate topped by spiked points.




  Hibernation only occurred when a vampire rested in the ground. The vampire sleeps and deprives herself of blood– there are a series of spells so the vampire remains in a meditative state,

  almost to the point of death. On a prearranged day a fellow vampire revives her. But only with magic is this possible. Only very brave (and some would argue very stupid) vampires have done

  this.




  ‘The night before you are supposed to wake,’ Rhode continued, ‘I will unearth you and take you somewhere safe, somewhere you cannot be found. Somewhere you can be a human and

  live out your days.’




  ‘And the coven?’ I asked.




  ‘You leave them behind.’




  My heart throbbed, a familiar pain that I couldn’t help but recognize. The magical binding between the coven and myself would force them to search for me. Just as I knew I would love Rhode

  until the end of the earth, I knew that the coven would search for me. I nodded once but said nothing. I watched the deer nibbling at the grass and licking their fur.




  ‘You are not afraid to die?’ he asked.




  I shook my head. Rhode turned to face the house. I stopped him from walking up the hill by gently grasping his fingers. He turned to me.




  ‘Will you be there?’ I asked. ‘If I die and we fail, will you be there?’




  Rhode’s fingers lightly grazed the top of my hand. He turned it over, touched my palm and whispered, ‘Always.’




  ‘How did you do it?’ I was spellbound. Back in the dark apartment, my back pressed into the pillows. My fingers wandered over the fine velvet. My fingertips skimmed

  along the softness of the couch, which produced a wave of goosebumps over my legs. Before, I would have known the couch was soft but it would only have meant the fabric. It wouldn’t have

  meant comfort or safety. Just soft.




  ‘That night. The last night of Nuit Rouge. You went to bed . . .’ Rhode started.




  ‘After killing one of the maids,’ I admitted, remembering the young blonde girl I’d caught off guard in the attic.




  Rhode continued with a slight smile. ‘I told Vicken that you had decided on your hibernation. That you would sleep for a hundred years and that I was to wake you on the last night of the

  following Nuit Rouge.




  ‘Why did we decide one hundred years? I never asked you,’ I said.




  ‘Simply? Time. Vicken would be distracted enough that I could take you from your hibernating plot in the cemetery. All I had to do was wait for a night when he wasn’t watching your

  tombstone. When that night came not long ago, I took you away.’




  ‘So it’s been one hundred years?’ I asked, eager to place myself within space and time. ‘Since I was last above ground?’




  ‘Just shy. It’s September. I spared you a month or so.’




  ‘And you performed the ritual two days ago?’ I asked.




  ‘Two days,’ Rhode confirmed.




  ‘What about the coven? Do they have any idea I’m gone?’




  ‘I don’t think so. Vicken still thinks you are buried. Remember, I told him that you wanted to be buried – to make it official. He thought it was a wonderful idea. He

  wanted a chance to rule your coven.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have protested against that,’ I said.




  ‘Precisely why he believed me so willingly. It was a lie, Lenah. The moment you looked into my eyes on the fields and begged me for human life, I knew that my quest, my vampire life, your

  vampire life, what I had done to you, was coming to an end.’




  ‘I shouldn’t have begged you. Manipulated you like I did.’




  Rhode laughed but the breath was short. ‘That is your way.’




  I looked at the bandage round his wrist and the dark rings circling his eyes. At that moment, I felt a surge of guilt. In my human state, I couldn’t imagine bribing Rhode or threatening

  him with suicide. It had been so easy for me before. Easy because the emotional pain that clouded the vampire life prevented rational thought.




  ‘Please tell me about the ritual,’ I asked again.




  Rhode unwrapped the white bandage, roll by roll, until his wrist was bare. There, on the inside of his wrist, were teeth marks, my teeth marks – two small indents. The one on the left was

  just higher than the one on the right. I’d always hated the fact that my bite was uneven. I could have recognized my teeth marks anywhere.




  ‘The most important thing is the intent. The success of the sacrifice, and it is a sacrifice, depends solely on the vampire performing the ritual. It takes two days.’




  Rhode stood up. He paced whenever he was telling me something difficult. Sometime in the sixteenth century I’d asked him why. He said it was so he wouldn’t have to look me in the

  eye.




  ‘The intent is where most vampires fail,’ Rhode continued. ‘You have to want the other vampire to live. You, in turn, have to want to die. It is the most unselfish act

  you’ve ever committed. As you know, such selflessness is nearly impossible for the natural state of a vampire.’




  ‘Who told you this?’ I asked.




  ‘When I left you for those years, I went to France. I searched for— ’




  ‘Suleen,’ I said, though I was suddenly finding it very hard to breathe. Rhode had met Suleen . . . in person.




  ‘Yes. He was coming out of a fifty-year hibernation. When I described you and then told him of my plan, he comforted me with a compliment. He said that I might be the only vampire with

  soul enough to succeed.’




  I raised my eyebrows in surprise. It must have been quite a special moment in Rhode’s life. I wished I had been there to see Rhode’s reaction when Suleen said something so

  significant.




  I imagined Suleen. He was an East Indian man, or at least he had been some time ago – when, I have no idea. He is the oldest vampire alive. Nothing in the grand scheme of life would or

  could ever rattle his soul. Suleen is not hindered by death nor does he want to return to human life. All he wants is to live long enough so he may see the end of the world.




  ‘There are a few more rules,’ Rhode explained. ‘The vampire performing the ritual must be more than five hundred years old. Suleen mentioned something about the chemistry of a

  vampire of that age. It is a crucial ingredient. But most of all he kept saying, “The intent, Rhode. It’s the intent.” The will and the desire to give up your life in order that

  another may live. Vampires are selfish, Lenah. Inherently so. I had to find that will within myself.’




  ‘You sacrificed yourself?’ I whispered. I was unable to look up from the floor. Rhode remained silent. He was waiting for me to look at him. I hated him for it. Finally, our eyes

  met.




  ‘The ritual required that I give you all of my blood. After two days, you woke up, more or less, and bit into me. I had to allow you to finish it – well, almost all of it. But the

  important thing was the intent, the chemistry of my blood and my love for you.’




  ‘I never would have agreed to those conditions.’




  Much to my surprise, Rhode’s stoical facial expression turned into a smile. A toothy, happy smile. ‘Precisely why I did it when you were weakened and hibernating.’




  I stood up. Now it was my turn to pace.




  ‘So where is Vicken?’ I asked, trying to think like a vampire. Trying to place all the pieces together. I had been asleep for one hundred years.




  ‘He remains at your house in Hathersage with the rest of the coven. I believe he is awaiting your return.’




  ‘Have you seen him since my hibernation?’




  ‘He is too young for me to converse with as often as he would like. His energy tires me. Yet, when I stayed with them, he was respectful. He’s a fighter. Excellent swordsman. I can

  see why you loved him.’




  My cheeks warmed, which surprised me. Then I realized I was feeling shame. I snuck a peek at Rhode’s fingers holding the arm of the lounger. They were pruned and wrinkled as though all the

  liquid inside him had been sucked away.




  ‘I do not blame you for loving another,’ Rhode said.




  ‘You believe Vicken loves me? As I love you?’




  Rhode shook his head. ‘Vicken loves your outward appearance and desire for thick, congealed blood. I love your soul. As a mate to my long search on this earth. You are – were –

  the most vicious vampire I have ever known. I love you for that.’




  I couldn’t respond. I thought of Hathersage, of the fields, of Rhode in his top hat and the deer grazing in the distance.




  ‘Vicken will search for me,’ I said. ‘As you know, he is bound to me. And when he finds me the coven will destroy me. I created the coven to do just that. To seek, capture and

  obliterate.’




  ‘That is the exact reason why I chose this place.’




  ‘Yes. Where are we?’ I looked about the apartment.




  ‘This is your new school.’




  ‘You intend for me to go to school?’ My head reared in his direction.




  ‘It is crucial you understand.’ Even in his weakened state Rhode stood up and towered over me. He glared at me with such a passionate fierceness that I should have been frightened.

  ‘Vicken will dig you up from the cemetery. I promised you would return on the final night of Nuit Rouge. The party ends on October the thirty-first.’




  ‘So on the thirty-first he will find an empty casket. End of story.’




  ‘It’s not that simple. You were a vampire, Lenah. One of the oldest of your kind.’




  ‘I know what I was.’




  ‘Then do not pretend that you need a tutorial in the seriousness of this situation!’ Rhode snapped, and continued pacing very slowly. I was silent. Rhode regained some of his

  composure and again spoke at a low decibel. ‘When Vicken digs up the grave and discovers an empty casket, he will search the earth for you. As you’ve said yourself, the magic that binds

  the coven has made it so. You made it so. He will exhaust himself, so will all of the coven, until they find you and bring you home.’




  ‘I did not foresee myself in this situation.’




  ‘Yes, well, luckily, for now, the magic that protects you allows a few luxuries. Your vampire sight and your extrasensory perception.’




  ‘So I did keep it, then,’ I said, and stood up. I looked around the room again. Yes, as Rhode said, I could see all of the adornments in the room, down to the knots in the wood floor

  and the perfection in the paint on the walls.




  ‘As you assimilate into this human existence, these accompaniments will fade.’




  How was I to process not being a vampire any more but still retaining some vampire qualities? Could I be in the sun? Could I eat food again? These thoughts rattled within my head and I stamped

  my foot in frustration. Rhode put his hands on my cheeks and I was startled by how cold they were. It stopped my tantrum.




  ‘You must disappear into human life, Lenah. You must go to school and become a sixteen-year-old girl again.’




  In that moment, I couldn’t cry no matter how badly I wanted to – I was too shocked. Vampires cannot cry. There is nothing natural in a vampire. No tears, no water – just blood

  and black magic. Instead, the tears that would spill over the cheeks of a normal person in the vampire are acidic pain which scorches the tear ducts.




  I wanted to run or turn inside out, anything to curb the feeling that made my stomach burn. I balled my hands into fists and tried to fill the anxiety with a breath, but it caught in my throat.

  My gaze fell on a photo resting on top of a bureau. It looked tattered and old, though the last time I had seen the photo I was posing for it. 1910, the last night of Nuit Rouge. In the photo,

  Rhode and I stood hip to hip, arms round each other’s waists, on the back terrace of my home. Rhode was dressed in his black suit and top hat, me in a gown, my long brown hair tied and styled

  in a long braid that fell over my left breast. We were more than human. We were frighteningly beautiful.




  ‘How can I do that?’ I turned away from the photo to look at Rhode. ‘Hide?’




  ‘Oh, I think you will find it easier than you expect. You have never been sixteen before. I snatched that away before you could.’




  He stepped close to me again and kissed my forehead.




  ‘Why did you do this for me?’ I asked. He pulled away and the air shifted as the space opened up between us.




  ‘Of course, you must know,’ Rhode said, and cocked his head to the side.




  I shook my head to say that I did not nor could I ever understand what he had done for me.




  ‘Because,’ he continued, ‘throughout all of my histories I found no one I loved more than you. No one.’




  ‘But I’m losing you,’ I said, my voice breaking.




  Rhode grasped me so my cheek pressed against his chest. I stayed there a moment and let my heartbeat echo between our bodies.




  ‘And you think Vicken won’t be able to find me?’ I asked.




  ‘I do not think in his wildest dreams he will understand what I have done. It will take the entire coven’s effort just to follow us this far and I believe I have done my best to

  conceal our whereabouts. Also, why would he ever suspect you could be human?’




  I stepped away and looked back at the portrait photograph of Rhode and me.




  ‘When will you die?’ I asked, turning away from the photo and sitting back down on the couch. I brought my knees to my chest and linked my arms round my shins.




  ‘The morning.’




  We sat together and I stared into Rhode’s eyes for as long as possible. He told me of the changes in society. Cars, television, sciences, wars that neither of us, even in

  our vampire minds, could understand. He said that practical things were of the utmost importance to humans. I would now be capable of getting sick. He had placed me in the finest boarding school in

  New England. A doctor, he informed me, was only a few buildings away. He begged that I complete school and grow up, as he had prevented me from doing.




  We talked and talked and, without knowing it, I fell asleep. The last thing I remember were his eyes looking into mine. I think he may have kissed my lips but that also felt like a dream.




  When I awoke, the shades were drawn and the whole living area was shrouded in darkness. Across from me, red-lit numbers illuminated the blackness. A digital clock said that the time was eight in

  the morning. I was on the couch and Rhode wasn’t in the lounger across from me. I shot up. My muscles were stiff so I stumbled and held on to one arm of the chair.




  ‘Rhode?’ I called out.




  But I already knew.




  ‘No . . .’ I whispered. I spun in a circle. There were only four rooms: a bedroom, a bathroom, a living room and a kitchen. Off the living area was a balcony. The curtains were

  closed yet the way the wind drifted inward made the curtains billow. The door was open behind them. I pushed them aside and stepped out on to the wooden boards. I put my hand over my eyes as a

  visor. My eyes adjusted immediately as I scanned the balcony, hopeful for only a moment.




  Rhode was gone. From my life. From my existence.




  I saw the onyx ring lying in the centre. When I approached it, I realized it was in the middle of a tiny pile of glittering dust. It looked as though sand was mixed with mica or tiny diamonds.

  My Rhode, my companion for close to six hundred years, weakened from the transformation and self-sacrifice, had evaporated in the sun. I dipped my thumb and index finger into Rhode’s remains.

  They were cool and gritty. I pulled out the ring and slid the smooth metal over my new sensitive skin.




  I was alone.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3




  Grief is an emotion not completely foreign to vampires, but it feels more like a shift or a change in the direction of the wind. It is a silent flutter, a parasitic reminder of

  the many layers of pain that define the vampire world.




  This was something entirely different.




  The morning of Rhode’s death, I scooped the glittering dust into an urn and placed it on top of the bureau. Rhode had brought my jewellery box from Hathersage so it was easy to find an old

  blood vial and fill it with a handful of his remains. I hung it from a braided chain round my neck.




  I turned from the bureau and found a letter on the coffee table. I used a silver letter opener to slice the envelope and I started to read. It was nearly noon when I looked up from the pieces of

  paper. The letter held instructions for my new life, social expectations of the twenty-first century and what I was to do with my days before school started. The beginning of the letter warned that

  I should start with simple food as my body wasn’t accustomed to eating and then digesting. I placed the letter down on my lap then picked it back up again. The last paragraph of Rhode’s

  letter kept drawing me to read it again and again:




  

    Was it all worth it? Did we not have moments of grace? No more are you bound to involuntary suffering. Find peace in my death. Shed tears. There is only freedom now. If

    Vicken and your coven return, you will know what to do. Never forget, Lenah.




    Evil be he who thinketh evil.




    Be brave,




    Rhode


  




  There was an aching in my gut. Deep down where I couldn’t fill it. I tried to distract myself by looking out at the Wickham campus. From my balcony railing I could see a

  stone building with the words STUDENT CENTER on the front. To the right and just behind it, was a building with a high stone tower. The distraction wasn’t working. I

  looked back to the papers Rhode had left me.




  One thing was certain: Rhode’s savings were more than anyone needed to survive in present-day society. The problem? I couldn’t touch them. My own money remained in the control of

  Vicken and the coven. I couldn’t access it either because they would be able to track my exact location. I wasn’t sure of the workings of banks and ‘routing’ as Rhode

  explained in his letter, but I was to deal exclusively in cash unless I had an emergency. He left me a trunk’s worth.




  Rhode’s instructions were clear. I was to work and to avoid spending his savings. ‘You might need them one day,’ were the exact words he used. His letter also said

  ‘immersion was key to survival’. The thought of what Vicken could or would do seeing me, his former lover, his former queen, in this vulnerable state sent shivers down my spine.

  Vicken, like all vampires, has a lust for tragedy, a desire for tears, blood and murder. Most vampires want to reach out, inflict the pain that constantly haunts them and siphon it out on to

  others. Despite my hesitation, I could imagine the scenario. What Vicken could potentially do to me, as a human . . . I shook my head quickly to divert the thought.




  I was about to pick up a manual for a laptop computer when a knock on the door startled me from my thoughts. Hanging on the arm of the lounger was a simple black sweater that had once belonged

  to Rhode. I pulled it on over a tank top I was wearing and walked back into the apartment.




  ‘Reveal yourself,’ I commanded to the closed door.




  ‘Um . . .’ a timid, male voice said in response.




  ‘Oh, I mean, who is it?’ I said a bit more gently. After all, I didn’t command a ring of vampires any more.




  ‘Car delivery for Lenah Beaudonte.’




  I ripped open the door.




  ‘A car?’




  The boy behind the door was tall, lanky and clad in a shirt that had writing scrawled across the front: GRAND CAR SERVICE.

  The hallway behind him was poorly lit and the wallpaper had some sort of nautical theme with sailboats and anchors.




  ‘I’m just here to deliver it,’ the lanky boy said with about as much enthusiasm as a person delivering news of a relative’s untimely death.




  After grabbing a set of very dark sunglasses from the coffee table (I can only assume Rhode left them for me) and a black floppy hat, I followed the boy out of the apartment, down the stairs and

  into the lobby. Once I was in the lobby, I hesitated in the doorway. Outside, birds chirped and the voices of students flew from all directions. The blazing sun blasted the cement walkway leading

  from the front of the building, out on to a grassy lawn. Perhaps the sensitivity to sunlight was much like my vampire sight? Would I still be affected by it?




  Sunlight breaks down the magic that seals the vampire, though the danger of sunlight lessens as the vampire ages in years. As they move forward in their vampire life, the magic to withstand

  sunlight strengthens. Though I have heard that death by sunlight is supposed to be the worst pain, like being ripped apart and scorched to ash while conscious for every moment of it. Regardless of

  my age, I have never directly stepped out into the light without protection.




  I nudged a toe out of the doorway and let my foot and leg hit the sunlight. I whipped it back inside and paused. I twisted my leg so I could see the back of my calf muscle. I also checked my

  shin. No red mark. No burns.




  ‘You gonna go outside?’ said a voice to my right. The security guard, a squat woman with thick-framed eyeglasses, watched me. The way she spoke was so strange. ‘You gonna . .

  .’ – the phrasing of her words was interesting. ‘Gonna’ . . . What could this possibly mean? I waited for her to say something else, but she just looked at me.

  Through my sunglasses, I moved my gaze to the car deliveryman. He raised an eyebrow at me from the sunny entryway. I was in a pair of thin sandals, wearing Rhode’s oversized black sweater and

  a pair of shorts. I was ready. I took a deep breath and walked outside.




  The summer heat was the first thing I felt. How glorious! Sunlight felt like a bath by a roaring fire, like sweat and happiness washing over me from head to toe. I exhaled happily.




  Wickham’s campus was enormous. Although it seemed pastoral at first glance, the buildings were brick with sleek metal and glass facades. There were meadows of green grass and serpentine

  pathways that linked throughout the campus. In the distance, through swaying, leafy branches, a colonial-style chapel shone white under the morning sun.




  Seeker was the dormitory closest to the private school’s entrance gates. It also had the largest lawn. Directly outside the front door, a collection of girls was lying out on a blanket in

  the sun. They seemed to be wearing only their undergarments but then after a moment I realized their ensembles were meant for this kind of activity. This was curious to me, as I had never seen

  anyone sunbathe before.




  I watched the girls rub a white lotion into their skins, adjust their blankets and lie back down.




  ‘So there it is,’ the lanky boy said. He pointed past the sunbathers at the parking lot which abutted the lawn. In the row closest to the lawn was a baby-blue car. My car. I

  couldn’t tell you the name or the make at the time, but just the idea that I had one was brilliant.




  ‘You’ve got nice parents,’ the kid said.




  I started to walk towards the car when a group of students about my age (relatively speaking) ran by and pointed into the distance, past Seeker. To the left of my dormitory was a tree-lined

  pathway that led to the Wickham grounds. Later I discovered that there were many pathways just like this that snaked throughout the grounds. One of the girls yelled to another pack of students

  trailing behind her.




  ‘It’s one fifty-four! Come on! They’re gonna start in six minutes.’




  ‘What’s the commotion?’ I asked the car-delivery kid.




  ‘Enos brothers. Kind of a daredevil group. They race their boats out in the harbour right in front of Wick-ham’s private beach every Labor Day weekend. Been doin’ it for two

  years. The youngest Enos had to turn fourteen before they could do it together.’




  I signed my name, took the car keys and decided I would worry about driving later. I wanted to see the boat-racing Enos brothers.




  I let the students run ahead of me; I wasn’t exactly ready to mix with the group. Wickham’s paths were lined on either side by tall oak trees. Even with the wide-brimmed hat and

  sunglasses,I tried to walk in the shade. On each side of the pathway were buildings that were designed in the same fashion as my dormitory, Seeker. Most were made from grey stone with great glass

  windows and doors. Some of the buildings were marked with red signs on their lawns that declared their names and specific functions. It was all quite regal, actually. Most of the students on the

  walkway were heading towards the far end of the path, past a greenhouse (this piqued my interest) and down a series of stone steps that ended on a beach.




  There it was. The ocean during daylight. So many nights I spent watching the moon run a milky line across the top of the water. So many times I had wished it were the sun. Eventually I was old

  enough to withstand the daylight, though the beach was never a place I ventured. It’s not that vampires stand in direct opposition to the natural elements of the world. But the ocean,

  sunlight and all of the happiness that comes with the beach during the day was just another place I couldn’t be. Another source of torment.




  It smelt like salt, earth and crisp air. The way the sun dazzled on the water made me wish I could touch the light, wield it with my hands. It looked how I felt – happy. The beach at

  Wickham had different-shaped boulders that were scattered about the beige sand. The waves were no more than two feet and rolled lazily on to the shore. There must have been fifty people dotting the

  coastline. Like Rhode said, my vampire sight was as clear as ever so I did a quick scan of the beach to find there were exactly seventy-three people standing about.




  Not only that but the sand was made from thousands of colours, coral, yellows, browns and hundreds of shades of grey. Dark blue umbrellas were stacked and laid against the storm wall that

  separated the beach from the campus. I could see the fibreglass in the poles of the umbrellas and each thread of fabric in the tops. A wooden boat dock jutted out about twenty yards from the

  beach.




  An island sat in the middle of the bay. The landscape was pretty sparse; just some tall oak trees and a sandy shoreline.




  I turned from the water and approached the stone wall. It wasn’t too high, about six feet. I stuck a foot in one of the holes between the stones and I climbed up with ease. I sat down on

  top of the wall with my legs crossed. I still had my sunglasses on and I felt a bit more protected as a branch from a large oak tree shaded my spot. I leaned back on my hands and stared out at the

  ocean.




  While I looked out at the island and watched the branches of the trees sway in the wind, I had a sudden feeling . . . I inherently knew that someone was watching me. My thoughts

  immediately went to Vicken, though this would have been nearly impossible. In this century, Vicken would have turned 160. At that age, most vampires cannot be in a shaded room during the day but

  Vicken was different. He could be in the sunlight from a very early age. Also, he assumed I was hibernating. There would be no reason for him to search me out at Wickham. Although Vicken was my own

  creation, he was and always has been the most advanced vampire I have ever met.




  I admit, it was a relief when I looked to the right only to find a group of girls staring at me a few feet away from the water. They looked me up and down, which was curious. I had friends who

  were female vampires but they’d never examined me as though there was something wrong with my appearance. One of the girls was quite pretty. She was shorter than me, and had long light-blonde

  hair. She was the one who was staring the most intently.




  ‘Can I sit with you?’




  An Asian boy stood on the sand. His blue jeans were ripped in a vertical line, showing his right thigh. He wore two different-coloured sandals, one red, one yellow, and a blue button-down shirt.

  His facial features showed him to be Japanese. I started to speak to him in his native tongue.




  ‘Why would you want to sit with me?’




  He pressed his lips together and his eyebrows screwed up. He ran a hand through his spiky, black hair.




  ‘I don’t speak Japanese,’ he said in English. ‘But my parents do.’




  ‘Strange,’ I said. ‘A Japanese boy who only speaks English?’ I took off my sunglasses so our eyes could meet.




  ‘How do you know Japanese?’ He leaned his right hand on the stone wall and kept eye contact with me.




  ‘I know a lot of languages,’ I said. I stared through the brown of his irises, forging a bond. Vampires use the gaze as a way to see your intentions. If the person stares back at

  you, you can trust them. Sometimes this failed me and I was lied to regardless. Once I discovered this betrayal, I had no problem ripping out their throats with my front teeth. But this boy, he had

  a white aura and an innocence to his soul.




  ‘How many languages can you speak?’ he asked.




  ‘Twenty-five,’ I said honestly.




  He laughed, seeming not to believe me. When I didn’t react but looked into his brown eyes quite earnestly, his jaw dropped.




  ‘You should work for the CIA,’ he said. He stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Tony,’ he said, and I shook his hand. I snuck a peek at his inner wrist. The veins stuck out

  just fine – he would have been an easy kill.




  ‘Lenah Beaudonte,’ I said.




  ‘Beaudonte,’ he said drawing out the e so it sounded like ay. ‘Fancy. So can I?’ He gestured to an open spot on the wall next to me.




  ‘Why?’ I asked. I didn’t enquire in a mean or accusatory way. I was genuinely interested in why this seemingly normal boy would want to sit next to a person like me.




  ‘Because everyone out here pretty much sucks?’ he proposed. He nodded in the direction of the pretty girls still looking my way. Now they were standing even closer together,

  occasionally peeking up at me. I smirked in response. I liked his honesty. I also liked the use of the word ‘suck’ in a non-vampire situation.




  Communication in this century was fascinating. It was so casual and without the formality that I was accustomed to hearing in the beginning of the twentieth century. Now, as many times before, I

  would have to adapt. For hundreds of years I had listened to the parting of lips and undulations of tongues. I stood on the fringe and studied, translated, sometimes in many dialects, in order to

  find the best way to adapt and fit in. Understanding the way people spoke to one another ensured that I could interact and mingle in society without being noticed – it made it easier to

  kill.
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