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An ancient parchment lies


in a darkened, sacred place.


Its location, unknown;


its maker, anonymous.


It is legend.


On it is a ritual,


its words inscribed in blood.


This ritual requires the deepest love


and ultimate sacrifice—death.


It will transform a vampire to human again.


My love, Rhode, had performed


this ritual for me, and died.


I performed it only days ago.


And I survived.




 


Chapter One


“You’re home,” Justin Enos said, leading me through the great stone towers of Wickham Boarding School. I hesitated once I crossed the threshold, stopping at the main path that led past Seeker dorm and to the many halls and lanes of campus. In the distance, tall streetlamps lit up brick buildings like tiny beacons.


Only four days ago, I was so sure that this world was no longer my own. I had performed the ritual for Vicken, my friend, my confidant, also a vampire. I performed this ritual to turn him human. That also meant it had been four days since my best friend, Tony, was killed in the art tower, and since I believed I too would die.


“I can walk, you know,” I said, though I stumbled and Justin had to grab on to my arm. He gave me a knowing glance. My thighs trembled, the result of lying unconscious in a hospital bed.


“It’s a beautiful night,” I said, leaning into Justin’s arm as we walked. He matched my baby steps, holding a bag of my possessions on his other arm.


Lovers Bay, Massachusetts, was blooming in June, hydrangeas and roses all around us. Coupled with the aromas of the café and the restaurants behind us on Main Street, scents distinct to me in my newly regained humanity filled the air: sauces, perfumes, and fragrant flowers.


After everything that had happened, Wickham Boarding School campus seemed like an imaginary place. It lived somewhere locked in both dream and nightmare.


The night was quiet. The trees swayed lazily in the June air and I watched students meander across the campus, talking quietly to one another. The moon broke through the clouds, and when I looked back down to the earth, far down the path toward Wickham Beach, a figure leapt over the path and into the woods. Blond tendrils of hair flew behind her in the wind.


I grinned at first, imagining a student sneaking off campus to find something decadent to eat or to meet a boyfriend. Then something about the figure’s movements caught my eye. She jumped with the ease of a dancer but with the charge of pursuit as well. She was lean and swift. Too lean … too swift.


Alarmed, I scanned the school grounds.


“What’s wrong?” Justin asked.


“Want to go down to the beach?” I asked, stalling for time.


Justin left my bag with the guard at the dorm and I waited alone, staring down the pathway. If she came back out of the woods, then I would know whether she was an ordinary human. Students passed by me, calling out:


“Hey, Lenah!”


“How are you! Feeling better?”


I kept my gaze forward. “Word got around fast when you went to the hospital,” said Justin, nuzzling my neck.


We walked past the Union and Justin’s dorm. I couldn’t explain it, the knowing that she was strange, that the blonde might not be human. Perhaps I was just being paranoid. Of course I was being paranoid. I was an ex-592-year-old vampire. Oddities and strange creatures had once been an everyday part of my life.


We walked down to Wickham Beach. I took off my shoes, leaving them by the steps, and sat down on the cool sand. Sitting there, leaning against Justin’s warm chest and marveling at the ocean stretching beyond us, I tried to forget about the wisp of blond hair and the unnaturally agile jump.


Justin’s hand wrapped around mine. We watched the bay, and I replayed the memory of the first time I met him. During my first week reborn as a human, he had walked out of the water, glimmering and golden.


I leaned my head on his shoulder, breathed, and listened to the water lap lazily on the beach.


Except … 


A horrific knowing sent a shiver through me. I shuddered and Justin looked down at me.


“Hey … are you okay?”


Look left…, my mind said.


But Justin felt it too. He looked away from me and his fingers dug into the sand and he rose up onto his knees.


Death is coming, the voice inside my mind said. The voice of the Vampire Queen. The hunter of hundreds.


You know this trouble, the voice slithered.


I looked slowly down the beach.


“Do you see that?” Justin asked.


I did. My heart was a cello string, vibrating as though drawn across with a bow—wavering. Someone was running toward us from very far down the beach. A girl—not a child, but not a grown woman either. A student? Her slight frame swayed as she ran, zigzagging across the sand and then hitting the ground. She pushed herself up from the sand but her arm gave out and she fell again.


“I think it’s…” Justin’s voice trailed away.


She finally got to her feet and started running again. The next time she collapsed to the sand, a few moments later, she cried out. It was a scream that traveled in a long wail down the beach, vibrating her terror into our ears. Goose bumps erupted over my arms.


I knew this kind of cry well.


“She needs help,” Justin said, taking a step toward her.


“Wait,” I demanded in a whisper, grabbing his arm. I narrowed my focus into the darkness.


“Are you crazy? She’s hurt,” Justin said. “What are we waiting for?”


My terror was a heartbeat quickened. A dry mouth. Words stuck to my throat, trapped by fear. I couldn’t remove my eyes.


For there was someone behind her.


This someone threw her hips confidently side to side. A model’s walk. A saunter of death. The woman grabbed the girl by her ponytail. There was a quick yank, animalistic, and brutal.


The wind came through the trees, shivering unnaturally in the summer breeze.


“Justin,” I said. “We have to go. Now.”


“But, Lenah!”, I pulled him to me so we spoke very closely.


“Silence,” I said. “Or we’ll both be dead.”


Justin didn’t reply, but an understanding passed over his eyes.


I had to be calculated, purposeful. I could not let the human inside overwhelm me. I scrambled up the steps and turned into the woods that ran parallel to the beach. My legs ached from the days in the hospital and I grabbed on to the trees every few paces for balance.


“Lenah! We have to call for help!” Justin whispered loudly from behind me. I spun around to face him.


“Didn’t I tell you? You must be silent,” I commanded. “And don’t say my name again.”


I fell to my knees and crept to the edge of the woods where the dirt and beach storm wall met, and stared at the scene unfolding below. I gasped as I recognized the girl.


Kate Pierson, my friend. A member of the Three Piece—the group of girls at Wickham whom I’d unexpectedly grown to love over the last year. Kate was the youngest of all of us, barely sixteen. Innocent, beautiful, and now in grave danger.


This changed the circumstances.


We would have to do something. I immediately ran through our options.


We didn’t have a dagger or sword to pierce the vampire through the heart, so we would have to frighten her with strength, which Justin had.


“Please stop,” Kate cried to her attacker.


We lay stomach down and I clawed my fingers into the sandy grass.


The woman sauntered behind Kate, stepping over the darkened sand as though she were simply out for a night stroll. She wore all black. Thick, blond beautiful hair flowed and waved behind her in the wind.


She smiled, her mouth stained red with blood.


I drew in a long breath. “I know her,” I whispered to Justin.


My home in Hathersage, England, swept into my mind along with a memory of the staircase that led to the attic.


The maid.


The friendly maid with rosy cheeks.


Now she was whiter than stone and very angry.


Below us, Kate tried to wriggle away from the vampire, but now I could see the extent of her wounds. Justin and I were too late, much too late.


I gulped as the blonde grabbed Kate by the front of her shirt and bit into the nape of her shoulder. Kate cried out a familiar, hollow scream. This was one of finality. Her small mouth opened and she hollered into the night.


“How?” Justin whispered. “How do you know her?”


“I—” A shiver rolled over me. “—I made her.”


Slowly, ever so slowly, Justin turned his eyes back to the beach without speaking.


Congealed blood caked the sand together as Kate kicked away. She bled from her arms and her neck. This was a killing of strength. A vampire death can be one bite and virtually painless, but this was a death like Tony’s: a ruthless killing, done not out of hunger or need but out of power. Out of joy.


Kate brought her fingers to her throat to try to stop the bleeding.


Useless. I had seen this too many times.


“I don’t want to die,” begged Kate. “Please.”


My heart ached but the once powerful Vampire Queen inside me told me that this blond vampire was strong. She was unyielding in her desire for blood.


Justin and I could not run. We could not help. We would die at her hands if we made a sound.


We could do nothing until the horror was over.


There was one last scream from the beach.


And Kate Pierson was no more.




 


Chapter Two


“We have to tell someone,” Justin said as we stepped out of the woods and onto campus.


“No. We can’t,” I replied. We stood under the lamplight on the pathway and I held a hand over my stomach. “What we have to do is get inside. I have to think this through.”


I needed help. I needed someone who understood vampires.


I wanted Rhode, who was dead.


“We can’t just leave her on that beach!” Justin said as a girl from the sophomore class and a security officer passed by us on the pathway. Ms. Tate, the science teacher, followed closely behind them.


“You said you heard screaming?” the security guard asked the sophomore.


“A couple times, sir. Down here.”


Ms. Tate hesitated next to us.


“Lenah, good to see you, dear.” She touched my shoulder lightly. “Did you two hear anything near the beach?” she asked as we stopped next to the greenhouse. “Someone said they heard a fight or argument.”


“No,” I said, shaking my head and taking advantage of the opportunity. “We were just in here.” I gestured to the greenhouse.


She nodded and followed behind the security guard and the student toward the beach. It would be only moments before the sirens began.


My thoughts were at war with one another. What was a vampire doing here in Lovers Bay? A vampire I made. The name Vicken pulsed through my mind.


Vicken. My faithful Vicken. I created him in such darkness and pain. He was my compatriot. But a vampire no longer. I had performed the ritual, releasing him from the endless bloodlust and setting free the human inside.


What if the ritual had failed? What if Vicken had remained a vampire and was working with this blonde?


“Lenah? What are you thinking about?” Justin asked.


“Vicken,” I said, focusing on Justin’s face. “What happened to Vicken after I performed the ritual?”


A muscle twitched in Justin’s jaw and he crossed his arms over his chest.


“I left him in your apartment when I took you to the hospital. I have no idea if he’s alive or dead. I haven’t been back.”


The thought of a decaying Vicken on my Wickham apartment bed wasn’t an encouraging thought, but I’d have to see for myself. We walked toward Seeker, pretending we weren’t shaking as we walked. Just as I was about to go up to my room, a police car screamed onto campus.


It had begun.


As the car wailed by, it left in its wake an unnerving feeling that wrapped around me from my head to my toes. A knowing within my bones, for the second time that night.


Someone was watching me.


The blonde? Had she been looking for me? Was that why she had killed Kate?


Dozens of students were making their way to the beach to investigate the chaos. I looked past the Union and up the long slope of an enormous hill that led to the archery plateau.


A familiar figure stood on top, and hope immediately rushed through me. Suleen. The oldest vampire. He would be able to explain everything.


He stood dressed all in white with a turban fitted tightly to his head. He lifted his arm and motioned for me to follow him, then turned and walked onto the archery plateau, disappearing into the shadows.


I ran for it, trying to ignore the weakness in my legs as I sped up the hill. Justin followed behind me.


“Lenah, wait! What’s going on?” he called.


I tallied the horrors of the last day as I ran. Kate’s murder, the blonde vampire, and now Suleen’s arrival? All of this was undeniably connected.


“Something is very wrong. He wouldn’t be here otherwise,” I said.


“What’s wrong? Who is that?” he asked.


We crested the archery plateau. The line of targets sat in the distance highlighted by the moonlight. Suleen was not alone. A figure stood beside him in the middle of the field, clad in black pants, black boots, and black spiky hair.


My god.


The young man turned. His eyes bore into mine—blue. Blue. Blue.


My hand flew to my chest and I stumbled back.


Rhode. My Rhode. His whole body was surrounded by a halo of silver. The light that emanated from around his black hair, his blue eyes, and the curve of his face were nothing compared to the beauty that radiated from within him.


How could it be? I had run my fingers through his gritty vampire remains that first day at Wickham. I’d been so sure he was dead.


Of course … the realization rippled through me. If I had survived the ritual with Vicken … why wouldn’t he survive the ritual as well?


I ran to him. He watched me, completely still. The shock of seeing Rhode coursed through me, over and over again, making my mortal heart race. I was a step from him, close enough to reach out and touch his skin.


I would touch him! Feel his skin with fingertips that were alive with nerves and pulsing with blood. Suddenly, Suleen stood between us. I stepped to the left to avoid him but Suleen blocked my way. I moved to the right—blocked again. Rhode kept his eyes locked on mine, but didn’t take so much as a step toward me.


My fingers shook as my hand stretched out to him. “Rhode…,” I whispered. “You’re not dead. You’re not dead.”


He stared, marveling at me as if I were an unknown creature or some rare bird.


“Rhode?” I said, panic rising from my stomach to my chest.


“Lenah…” Suleen’s slow voice broke my gaze. “We haven’t much time.”


“Damn it, Rhode, speak to me,” I commanded.


Rhode closed his eyes for a moment, seemingly gathering strength to speak to me. Instead he took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes to look at me, I nearly fell back from their coldness.


“Rhode?” I said. “Do you know how long I’ve dreamt of this?” He didn’t respond. “I love you!”


A pressure on my arm fell away. Justin. I had almost forgotten he was there. His cheeks were streaked with dirt and when I moved my gaze to his hands, those too were caked in mud and sand. It reminded me of our terror that night, of what we had been through in the last few hours. And Kate Pierson had died.


“This is Rhode?” he said faintly. The wonder and hurt in his tone made me want to clamp my hands over my ears.


Rhode stared at Justin with the same curiosity he had for me, as if we were some strange animals. Justin reached for me again.


“You don’t want to be here,” he said.


At this, Suleen stepped between Justin and me.


“What are you—?” I started to say as Suleen opened his palm, face out to Justin. A great gust came over us all at once. My hair flew about my face and tree branches creaked. There was a loud pop as Suleen thrust his arm forward. In a blink, a wide vertical whirlpool of water separated Justin from Suleen and me. This watery shield hovered in the air between us. I reached out, extending my fingers and ran them through the whirlpool suspended in air. They made lines where they broke through the water.


I had never—ever—seen a vampire with that kind of power.


“Lenah!” Suleen said from behind me. “Rapidement.” Quickly. He turned back to Rhode and left the swirling shield hanging in the air as though it had always been there.


Justin banged a fist onto the watery barrier, then stepped back. He rose onto his tiptoes, trying to see over the water, but the barrier simply stretched upward too. Our eyes met through the water, his face rippling strangely.


“Lenah!” He yelled my name and the sound of his voice breaking made a knot form in the center of my chest. I could not go to him. Not even after everything that had just happened that night.


I turned to Suleen in frustration. “What the hell is going on?”


“When you performed the ritual for Vicken, you alerted the Aeris.”


“The Aeris?” I said with surprise. I had heard of them, but only in ancient vampire texts and Celtic mythology.


“What you both have done with the ritual. It must be reckoned,” Suleen said.


“A reckoning? Like a trial?” I asked. Rhode wouldn’t look at me; his arms were folded across his chest. The muscles in his forearms contracted, drawing my eyes down for a split moment. Then he swallowed. I watched, just to prove to myself he was human, that he was real. His chest rose and fell in an easy rhythm. We had both performed the ritual, we had both intended to die, yet there we were together—both very much alive. Both human.


“You must focus right now. This will affect both of you—” He placed his warm palms on my shoulders. “—indefinitely.”


I wanted to tell Suleen and Rhode about the blond vampire. About Kate’s death and the horror unfolding down on Wickham campus.


The watery shield still hovered in the air but Justin was gone from the other side. All that lay behind it was the rippled green of the darkened trees speckled with silver glints by the moon. The knot in my chest tightened again when Suleen spoke.


“Rhode must explain to the Aeris why he manipulated the elements to perform a ritual to turn a vampire into a human. He must explain why he passed this information on to you, so you could perform it as well.”


“Well, that’s easy. I was losing my mind. Going insane. Tell him, Rhode.”


Rhode sighed, then spoke for the first time. “Lenah…” It didn’t even sound like my name; it sounded like a swearword, a rotten word spit out, wishing to be forgotten.


“You never said this ritual was elemental magic,” I said to Rhode. Elemental magic would be the only reason the Aeris were involved. For they represented the four elements of the natural world: earth, air, water, and fire. Not human. Not spirit. The Aeris exist as the Earth exists.


“We have to do this,” Rhode said. His voice was calm. “We have to clear up our own mess.”


“It’s time,” Suleen said, and finally moved out from between us. Suleen looked to the middle of the green, but I kept my eyes on Rhode. The long trunks of trees behind him were a blur. The flat summer leaves were nothing but a wash of darkened emerald to me now.


“You won’t even look at me?” I asked quietly. “Did you know the Aeris were coming?” I didn’t dare move closer to him. “Why didn’t you come back sooner?”


Again, his silence was his answer.


“I don’t understand you,” I said.


“I didn’t want to come back,” he snapped. “I had to.” He lifted his eyes to mine. “For this.”


His words cut into the center of my chest.


He didn’t want to come back?


It was then I glimpsed a white light out of the corner of my eye. I knew that light—it was supernatural light.


Rhode’s words hung in the air, stinging me like a burn. There was a large expanse of land before me, and the archery targets sat deep in the distance of the plateau. My heart beat in the base of my throat; I brought my fingertips to my skin to feel it. The white light in the center of the green grew to be as long and wide as the field that stretched before me.


At first it was difficult to see anything discernible in the whiteness, but eventually the fuzzy forms took the shapes of human bodies. Four female bodies. The Aeris stepped forward.


Their dresses were flowing as if they were made from water, and the hue of the gowns changed color every few seconds, one moment blue, then a darker blue, then red. I wondered if it was the trick of the light. One of the women had impossibly white eyes and her hair swayed around her head as if she were submerged underwater. The woman next to her had hair that fluttered around her like crackling flames, a bright red. When she looked at me, her gown flickered a poppy orange. Fire.


Behind the Aeris were hundreds—no, thousands of shapes that looked like regular people.


The four spoke together. “We are the Aeris.”


Their light took over the entire sky now.


“Who are the people behind you?” I asked.


Fire gestured across the field of people.


“These are your victims, and the victims of the vampires you made.”


My victims? I shook my head quickly. It couldn’t be.


Yet there they stood. They were amorphous, their identities shielded in the light. Included in their masses was a bright being no more than three feet high. A horrified chill ran through me.


A child.


She was the child I had killed hundreds of years ago.


Looking from Rhode to me, Fire said, “Your lives are destined to be intertwined. You are held together by a power that cannot be undone by the Aeris.”


“Destined?” I asked.


“Yes, Lenah Beaudonte. You and Rhode Lewin were born under the same stars. The course of your lives has brought you here—together, as soul mates.”


“You never interfered with us before,” Rhode said.


“You, Rhode, were meant to die when you performed the ritual to make Lenah human. Yet your soul mate tied you to this earth. When you went out into that sunlight, you were meant to die. But you could not. Not without Lenah.”


“And the same for me?” I asked. “When I was performing the ritual on Vicken?”


She nodded. “So now we have come to undo what you have created with this ritual.”


I racked my brain, trying to understand what she was saying. Fire’s hair crackled. “You cannot manipulate the elements in order to bring life out of death. Not without consequence.”


“So you’ve come to punish us?” I asked.


“We have come to hold you responsible.”


Fire gestured toward the ghostly figure of the child to illustrate her point. There was nothing to say. Nothing I could possibly try to defend.


“It was our nature then,” Rhode said plainly. “To kill.”


“We are not here to hold you accountable for your endless murders, as heinous as they might have been. The Aeris are not responsible for, nor do we police, the vampire world. Vampires are dead. Supernatural, night wanderers. We cannot hold you responsible for the killings you performed in that world,” Fire said as she paced between us. “What interests me is what you have done to become human. It is against the laws of nature to manipulate the elements. You forced yourself back into this natural world with the ritual, and once you did, you became our responsibility. This will not go unreconciled.”


Rhode said nothing. I was unable to keep my eyes away from the thousands of figures collecting behind the Aeris. All those people … 


Fire clasped her hands together at her waist, then let them hang. My legs were so weak, they shook, and I wondered if I would fall to the ground right there.


“The choice is this: Either you can go back to your natural states and Rhode will return to 1348 as a knight under Edward III. You, Lenah, will live your life in 1417 as it should have been.”


“When we were human?” I asked incredulously.


“Natural states means when you each had a white soul, a pure soul,” Fire explained.


“You’ll send us back in time?” Rhode asked.


Fire glanced behind her at the crowd of our victims. A question rose in my mind.


“What about all of them?” I asked, gesturing.


“When you go back to the medieval world, these souls will return to the natural course of their lives too.”


“I don’t understand,” I said.


“Every person you murdered will live again, as will those killed by the vampires you created. They will never meet you—because you won’t become a vampire. It will be as though you had never met.” She looked to both Rhode and me.


In 1348, when he became a vampire, Rhode was nineteen. I wouldn’t be born for another sixty-nine years. He would be dead by the time of my birth or, at best, a very old man. That was their purpose. To send us back so that we would remain apart.


“It is a balance, Lenah. All the four elements of the world create balance. You were made a vampire against your will. You are Rhode’s original victim, so it is your choice to decide his fate.”


“What is the other option?” I asked.


Fire stepped to the edge of the white light. Her pupils were bright red, but the iris around them glowed a pearl white. I held my breath until my cheeks and whole body tingled.


“You and Rhode have unleashed a chain of reactions that cannot be undone unless you separate. You may either go back to the medieval world or you may remain here. If you choose to stay here, you and Rhode may not commit to each other.”


“‘Commit’?” Rhode asked. “What do you mean?”


“Commitment to love is a choice deep within the soul. If you choose to bring your lives together in this world, we will know.”


Could we touch? Talk? Kiss?… All these questions popped into my mind.


“You may talk, speak, interact, but you may not commit to be the couple you once were,” Fire said, reading my mind.


“But how will we know if we’ve committed to each other? If we’re the couple we once were? I can’t just stop loving Rhode.”


“You have always, always loved whomever you wanted, whenever you wanted. Rhode, Vicken, Heath, Gavin, Song, and Justin. But who filled up your soul? How many of them have you committed to? You didn’t share a life, you didn’t grow with them as you did with Rhode. It’s over. You must do to Rhode what you’ve done with the rest of the men you’ve come across. Keep him at arm’s length.”


“I don’t understand,” I barely said, knowing deep in my soul that she was completely right. Had I used everyone except Rhode? I had, hadn’t I? Fire took another step to me, and I could feel the heat emanating off her.


“Like the whitest shores on a beach as far as the eye can see. You want that ocean. You see that ocean. But you can never go back in. Ever.”


I swallowed hard, unable to formulate the words I so desperately wanted to say. I wanted to convince her. Could I keep Rhode at arm’s length? Could I pretend we didn’t have the history we had? The silver light around all my victims pulsated behind Fire’s head, reminding me of all that I had done to deserve this moment on the archery field.


“And them?” I asked with a nod of my head. “What happens to them if I stay?”


“You see this light around me?” she asked.


I nodded again.


“Your victims. They have white souls. And they will keep them.”


I imagined my soul to be black and hardened, like a lump of coal.


“And if I return to the medieval world? If they go back to their lives?”


“Then they will be left to their own choices. The fate of their souls will be their own.”


I had already decided their fate. They were safe where they were, safe in that light. How could I release them into a past I knew nothing about? Was I being selfish? Did I want to protect their souls or my own? I knew more than anything else in the world that, if I had a soul, Rhode and I were meant to be together.


“What is your choice?” Fire asked.


I looked at Rhode’s profile. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. I wanted to kiss his mouth, even now, even with the Aeris’s decree that we would never be a couple again. Just seeing him there, knowing I could be near him when I had been so convinced of his death … I didn’t want to go back. No matter what we had to face, if Rhode was by my side, even at arm’s length, I could do anything.


“I choose to stay,” I said, looking into Fire’s poppy-colored eyes. “Here in Lovers Bay.”


In my mind, a perfect apple orchard, painted in thick swirls of color, dissolved as though left out in the rain.


“And they’ll be safe?” I asked, meaning the people behind the Aeris. She nodded, then said, “You must fight her, Lenah.” She didn’t need to tell me whom she meant.


She took a step back into the light, and her distinct form began to fade.


The white light dimmed too and Suleen, who stood beside us, held a hand out toward the Aeris. He turned his palm left, then right, and then made a fist. He was performing some sort of communication that I did not understand. Fire mimicked these gestures. A palm left—right—then a fist. She and her sisters were almost gone, fading into the scenery as if they’d never been there.


Rhode watched Suleen, but I couldn’t stop staring at his chest, rising up and down. I had stared at it for hundreds of years, wishing we were both alive, breathing and living together.


You cannot commit, Fire had said. I jumped forward, past Suleen and toward the vanishing Aeris.


“Wait!” I yelled. “Wait!”


I threw my arms out facing the light, but it dimmed, leaving nothing behind but misty cobwebs. The Aeris were gone. Fire was gone.


Rhode stared around the archery plateau, now shrouded in darkness.


“We have to do something!” I cried to Suleen.


“You did,” Rhode said. “You chose to stay.”


There was sadness in his voice, anger too. I just couldn’t part with Rhode, not when it came down to it. I couldn’t go back to the medieval world without him.


The grass under my feet was gray; the sky black. I swallowed and a lump in the back of my throat hurt.


“Your hundreds of years of experience on this Earth must be your conscience now. Stay away from each other,” said Suleen. His even tone broke the spell of my thoughts.


Rhode met Suleen’s eyes. A tremor traveled from my shins to my knees to my thighs. I needed to grasp something hard, clench it in my fist and break it, like a branch.


My mind sped up, as though coming back to the world I existed in before the Aeris came from their white world and lit up the archery plateau.


Justin.


I spun around to look back at the slope of the hill where Suleen had conjured up the water shield. But Justin had long gone. I supposed I could not blame him. I would not have wanted to linger at the scene either.


“There is no other way, Rhode,” Suleen said.


Rhode replied in Hindi—a language I had not learned. While I could speak twenty-five languages fluently, Rhode had chosen one I could not understand.


He walked past me and descended the hill without looking back.


Was he leaving? Right when I had found him again!


“What did he say? Rhode!” I yelled, and followed. Suleen caught my arm. “No!” I screamed. I pushed against his strong grasp but he easily held me back.


Rhode ran across the meadow, then onto the pathway.


“Rhode!” I screamed. This heartache made me sick. “Rhode!”


He did not look back.


I could not tell him about the blond vampire. I could not say, Stay, for I love you. I’ve always loved you. Stay and we can do this together.


Because without a second look, without a glance, he was gone.




 


Chapter Three


THE HEATH
HAMPSTEAD, ENGLAND
1730


When the years of vampirism began to chain my mind to madness, I yearned for my parents’ apple orchard. I ached for the succulent red apples dangling from the branches. For almost three hundred years, I begged Rhode to accompany me back to Hampstead. When we finally made the trip, I wore black for the occasion. My hair fell in long tendrils over my shoulders, my ribs constricted by a corset. The 1730s was the era of panniers, wide hoops attached to a woman’s hips underneath her dress. Women were meant to take up space, to be a spectacle, to be admired. It was a time of opulence. I loved this era most of all. I could shine when the light of the sun was no longer upon me. As for the men, many wore wigs, powdered white. But not Rhode. He always wore his hair long, black, and tied at the nape of his neck. The leather of his black boots reached almost to his knees.


We were gorgeous Angels of Death.


“Three hundred and sixteen years since I stepped on this land,” I said, glancing at Rhode.


“Same for me,” Rhode replied. A brilliant sunset descended over the Heath, washing the fields in a tangerine light. Behind him, set off by a field, was the stone monastery where I’d spent so much of my childhood. The Hampstead sunset washed bloodred hues over the grass. As a vampire, I was relieved to know that the daylight would start to dwindle soon.


“Are you sure you want to see this?” Rhode asked.


I nodded, moving my eyes from the monastery to the lane ahead. I had often padded these fields as a child. Images of dirt caking my toes, my hair flowing behind me in the wind, and the rich earth burned in my mind. The wind brushed through the branches again, and a shower of leaves layered the ground. The Earth seemed to shiver as though it knew someone unnatural was walking its lands.


As Rhode took a step, his sword clicked against the side of his leg. I lifted my hand and gently intertwined my fingers through his. Even though almost every finger wore a jewel, he chose to rub his thumb over the onyx—the stone of Death. We stepped down the long, tunneled lane that led toward my family’s home. As we passed the monastery, my eye followed the gray stone and well-kept grounds. After three hundred years, it was still a place of holy reverence.


Was it possible Henry VIII had spared it? That it had escaped the dissolution of the monasteries in the sixteenth century?


“It is a church now,” Rhode said, and when I looked properly, I could see that the monastery of my childhood was no more, though the core of the building remained the same. I could hear the sounds of a service from inside, soft murmuring and chanting.


When I was nine years old, I used to hide underneath the stone-framed windows, my feet pressed into the scratchy ground. I would listen to hundreds of haunting voices. The hum of the monks’ soft tones would echo out into the field, sending a vibration through my chest.


One night, my father told me the light from the monastery was the most beautiful light in the world. “Candlelight,” he had said, “is a human’s beacon to God. A little piece of God on Earth.”


“It’s just ahead,” Rhode said. There it was. I stared at the house on the orchard.


“It’s the same,” I whispered. “Just as it is in my memory.”


The same slate roof and evenly spaced stones. The same two-story manor overlooking manicured lanes of trees that stretched back in straight vertical lines so far that I couldn’t see their end. And the trees were in bloom. Green, green everywhere—lime green, sea green, bottle green, and long grass that tickled your ankles.


I gripped the heavy fabric of my gown, lifting it up so as not to drag it along the muddy ground.


“I don’t believe anyone is at home,” Rhode said as he took in the smokeless chimney.


It didn’t matter to me either way. I pressed my hands against the glass, wondering if it was cool—I could not sense its temperature. As a vampire ages, her sense of touch deadens. I leaned in closer. The wooden beams on the ceiling had been reinforced over time but it all looked the same. The familiarity sent a wave of comfort through me, and that feeling overtook the anger, pain, and misery that so overwhelmed me as a vampire. The comfort was a gift.


“Lenah, look,” Rhode said from behind me. “There are—”


“Fifty acres,” I finished for him, turning from the window. A sense of calm settled over me as I looked at Rhode. I expected him to be marveling at the acres and acres of land.


“No,” he said. “Tombstones.”


As though I had been drenched from head to toe in icy water, the calm vanished. It was replaced by the unrelenting familiar constant: grief. The most common feeling of the vampire. Grief. Loss. Pain.


My eyes followed the long point of Rhode’s finger. I paused at the doorstep a few moments before walking toward the little graveyard. Rhode squatted down on his heels and ran his index finger along a deep engraving on the front of one of the gravestones.


As I walked past the house, I glanced at my reflection in the windows. So many years before, I had seen myself as a child in the wavy lines of the glass. Now, in the same glass, I saw my long dark hair falling over my shoulders. The black of my dress stood out against the lush green of the rows of trees behind me. I took another step to the side of the house and came upon the cemetery.


Rhode’s finger was tracing the L in my name.


It was my gravestone.


God, it was a rotten piece of stone, but despite three hundred years out in the elements, my name was still etched clearly. There was no epitaph.


LENAH BEAUDONTE


1400–1417


Long ago, I thought. Long ago, I belonged to the world. I could have made a difference to my family, to my neighbors, to the monks, and to myself.


“Now you know,” Rhode said quietly, and stood back up. “You were given a tombstone.” That had been one of my many questions about my human death.


I nodded. “I wanted to see it. No matter how painful.”


“Your father died not long after you,” Rhode said.


The tombstone next to mine plainly read that Aden Beaudonte died in 1419. Next to the rounded curve of his gravestone was a cluster of jasmine flowers, dainty and white. Grow jasmine if you need to live, someone had once told me, not just exist but live. Grow jasmine so you’ll never be alone. I took a step, leaned forward, and plucked three sprays of flowers. When I turned back to my father’s grave, Rhode had stepped down the lane and was standing at the end, staring down at another tombstone.


I placed one jasmine spray on my mother’s grave; she had died alone in 1450.


“Lenah…,” Rhode whispered. I looked to the end of the lane. His chin pointed toward his chest, and his eyes were fixed on the stone before him. He squatted to the ground. I walked toward him, and once I was by his side, I saw the name on the tombstone. I gripped his shoulder, stumbling backwards. I had no breath to take. No heart to thud. Just the simple shock of seeing the name:


GENEVIEVE BEAUDONTE


MOTHER AND SISTER


1419–1472


“You had a sister,” said Rhode in awe. “She was born two years after your disappearance.”


A sister. I had a sister? I stared at the name, unmoving. If I’d known she existed, I could have come to see her, I could have watched her live. I spun from the tombstone, walked past the graves and back to the orchard. The train of my gown trailed behind me over the dirt of my father’s land.


“Lenah!” Rhode called.


What had they told her? That her sister had been taken away by demons? That she was there but then gone? My sister lived to be fifty-five, uncommonly old for her time. She outlived my mother. My mother hadn’t been alone. I stopped once I reached the orchard.


A sister.


I heard the sound of Rhode’s footsteps over the grass and he stopped right behind me.


“You were right. You had to come. To find out about your family,” he said gently.


The sunset almost fully settled over the land, I knew that if I scanned the sky, I would see the beginnings of the constellation of Andromeda. I brought my eyes back to the orchard. Whoever lived in my house would return soon. They were most likely at the evening service at the church.


Rhode’s hand linked through mine. When two vampires love each other, their touch will produce warmth. Without love, we feel nothing. In that moment, his touch was the brightest sunlight on the warmest day.


“Lenah, every person who has a tombstone in that graveyard carries the name Beaudonte.” He motioned with his head toward the house. “Your family lives there … even now.”


I grasped my hands around Rhode, pulling him to me.


“Promise me. Promise me that no matter what happens, you will always be there for me.” I pulled away and looked into Rhode’s vampire eyes. So glorious, they were the color of a summer sky. My sky. “We don’t know what will come, but if I know you will always be there for me, I can bear it.”


“I promise,” he said. “No matter what may come.”


He took my hand into his. With a glance back at the house and the graveyard beyond, the burn of tears that would never come stung my eyes. So I let the only person left in my heart take me away. As darkness swept over the long lane leading out, I could hear the singing of a few people in the meadow behind the old monastery. They were heading away from us, back toward the orchard. That was my family singing. Although they were many generations later, they were still my blood. I gripped Rhode harder, and let him take me as he had done three hundred years before, into the night.




 


Chapter Four


PRESENT DAY


Time does not tick on for the dead. After we die, we cannot keep it. It is the master of the living. For the dead, for the vampire, time is a hornet’s nest. Dangerous, best to be avoided—always humming in your ear.


When Rhode had run from me after our meeting with Suleen and the Aeris, he was leaving me for the second time in our long history. The first had been in 1740, when my mind was starting to string itself into pieces of lace. He had said, “I will never leave you,” hundreds of times, thousands of times. Vampires like to count; they like to tally their sadness.


The last time Rhode left me, I went mad. The last time Rhode left me, I had created a very different kind of family for myself. I had made a coven of vampires. This time, I vowed, standing on the Wickham Boarding School pathway, with the moon filtering through the lattice of branches, I would not relive that misery. I would resolve to be me … whoever that was.


But where had he gone this time? Back to where he was hiding during the year I believed him dead? What could possibly have been strong enough to keep him from me?


His words gnawed at my mind.


I didn’t want to come back, he had said. I had to.


Rhode had said he would never leave me. He said that as we stood in the lanes of my father’s orchard hundreds of years ago.


*   *   *


Security vans pulled through the campus. Guards and police officers corralled students and pointed them to their dorms. Trees swayed; the stars above twinkled in a lazy dance.


“Hey, you!”


I turned. A security guard I had never seen before walked toward me in the darkness. His badge shone under the pathway lights, which seemed brighter than usual.


“Curfew is nine P.M. tonight, fifteen minutes. Let me see your ID.”


I reached into my pocket, extended my hand with the ID. The guard reached for it, then froze, motionless, struck dumb.


“Sir?” I said, but he stared into the distance. Unmoving.


After a moment, he shook his head quickly and then turned on the spot, heading down the pathway away from me.


I stood on the path, unsure of what had just happened.


Suleen stepped out from the shadow of a building nearby, making me jump. “Walk with me,” he said.


“How did you do that?” I asked, breathless.


He did not answer. We walked in silence down the path by the building, past maintenance crews working in the dark. I could not tell what they were doing, but sparks flew into the air like tiny fireworks.


“They are changing the locks,” Suleen said. We were quiet again as we crossed campus and approached the beach. Across the steps that led down to the sand was a piece of yellow tape that read, POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS.


Suleen lifted the tape right beside a police officer who was reading something off a clipboard. We walked under the tape, and the officer gave no indication that he had seen us.


When we reached the beach, they had already moved the body, but Kate’s blood was still soaked into the sand.


Suleen and I stood beneath the light of the moon. The summer wind blew gently and I admired my silent protector. I wondered why he had involved himself in my life for so long. And how it was that he had such power. It radiated off him; it positively hummed.


I inhaled the scent of ocean and salt. When I was a vampire, I could not smell anything other than flesh and blood. My sight, on the other hand, was unlimited, needed for hunting and resulting in countless murders. I could see the veins in my victims’ skin, the flow of their blood. But touch and feeling? There were none. And taste?


“‘All you shall taste is blood and it shall be the fruit of your darkness.’ So say the books on vampirism,” I said aloud.


“Vampires love to record and pass on their misery. They use anything they can find to do so. Ancient documents, printed and scrawled on the oddest paper, bark of trees, or human skin,” Suleen said.


I was quiet.


Then, “I created the vampire who killed Kate Pierson,” I confessed.


He nodded. “As you saw tonight,” he said, “our past is not an immovable thing. It defines us; it can undo our future.”


I exhaled loudly. “How do the Aeris have so much power? Are they actually capable of time travel?… Could they have sent me back in time?”


“Yes, I think so. You see, in this particular decree, they are trying to repair the damage you have done.” Suleen seemed to think about his words, then said, “The Aeris are not human. They do not have human desires or wish you any ill.”


“Yet they’re hurting me in the most effective way possible—separating me from Rhode.”
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