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[bookmark: _Toc156411721]Chapter One – Efa

‘You are loved more than any metaphor can ever express. Raphael, My love, my husband-’ the words were difficult to speak – not for any regrets at this moment in my life, but because the man I had chosen to bind my soul to for all eternity was a man of the church and what we were doing wasn’t strictly biblical…but he had agreed to this service with me all the same. He accepted my different ways of life and religion and promised me it was still, as he called it, ‘God’s Plan’.
He was also so goddamned stunning. His hair was currently dyed pink and styled to look slightly windswept. A tight, black corset peaked above the last fastened button of his silver-grey tailored suit jacket. His piercing amber eyes were honed on mine with enough intensity to stun anyone. Damn. We’ve been together for over ten years and yet he can still knock the wind out of me. Raphael smiled softly and squeezed my fingers lightly.
‘-I choose you to be my husband. I am proud to be your wife and to join my life with yours. I vow to support you, inspire you, and love you always. For as long as we both shall live, I will be by your side—for better or worse, in sickness and health, for richer or poorer. You are my one and only today and every day.’ I held my ring for him in my hand. I’d spent the last few years searching the world for a ring worthy of Raphael. The band was created from a dark meteor with pyrite inclusions and shimmered like the night sky, cool to the touch and with a comforting weight. A ring created from a star. It was perfect for the man I had chosen to be mine. ‘With this ring, I promise you that you'll never have to face the world alone.’ 
As I continued to gaze into Raphael’s eyes with my vows spoken, I let myself slip into a light trance where only Raphael and our prioress existed. I focused on my existence beyond corporeal form and opened my energy to Raphael and felt for his aura, for the comforting golden ambience of his being that I could feel no matter how far apart we might be in the physical world. 
‘Our love for each other is heaven-sent. My life is forever entangled with yours from this day on. My dreams are your dreams,’ Raphael said, holding my right hand tightly in his – the only anchor I had to the physical world right now. ‘I love you, and I know that this love is from God. Through all of the uncertainties and trials of the present and future, I promise to be faithful to you and love you. I promise to guide and protect you as God does his church, as long as we both shall live. I vow to be here with you and for you, forever and always. With this ring, I promise you that you'll never have to face the world alone.’
A ring of similar coolness and weight to the one I had given Raphael was slipped onto my ring finger. Trust him to have also chosen a meteorite ring for me too. As he finished his vows, I felt the full surge of his energetic existence tangle with mine as he joined me in trance. My skin tingled pleasantly as Raphael and I brought our hands palm-to-palm and intertwined our fingers.
The prioress turned to the altar and added frankincense to a fire burning in a cast iron bowl before picking up a length of red ribbon. Our family and friends were silent in pews behind us. I tried not to imagine what they would think about the next part of our ceremony as the prioress began slowly wrapping the red ribbon around our wrists. Raphael gave my fingers another squeeze. He was right. It didn’t matter what they thought.
‘Speak these words in unison after me,’ the prioress said as she finished binding our wrists together.
I was grateful to be on sanctified ground for this final part, and the priories for allowing it. I took a deep breath to clear my mind and felt Raphael do the same. We had practised the ritual copious times and memorized it to the point we would likely remember it in our next lifetime too.

‘Separate now but soon shall link,
Your mind and mine shall finally synch,’


1


I was close enough to Raphael to feel the warmth of his physical body as I let down my mental guard and allowed him into my mind. Raphael’s aura had a beautiful opalite glow that radiated around him like a ball of light. The light reformed into golden threads that laced around me, then through me, as my own aura of white did the same with him; as though we were being sewn together by the light.

‘Allow me to travel with you,
‘As I allow you to travel with me,
‘Allow your shields to lower,
‘’As I allow mine to lower for you
‘Two souls, one mind moving closer,
‘Let us not be two, but one never to part,
‘We are two souls destined to act as one,’
 
My heart was racing, pumped by the magnitude of euphoria and bliss rushing through my veins. I could feel Raphael like never before. His breath was my breath. I could feel the constriction of his corset as though I was wearing one…Raphael’s eyes were brighter than ever – I didn’t need telepathy to know he felt the exact same thing as our souls melded together into one anima shared between our two bodies.

‘I am yours,
‘And you’re mine,
‘’In this life,
‘And in all lives.’
 
‘I now pronounce you wife and husband,’ the prioress said finally, ‘you may now kiss.’
Somehow, Raphael and I managed a restrained and simple, polite kiss that wouldn’t traumatise our loved ones or the prioress who had agreed to our hybridised wedding of sanctity and magic.
The prioress unfastened the red ribbon from our wrists then turned back to the alter and bowed. She added a pinch more frankincense coated with white powder to the fire before reverently adding the ribbon to the flame which became violet. Even Raphael and I were pleasantly stunned by the prioress’ scientific flourish to our ritual as the congregation gasped, the reverential silence ended by the enchanting violet flames symbolizing the divine acceptance of our soul-binding and earthly marriage.

[bookmark: _Toc156411722]Chapter Two – Raphael 

Sunlight filtered through a window into my living room and glistened over a golden cross that hung above a hearth filled with unlit candles. Iwan, my childhood best friend was adding several cards to a stack of unopened cards balanced on the mantlepiece.
‘Raph, you have to face the facts. If Efa was alive, she would never have vanished,’ Iwan said calmly as he walked across the living room towards me and sat in the opposite armchair. He eyed a bouquet of flowers that sat withering in a vase on a coffee table between us; the frail bunch of jasmine, red asters and heliotrope that were still fastened with red ribbon. The bouquet that was never thrown. Their petals browned along the edges and drooped forlornly above a necklace of larimar and lazulite that was missing one stone. Efa. …For as long as we both shall live, I will be by your side… The promise she’d had made to me seven days before echoed in my mind, fading slowly, until only ticking from a grandmother clock outside the living room filled the silence stretching out between Iwan and I.
‘I can feel her, Iwan,’ I replied, ignoring his sympathetic expression and looked at the cross instead, spinning my wedding band around my finger. …with this ring, I promise you that you'll never have to face the world alone… Efa had vowed to face the world with me. She’d gone to change from her wedding dress before our reception then vanished without a trace. All that was found was her torn-off necklace and splashes of blood in an alleyway leading to a path into mountains behind the priory. Police dogs had lost her scent at a mountain stream and there had been no sign of her anywhere since.
‘She’s not dead,’ I said finally. Iwan came by each day and we’d have the same argument each time, only today, he brought solemn news of a body that had been recovered from a quarry lake several miles out of town. It was too disfigured to fully identify even by Efa’s parents who had been called in to try and identify the body, but they had acknowledged the cadaver as Efa by the dress and slashes to the neck the matched where the necklace would have been cut off – but no wedding ring. There would be a small memorial of her life at 3pm at the priory where the body was being kept in the chapel of rest there.
It wasn’t Efa. She would never have taken her ring off.
I will be by your side… But you’re not by my side! I slammed my hand down on the table. The vase wobbled and several faded heliotrope petals fell on to the necklace. Iwan fixed me with a concerned stare but he remained silent and waited for me to continue.
‘We bonded our souls together. If Efa was dead…’ if she was dead, I wouldn’t feel her presence every moment. But how did I explain magic and telepathy to someone who hasn’t experienced it? To someone like Iwan who was blinded by faith to the denial of divine wonder? Ever since Efa and I had bonded our souls together, I had felt her within me. She was there at the edge of my mind. When I closed my eyes and felt for her soul, I would see glimpses looking down upon the city we lived in as if through her eyes like she was somewhere in the mountains surrounding our home. There was one valley in particular we had found after exploring a narrow cave system. It was filled with forget-me-nots and we always returned there when weather and time permitted. I could feel the wind rushing through the meadow and see the blue flowers nodding in the breeze with yellow eyes glowing in the sun as soft new shoots of grass tickled my leg. The scent of spring overpowered the sorrowful jasmine and-
A solitary chime from the grandmother clock brought me back to the moment, and to Iwan who was still watching me intently and especially the hand I’d raised as though to pick flowers from in front of me.
The air shivered with cool air that came from nowhere and circled around me before ruffling the bunch of flowers and loosening several red aster petals. Iwan felt it too. Another of the stray currents of air that permeated whichever space I was in lately. It carried the scent of Efa’s favourite perfume: oudh and frankincense. It blended with the coconut fragrance of her hair oil and I felt Efa sat beside me on the arm of my chair, the warmth of her body resting against my arm as if in a moment, she would topple backwards into my lap as she so often did if I was being morose.
Talk to him. Efa’s voice whispered in my mind before her presence receded from the room. 
‘Maybe you can’t believe me that Efa and I shared our minds together as much we did our lives, but twice this week I’ve heard her in my mind telling me to watch out. The first time I narrowly avoided being run over by a drunk driver and the second time from a sack of rubble the fell into my path from some scaffolding. And just now I-’ 
Iwan sat back in his chair with one eyebrow raised as he fingered the cross he wore. His other hand brushed his arm where the cool breeze had touched him. ‘Magic is of the devil,’ he muttered darkly, ‘if anyone was guiding you from danger, it was the Holy Spirit. Perhaps it’s time you spoke with our prior after the-’
‘I don’t need that right now. Least of all after a memorial for the wrong soul.’
This was why I never spoke with Iwan about magic. He could only see it as dark and those who use it as tainted. Iwan’s face paled and his upper lip trembled as he looked to be chewing back all kinds of blasphemies and retorts, his hand now fully clamped around his cross as though he worried I was possessed.
‘You know how you can feel when someone is watching you? Or when you’re at a cash-point and someone steps too close behind you, you can feel them within your space?’ I paused and waited for Iwan’s response as I made another attempt to explain things. He nodded slowly and I continued, ‘well it’s like that with Efa. After close to fifteen years of living with her, I know it’s her I can feel close by.’
‘I still think you should at least speak with the prior,’ Iwan grumbled, releasing his cross and checking his watch for the time, ‘we will be expected to be there soon and you had better change into something more respectable.’ Iwan kept his eyes averted from mine as he stood up and retreated to the hearth and the cross above it.
What am I to do Efa? Even my best friend refuses to believe me. My eyes stung and I rubbed at them furiously as Iwan, with his back to me, signed a cross upon his chest.

[bookmark: _Toc156411723]Chapter Three – Efa

I had been on my way back to the reception when two women wearing black sunglasses with gold wire rims swooped out from the shadows of the narrow alleyway between buildings. Razor sharp nails gouged into my arms as the women dragged me deeper into the dark path and pinned me against a wall, forcing a wad of cloth into my mouth. The stench of acrid musk and death had smothered my senses and made my head spin. Their tinted glasses barely concealed their ravenous red eyes as they bared their fangs at me. Three more men also wearing tinted glasses stalked out towards me from deeper within the alleyway and formed a semi-circle around me.
Five sanguivores. All of them red-eyed and leering at me.
‘We bring a message from Leoganna,’ one of the others, a male, had said as they stepped forward from the semi-circle, grinning with sharp, bloody fangs, ‘you took what wasn’t meant for you. This is your punishment.’ His words had ended with sinister laughter that forced every prayer Raphael had taught me to scatter and the revolting scent of them stifled my soul bond.
The sanguivore to the left of the herald spoke next, ‘the light will fail, and you and yours shall be cursed,’ and the one to the right immediately continued, ‘your love will turn to insatiable hunger and you will crave his blood.’
‘You will be damned,’ the woman holding me on the right side whispered into my ear as she moved a cold hand to neck and forced my chin up.
‘You will kill Raphael,’ the other woman said.
Finally, the herald stepped right up to me and licked his lips while running a clawed finger up my neck. ‘You belong to the night now,’ he growled, and still pinned and gagged, I could only struggle in vain against unrelenting claws as the man pulled a needle from his pocket and prepared whatever substance was in the barrel for injection. He stabbed it straight into my carotid artery. The prick of the needle was barely noticeable compared to the burning fluid that oozed into my blood and caused my throat to tighten instantly.
A group of people were walking in towards that alley and the sudden disturbance created enough distraction for me to yank free of the two women holding me. Her clawed finger tore at my skin and grabbed at my necklace as I broke free. I clutched the barrel of the needle and caught one of the beads as I dashed towards the mountain path.
‘You can never escape from us,’ the herald called after me as they gave chase.
Leoganna. I had been friends with her through school and she’d been resentful of the love Raphael and I had shared. Then, she and I had worked together years later. She had seemed to have moved on from teenage jealousy and was married with children…but the result of her fascination and studies on vampirism now hunted me deeper into the mountain even as I tore from the path and scrambled into brush towards a sheer rock face ahead of me. They hesitated as I leapt up the granite cliff and climbed over an awkward overhang, trusting muscle memory to carry me up and my body to hold out.
I couldn’t stop. Though the hunters gave up on climbing behind me, they had split up to find other paths up the mountain. My heart was on fire inside of my chest and fever threatened to take over as I hauled myself up the last two feet of cliff and dragged myself over the ledge. 
Away from the stench of sanguivores, I could sense Raphael again. He had my bloodstained necklace in one hand and stared fearfully into the alleyway I had just come away from. His other hand was against his neck as though he felt my pain. There were others around him, beseeching him to return to the light of the street as someone phoned the police.
I ran on into the darkness of the forest an unkempt brush that grew over the mountains, pausing occasionally to listen for the sound of the sanguivores, then took to crawling through thick brambles that clawed at my skin and snagged my dress as I neared a stream. My arms and legs were burning from countless nettle stings and my body trembled violently from the exertion – and from whatever poison was coursing into my body. 
Finally I splashed into the ice-cold flow and waded upstream to where I remembered the source of the stream to be. After a mile of wading, I reached a small rocky clearing where the water emerged from a deep aquifer. I staggered out of the water to a large slab of weathered dolomite. All I could hear over the cascade of water was the occasional rustling of small rodents nosing through the undergrowth and an owl hooting and waiting for a mate to answer.
At least I had outrun the hunters for now, if not their words.
My body was heavy and my jaw felt like the bone was being cracked apart. The numbness of my neck was slowly reaching out for the rest of my body. My heart faltered, then beat furiously in defiance, then faltered again. The feeble palpitations were now the only thing I could feel as I lay upon the rock unable to move any part of me. When I closed my eyes, it felt like my soul was being tugged down into the earth from my body, but if I tried to keep my eyes open, the forest swam around me, spiralling into itself and juddered violently before dissolving into darkness. 

*

‘Let us not be two, but one never to part, I will be by your side… Seven days since my marriage to Raphael. Seven days since we vowed to be by each other’s side for the rest of time. Instead of being together, I had put him in the worst danger and I, cursed to kill him, fled from him too.
After my consciousness returned, I’d crept into town to get some supplies and a change of clothes; and to check on Raphael from a safe distance.  He had been wandering through town in a fugue – too far absent minded to notice the car headed towards him until I called out. He jumped into a shop as the car smashed into a metal bollard and I was gone from sight before he could look for me. The acrid smell of sanguivore followed me on the breeze and made the hairs on my neck stand up. Was I becoming one of them?
‘God, please don’t let him come up here,’ I whispered, ‘I may not worship you, but Raphael has given his life to you...’ I wasn’t sure why I prayed to his god for help now. I had been baptised at birth, but that was as far as my connection to church went. My life had taken me into the metaphorical desert to find my path. I discovered magic and though I found Raphael and his certainty that my gifts were heaven-sent along that path, there were also beasts of darkness that hunted us. 
I hadn’t meant to keep so far apart from Raphael. I could often feel his pain and confusion; his sudden doubts and thoughts that I had betrayed him, then his urge to follow our bond and find me. The secret valley he and I had found years ago only had one entrance through a narrow cave system filled with ankle deep water. It was a safe place to hide from Leoganna’s pets for now, but Raphael knew this place and I couldn’t shake the feeling he was able to glimpse the valley if my focus slipped and let him fleetingly enter my mind.
‘Why are they even hunting us?’ I looked up at the heavens as though expecting a god who had never spoken to me to appear and answer.
‘What did you expect? He is to become an exorcist,’ a voice whispered softly through the still air. A small golden fox that served as my guide was sat by my muddy boots, its non-corporeal body a pale, comforting glow among the forget-me-nots as it reminded me of Raphael’s calling. ‘You can’t stay up here.’
I placed my fingers over my neck and felt the swollen puncture mark on my neck that was still numb. ‘Except that now I am becoming one of the demons he is learning to destroy,’ I replied. I checked the cuts on my arms. Ordinarily, cuts as deep as they had been would have needed sutures and several months to heal properly, but they had closed up entirely with barely a blemish in days.
‘You seem to have a handle on things,’ the fox said. It gestured towards my small hoard of black pudding that I was steadily making my way through each day.
‘For now. What’s to say that won’t change? I don’t even know what I am. I’m just…’ I felt my chest for the heart that should be beating sixty-four times per minute, not twice. Sometimes it fluttered up to forty beats per minute as though remembering how it used to work and then I’d feel faint and have the taste of iron in my mouth until I lay still for a while and eaten more black pudding. ‘As a man of the church, and one who is to banish demons, how can I even show myself to him?’
‘I would say a demon is defined more by their actions more than their species.’ The fox said, grinning and wiggling its ears.
‘And what about the curse? What about my being damned to crave his blood and kill him?’
I couldn’t help but lick my lips and inspect the newly emerged fangs. Raphael’s blood had smelt better than hot chocolate on a frozen winter’s day and that was from three hundred yards away. It scared me that the taste of his blood was what I craved when I was close to him. Yet here in the cold valley, all I wanted was his arms around me. If I closed my eyes, I could feel him just there; sitting in his chair wondering if I would leave him be or fall into his lap. Grief panged in my heart and I brought myself away from Raphael. My stomach growled and I hastily ate what was left of the black pudding.
‘It was modified blood that changed you, not words. Words only have as much power as you give them,’ the fox said, pausing to preen its tale before continuing, ‘besides, you’re out of cash. What do you think will happen if you try to use your bank card? He will never stop searching for you. You’re more in danger when you’re apart.’
I recalled the sack of rubble that had fallen into Raphael’s path the day before. Again he’d narrowly avoided death by my calling out to him. The stench of sanguivore was around him then too. ‘The rope was cut?’ I asked.
The fox nodded grimly, its ears drooping.
Someone’s body had been found too – though Raphael didn’t think about it that much. It had everyone we knew concerned and I couldn’t figure out why. Was that connected to Leoganna and her sanguivores too?
‘What if he despises me though?’
‘What if he doesn’t?’
[bookmark: _Toc156411724]Chapter Four – Raphael

A single bell in the priory tower called out a sorrowful peal. Iwan had gone ahead of me and I had promised I wouldn’t be far behind. It was almost 3pm but I couldn’t bring myself to enter the priory or the chapel of rest even though I had brought what was left of the wedding bouquet along to release.
It wasn’t Efa. I was certain.
I could feel her closer than ever and set off through the semi-wild gardens surrounding the priory. It was like we were magnets and I was being pulled inexorably towards that tugging sensation. It worked like a compass. If I turned down the wrong path, the feeling became more of compulsion to change course and stay within that reassuring pull of energy. Yet no matter how far I walked, I couldn’t seem to catch her and soon I was trudging back across a bridge to the main path to the priory.
I paused halfway across. There were forget-me-nots opening along the stream bank and their yellow eyes shone brightly above lush green leaves – the first of the year to open. Whatever was to happen, they would be a fitting flower to add to the tired bunch in my hand. The water was still high from months of rain earlier in the spring and torrents of black water flowed under the bridge, the surface rippling with silver edges as it pulled my gaze hypnotically into the flow.
‘Raphael,’ someone called my name from the direction I had just come. I couldn’t see anyone along the gravel path back to the main road or along the dirt path that led along the stream bordering the priory on one side and skirted the edge of the city. The peal of the bells ended their lament and the main bell knelled three times. Iwan was at the door and waving for me to hurry up.
‘Raphael,’ the voice came again, louder. I didn’t recognise it. My heart still pined and ached if I so much as leaned towards the priory. Efa was out there somewhere too.
‘Efa?’ I called out, looking along the path outside the priory boundary.
Iwan was storming towards me now and looked ready to forcibly drag me into the priory. Efa’s parents had come out and were offering me sympathetic expressions as they held back other friends and family that were trying to find out what the disturbance was.
‘You have to let her go, Raph,’ Iwan said as he caught up to me.
‘I can’t go in. I can’t...’ I said, backing away from Iwan before he could grab my jacket, ‘it’s not right. It’s not her, Iwan. It isn’t Efa that’s in there.’
I stepped further away from him. I didn’t know who might be lay in the chapel of rest that was so alike Efa to be confirmed as her, but I knew it wasn’t Efa, and with each step I took away from the priory, the tension knotting in my heart eased a little. 
‘I’m sorry… I’m sorry.’ I shook my head and turned away from Iwan and the priory, stepping into a run in the direction that seemed to hurt my heart the least. Iwan was shouting something behind me but I continued to run along the dirt path that kept by the stream, trying to outpace the heavy footsteps of Iwan behind me.
‘Raphael! Stop!’ Efa’s voice screamed through my mind and I stopped so violently I almost slid over in the mud. A tall, broad built man wearing black sunglasses with gold wire rims stepped out of the foliage and brandished a knife at me. Before I could react, Iwan collided with me and I felt the ground fall away beneath me a second before glacial water towed me under.
Coils of sharp wire clawed through my trousers and ensnared my legs. Before I could untangle myself, the determined currents pulled me deeper and tumbled me around until my arm was pulled through the railings of something. Clouds of silt filled my nostrils and took away what vision I had as fronds of burweed combed over my skin. My chest was heaving, throbbing, demanding breath I couldn’t take. I could only fumble blindly with the tangle of wire and railings pulling me deeper into river grass. My chest heaved again and I struggled to keep from inhaling water as my vision faded.
I was so tired. My clothes were unbearably heavy and tangled up as I was, I could barely escape my jacket to free my arm. I had unconsciously kept a firm grip on the wedding bouquet until now and released the flowers to try and pull myself free of the sleeve. Above me was the white glow of day upon the surface and I reached out to it. Efa was there. Tranquillity settled in my heart. It was okay. I was okay… Let us not be two, but one never to part. I was okay. Never to part…Soon I would- 

[bookmark: _Toc156411725]Chapter Five – Efa

It hadn’t taken long to deal with the sanguivore with Iwan’s help. My appearance and attempt at an exorcist prayer had been enough for Iwan to take over with the proper incantations. The sanguivore fled before it was done, but that wasn’t my concern right now. Iwan and I rushed around the bend in the path and searched for any sign of Raphael.
Let us not be two, but one never to part. I heard Raphael’s voice inside my mind. It was only two minutes or so since he fell in. I could smell the sweetness of his blood through the heady fragrance of spring draped along foliage growing along the stream bank. His thoughts were still within my mind, but he was slipping away. Red and violet petals and sprigs of jasmine drifted along the surface of the stream. The sound of water rushing in my ears grew louder. All I could see as my feet fumbled beneath me was a wash of white light and threads of bubbles rippling above and my mouth was full of the taste of brackish water. Never to part…
Iwan cursed loudly as he grabbed my wrist, dragging me away from the steep bank above the stream. Raphael’s body was just below the surface of the water. His pink hair floated around his deathly pale face and his lips were parted ever so slightly – as though about to utter a prayer as his eyes lifelessly watched the sky above. The sheer fabric of his blouse billowed in the water around him with one sleeve torn and fraying while his other arm was held down by something below.
Without a second thought, I yanked myself free of Iwan’s grip and dove into the icy black water, fighting against turbulent currents that wanted to pull me deeper. Raphael’s blouse was caught up in the railings of a mangled trolly and his partially removed jacked ensnared by red ribbon and barbed wire. It took far too many seconds to wrangle his arm free.
I let the water carry us several yards further down the stream towards a low bank that was obscured from the path above. Roots of multiple weeping willows held the bank together above us and thick curtains of branches made it impossible for me to clearly see Iwan. He was squawking on the path above and trying to find out what was going on, shouting out that he had an ambulance operator on the phone while I was trying to get a response from Raphael.
‘Hold on a moment will ya!’ I called up to him, ‘Give me your coat and let me try and resuscitate. He’s hypothermic.’ Raphael’s lips were dark blue now and skin was ashen. Even with the sunshine on both of us, there was no way to warm him up. I could already hear that Raphael’s heart had stopped and knew his lungs were full of water without having to check for breath and circulation. Iwan dropped his coat through the branches of willow and tried to see more of what was going on as I stood up and tiptoed through the branches to reach the jacket. ‘Wait for anyone to help up there,’ I said adamantly.
‘Come on Raph, it isn’t your time yet,’ I whispered and covered his body with Iwan’s jacket. I pinched his nose before placing my mouth over his and gave five breaths. I heard the cracking of ribs several times with the compressions and winced. His body coughed up the water from his lungs but there was still no sound of his heart beating back into life, not even as I went through the process of rescue breaths and compressions three more times.
‘Never to part,’ I said softly and pressed my forehead against his.
‘How is Raph doing?’ Iwan asked, crouching precariously over the ledge of earth. Clods of mud fell on to us and Iwan stepped back as the ledge threatened to give beneath him. ‘The paramedics should be here in a few more minutes.’ Though his words were spoken calmly, they were strained.
‘I think he’ll be okay,’ I lied, looking at Raphael who wasn’t responding to CPR. I heard Iwan resort to praying loudly and imploring their god to save Raphael as sirens sounded a few miles away.
‘What if he doesn’t despise you?’ I heard my fox say again though it remained out of sight, ‘you can still save him,’ it continued.
I looked down at my beloved. Could I save him? I had become everything he sought to banish from the world. Wouldn’t death be a mercy to him? The scent of his blood was getting fainter and the wailing of sirens had reached the nearest entrance to this path. The commotion of people that had rushed out from the priory to investigate was becoming raucous as people hurried towards us.
‘He is beyond human help,’ the fox said gravely, coming into view and looking at me as it pressed its paws to Raphael’s heart. The warmth from the sun above grew stronger. ‘You alone can save him.’
‘Please forgive this sin.’ I cast my eyes towards the sky quickly with my words, not sure if it was Raphael or his god I was asking forgiveness from.
I placed a hand over Raphael’s chest and pressed my lips to his neck where the carotid artery was. With a slow breath in, I bit into his neck and sunk my fangs to the artery. Sweet, metallic tasting fluid washed into my mouth with Raphael’s blood that tasted like maple cured bacon. The venom was making numbing my tongue slightly and I wasn’t sure how long I was meant to bite for this to work.
‘…and you will crave his blood…’ one of Leoganna’s minions had said. The words resounded through my mind as I fought the urge to suck Raphael’s blood. The flavour was delectable and my mouth was salivating furiously, but I wouldn’t give in to the craving.
The paramedics had arrived above us and were probing Iwan for information. There was barely any time left before they would try to get down here or figure out a way to lift Raphael up. I could only see the lower half of people through the willow branches. My parents were on the path for some reason, and there were three paramedics moving around Iwan who was leading to them back to the earthen overhang where I was still crouched over Raphael.
‘You should probably stop biting me now,’ Raphael said quietly, his voice husky. I pulled my fangs away from his neck and hit my head on a stony clod of earth above as shock reverberated throughout my body. He was looking up at me as though I was the loveliest creature in existence, not one that had been contemplating the flavour of his blood seconds ago. The colour was returning to his skin and his lips were returning to their normal shade of dusky rose.
‘He’s okay, he’s awake!’ I shouted up to the paramedics so they wouldn’t come tumbling down over us or rush so hastily to find a different route down. ‘I’m going to help lift him up just now,’ I added, looking at Raphael who was now propping himself up slightly on his elbows. The bite mark on his neck was nowhere to be seen.
‘There’s something you should know,’ Raphael said softly, a look of concern in his eyes as he struggled to sit up while holding me in his lap. I was afraid of his repulsion, that the concern in his eyes and voice meant he was going to tell me to go far away from him or burn in hell as compassionately as a man of the church could. It would be easier to face if there was hatred in his eyes and not-
‘Efa, everyone else thinks you’re dead.’
His words cut through my self-deprecating train of thought. He was being serious. He reached a hand to my face and lightly caressed my cheek. Whatever else might be in his mind…what was I thinking our minds are one…wait, why did my parents think I was dead? It had only been a week. I hadn’t thought to keep my guard up when trying to bring Raphael back so he would have been aware of my own thoughts. He was smirking shakily at me. Oh god. Not the thoughts about bacon? Shit.
One of the paramedics was lowing themselves down to our level a few yards away.
‘Efa, let’s just deal with the current situation first, okay?’ The smile that accompanied his words was reassuring and he pushed himself up properly, still holding me in his lap and pressing me against his chest. Warmth radiated from him and I counted his heartbeats – at least fifty-four beats per minute. My fox guide winked at me then turned into the light and departed as a cloud obscured the sun.
‘What in god’s name are we gonna tell them?’ I whispered as the first paramedic stepped cautiously over the slippery banks towards us.
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In this essay, I will discuss the creative and critical journey I have undertaken to develop Love Beyond Death, a short story in the dark fantasy. I will start by discussing the inspiration for Love Beyond Death and my aim of creating a story inspired by an historic piece of art. I will then reflect upon my choice of narrative mode throughout the piece and the challenges faced with my choice. Next, I will discuss how I was able to incorporate feedback received during workshopping sessions to develop my piece. Finally, I will evaluate the final piece and discuss the future of Love Beyond Death.
My inspiration for this piece of work was the Pre-Raphaelite painting Ophelia by John Millais.[footnoteRef:1] When I first looked at the paining, I was unaware of the title or the backstory to the painting. I wondered what could have happened to cause the lady to be in the water and this became the inspiration and starting point for Love Beyond Death. While researching the painting, I discovered that it depicted a scene from Shakespeare’s Hamlet in which Ophelia falls into a stream while picking flowers and drowns.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  John Everett Millais, 1851, Ophelia <https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/ophelia/-wGU6cT4JixtPA?hl=en-GB> [accessed 11 November 2023].]  [2:  Tate, 2017, ‘The Story of Ophelia’, Tate <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/millais-ophelia-n01506/story-ophelia> [accessed 29 December 2023].] 

I had the idea of a love story where death divides the lovers which resulted in the remaining character ending up in the water. However, I wanted to avoid the trope of heartbreak leading to a character taking their own life and the stereotype of it being the female that was grief stricken. I played around with subverting the norm and had it as the female protagonist being presumed dead within the story and the male protagonist left behind.
When I started writing Love Beyond Death, I wasn’t sure how Raphael would come to be in the water as I wanted it to be more by accident than character choice. While researching the symbolism of flowers to incorporate within the scene, I came across a German folktale in which a couple walking by the river spot pretty blue blossoms and the man stumbled and fell into the river, shouting “forget me not” as he threw the flowers back to the woman.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Saffron Clacy, 2023, ‘Valentine’s Day Flower Guide: Flowers That Represent Love’, Floraly <https://www.floraly.com.au/blogs/news/valentines-day-flower-guide-flowers-that-represent-love#:~:text=They%20may%20be%20small%2C%20but> [accessed 29 December 2023].] 

In considering the scene leading up to Raphael being in the water, I had the original plan to be that he too would spot forget-me-nots by a river and pick them, thus leading to his falling into the water, however, since I still had the story to write to that point, I allowed the story to naturally unfold with the end scene in mind which resulted in Raphael falling into the water due to entirely different reasons which I believe was more authentic to the character while also avoiding stereotypes and tropes. As with Millais’ painting of Ophelia, I incorporated flowers with symbolic meanings around Raphael: red asters for undying love and devotion, heliotrope for eternal love and jasmine for purity.[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Saffron Clacy, 2023, ‘Valentine’s Day Flower Guide: Flowers That Represent Love’, Floraly.]  [5:  Madison Moulton, 2022, ‘Ultimate Guide to Jasmine Flower Meaning and Uses’, Petal Republic <https://www.petalrepublic.com/jasmine-flower/> [accessed 29 December 2023].] 

With the ending mind, my next step was to create characters and a plot that would allow this scene to evolve. Though I had a tragic scene in mind with Raphael ending up in the water similar to the painting of Ophelia, I knew that I didn’t want it to be a tragic ending, so the next step for my story was considering characters which could negate death by some method. I was drawn to idea of vampires for this though I haven’t read much in the way of fiction including vampires.
I began with exploring the mythology of vampires and came across the story of Elena and Gerado in The Vampire by Montague Summers. The two lovers were deeply in love and enter a secret marriage before Gerardo is dispatched elsewhere by his father. Soon after, Elena’s father unaware of the secret marriage, arranges a marriage for her with a different noble causing her to fall into grief and is found as cold and stark as a “stiffening corpse” by the next day.[footnoteRef:6] Unable to be restored, she is instead taken to church for burial and when Gerardo returns and discovers Elena’s death, he goes to the church with his captain and crew where she is buried and, grief stricken towards death himself, takes Elena’s body away. Elena returns to life by the dawn as if by the love of Gerado. While the story never refers to either Elena or Gerardo as vampires, the implication is there with Elena’s coming back from death. I implemented this idea in Love Beyond Death with Efa and Raphael who are married at the start of the story – though openly rather than in secret – and it is their undying love for each other which allows Raphael to cheat death at the end. [6:  Montague Summers, The Vampire (London, Senate, 1995) p43.] 

With so many vampire novels revolving largely around sexuality and power, this historic story inspired me as it was one of love conquering death and gave me the idea for my title: Love Beyond Death. Still wanting to create a story that was more than love as the plot device, I also took inspiration from Fevre Dream by George R.R. Martin in which the plot follows Abner Marsh’s dealings with vampires and blood feuds and the creation of a potion that would liberate vampires from their necessity to consume human blood.[footnoteRef:7] This gave me the idea of different sects of vampires (such as the sanguivores that hunt Efa being one) and the method in which they turn Efa by using a potion administered with a needle in chapter three. [7:  George R.R. Martin, Fevre Dream (London, Gollancz, 2011).] 

Another story I took into consideration when creating different kinds of vampires within Love Beyond Death comes from The Twilight Saga by Stephanie Meyer.[footnoteRef:8] While many of the vampires within Meyer’s novels hunt humans and consume their blood, the Cullens chose a different way and consume animal blood, something also shown in The Librarian: Curse of the Judas Chalice (film) where Simone who is a vampire has a supply of blood packs to feed on rather than hunting humans.[footnoteRef:9] I used this plot device with Efa who is eating black pudding in chapter three as she doesn’t want to consume human blood. [8:  Stephanie Meyer, The Twilight Saga (London, Atom, 2022).]  [9:  The Librarian III: The Curse of the Judas Chalice, 2008, dir. by Jonathan Frakes (Electric Entertainment).] 

I opted to use first person narrative throughout Love Beyond Death as I wanted to put focus on to what the characters can see and think and build a much closer psychic-distance between reader and character. For example, in chapter one when Efa and Raphael are getting married, I wanted the focus to be on Efa’s love for Raphael which I portrayed through the wedding vows and the soul bonding ritual incorporated. Rather than using close third person or third person omniscient which would allow for greater scene building and delivery of exposition, I wanted the reader to be situated into Efa’s experience and what she considers important at a given time and use dialogue and action combined with internal thought to provide essential information.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  John Gardner, The Art of Fiction (New York, Vintage Books, 1991) p111.] 

Some of the feedback I received while writing and redrafting this piece was to consider opening with the setting of the wedding and details such as what Efa’s dress was like, however I felt this would detract from the gravity of the moment and put expand the psychic-distance of reader and character.
I also wanted to have the limited perspective first person narrative creates so that there are things both the characters and the readers can only know if it is information provided through their engagement and interaction with the environment. However, this was challenging with the limitations of first-person narrative and being locked in one character’s mind and locked out of the possibilities of going deeply into other character’s minds.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Gardner, The Art of Fiction, p76.] 

Although I struggled with my decision, I chose to keep those details out and focus on the dialogue and actions which serve as foreshadowing for events to come as well as providing vital information about Efa and Raphael both as individuals and as a couple. It also shows the reader what the character puts their attention on e.g. Efa’s focus during the wedding is on her love for Raphael and not the dress.
Close third person narrative with Free Indirect Discourse (FID) would have allowed for both the limited worldview and reported internal thoughts of first-person narrative, however FID is a style of narrative I struggle with, and earlier attempts at writing in close third person tended towards third-person omniscience which I wanted to avoid with this piece. If in the future I was to expand and develop Love Beyond Death, I would incorporate chapters written in third-person narrative which convey more setting and allow exposition which the specific character in first-person wouldn’t necessarily have access to.
It was through discussion in workshop sessions that I developed the character of Leoganna, the antagonist of the story. Initially, Efa was changed into a vampire by an unknown entity existing purely as a plot point. I had difficulty formulating a compelling antagonist at the start of my writing journey, particularly inn searching for ways to keep away from the tropes of vampire fiction such purely as a plot device of romance such as The Twilight Saga or because of the primitive beast behaviour of vampires e.g. Bram Stoker’s Dracula which set the standard for fiendish and blood-thirsty murderers with his “aristocratic predator from the grave who mesmerizes, defiles, and feeds from the beautiful women he kills” and is repeated in Anne Rice’s Interview with a Vampire where Louis has to deal with his immortality and his existence as a blood-driven murderer.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  J. Gordon Melton, The Vampire Book (Detroit, Visible Ink Press, 1994) pxvi.] 

The conversations I had during workshopping guided me towards Efa’s becoming a vampire as a form of undoing of character by someone who was jealous of her success e.g. with Leoganna and her currently unrevealed plans. This allowed me to cultivate a character who would become a vampire – but it was up to her whether she became a monster (a sanguivore) or some other kind of vampire; something which is hinted at by the fox in chapter three who tells Efa “a demon is defined more by their actions more than their species.” The introduction of Leoganna also provided scope for future development of Love Beyond Death which could explore the pasts of both Efa and Raphael as well as that of Leoganna.
I believe that I have successfully created a piece of dark fiction inspired by the painting Ophelia[footnoteRef:13] in which the essence of the painting was captured in the scene where Raphael is in the water, including the attention to detail of the natural environment which Millais emphasized. This can be seen with the inclusion of meaningful flowers with Raphael and the plants in and around the stream bank. I would however have preferred to have given more attention to details of nature both in that scene and throughout the chapters of Love Beyond Death. [13:  Millais, 1851, Ophelia.] 

In working with first-person narrative for this piece, I feel that I have managed to convey the internal worlds and thoughts of the protagonists, however I would likely change some or all of the chapters to close third person if I continued to develop this piece. I would also improve my skills at incorporating FID to allow for the more personal thoughts to be included within the narrative. I believe that the use of close third person and FID would allow the reader to have a greater sense and understanding of the world while still allowing for a more personal connection with the characters.
I would like to expand Love Beyond Death into a novella and explore the specifics of what the characters studied and worked upon in their past, and how that led to the introduction of sanguivores and the possibility of different variants of vampires. In particular, I plan to develop the interaction between Raphael and his faith with Efa and her animalistic path – and the ramifications that may have. I would also like to continue Love Beyond Death beyond the current end point and address the issues of an ordained vampiric exorcist and the complexities of their living amongst mortals. This would allow for the creation of an innovative piece of dark fiction in which the vampire myth has become something new such as vampires that can be out in daylight and can also be more than primitive blood lust, and also a story that navigates the complexities of an organized faith and light being interwoven with demonic entities and the darkness.



Word Count: 2156
















[bookmark: _Toc156411727]Bibliography


Primary Source

Millais, John Everett, 1851, Ophelia <https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/ophelia/-wGU6cT4JixtPA?hl=en-GB> [accessed 11 November 2023]

Secondary Source

Clacy, Saffron, 2023, ‘Valentine’s Day Flower Guide: Flowers That Represent Love’, Floraly<https://www.floraly.com.au/blogs/news/valentines-day-flower-guide-flowers-that-represent-love#:~:text=They%20may%20be%20small%2C%20but> [accessed 29 December 2023]
Gardner, John, The Art of Fiction (New York, Vintage Books, 1991)
Martin, George R.R., Fevre Dream (London, Gollancz, 2011)
Melton, J., Gordon, The Vampire Book (Detroit, Visible Ink Press, 1994)
Meyer, Stephanie, The Twilight Saga (London, Atom, 2022)
Moulton, Madison, 2022, ‘Ultimate Guide to Jasmine Flower Meaning and Uses’, Petal Republic<https://www.petalrepublic.com/jasmine-flower/> [accessed 29 December 2023]
Rice, Anne, Interview with a Vampire (London, Sphere, 2008)
Stoker, Bram, Dracula (Redditch, Read Books, 2019)
Tate. 2017. ‘The Story of Ophelia’, Tate <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/millais-ophelia-n01506/story-ophelia> [accessed 29 December 2023]
The Librarian III: The Curse of the Judas Chalice. 2008. dir. by Jonathan Frakes (Electric Entertainment)

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES,

Trinity Saint David





