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  Circle of Life


“What would you have me do? Kill him?” Armande turned on his heel to face me as he spoke. I noticed a slight twitch under his left eye. Something had spooked him. Armande never twitched. 
“Why didn’t you?” Armande’s shoulders rose a fraction of an inch in reply to my question. I doubted he was aware of it himself. To be honest, I didn’t care if he’d killed the guy or not. What I did care about was why it made Armande so tense. I let out a forced, audible sigh, relaxed my body, and pointed to the chair next to me. “Please tell me.”
Armande hesitated, almost as if he expected it to be a trap. Realising that it didn’t matter if there was one or not, he took a few quick steps and sat on the edge of the chair. His body was tense, waiting to spring back into action.
“Relax.” I spoke with a soft voice, a voice I only used with a few people. 
Armande glanced quickly at me before he leaned back a little, placing his hands on his silk-clad thighs and completing the illusion of doing as I had requested. His fingers fiddling with the royal-blue fabric gave him away. 
“He was me.” Armande bit his lip. “I don’t know how or why, but it was me. I looked into his eyes and saw… me.” His left foot started tapping against the floor, matching his twitching eye. 
Another sigh. This time, I didn’t have to force it out. So the rumours had been true. A deep pain built up in my heart. I had waited for a long time for this to happen. For Armande to lose grip on reality. Immortal or not, in the end the brain would give in. Leaving nothing but a crazed body in its wake. I should kill him right here, right now. That’s what I’d want him to do if the roles had been reversed. But I couldn’t. I’d done it plenty of times before, but never to anyone who had heard my soft voice. Never to anyone that mattered. Armande mattered.
As if he knew what I was thinking, he whispered. “I’m not crazy. It sounds crazy, but I’m not.” He rubbed his chin. For a second, he looked every bit of his almost two centuries of age. “I’m not crazy.”
“Okay,” I said and rubbed my aching wrists. My paper-thin skin was a stark reminder that age was chasing me too.
Armande looked me straight in the eyes, something he hadn’t done in years. “Okay? Just like that?”
“I believe you. If you say you’re not crazy, you’re not.” I felt my heart crack with every word I spoke. It didn’t matter if I believed what I said or not. Eventually, I’d have to put him down. But not today. Not now.
Armande’s shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. 
“I thought-”
“Tell me what happened,” I interrupted him. I knew what he thought. I didn’t want to hear him say it. Words had wings. If you set them free, you’d never be able to control them. 
Armande stood up from the chair and paced the room. The old floorboards groaned with each step he took. For a second I wanted to command him to stop, but thought better of it. He had just faced how short immortality could be. What harm did a little pacing do?
“I had done the rounds above ground,” his voice started small, but gained power with each word. Slowly, he gained control of his feelings. “The moon stood high. We had sighted stray wolves near the fence the last couple of nights, so I made sure the guards were on high alert.”
I watched him as he paced the room, recalling the night’s events. I had to force my mind to stay focused on him and what he was saying. There would be plenty of time later to find a solution, to keep him with me. But if this was the last sane moment I had with him, I wanted to savour every detail of him.
“Who was above ground?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
“Tomas had the midnight watch,” he answered. His pacing had slowed down. “All positions covered. No gaps.” His eyes flickered as he went through the details.
A slight chill drifted through the room, and I shivered. 
“So you went inside?” I wanted to keep him talking, to keep hearing his voice. To keep pretending that everything was as it should be. 
“Yes.” Armande’s eye twitched again. “Inside.”
“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?” Except for seeing yourself, I wanted to add, but kept silent.
Armande stilled. “No. Nothing. I went to the kitchen to make sure the blood was decanted to your liking.”
I smiled. I couldn’t remember how it had started, but he had done that routine for over sixty years. Every night he made sure that I got properly decanted blood. Right year, right type, and the right temperature. For Armande, details were everything. I would miss our little routines.
“I had just left the kitchen when I heard the scream,” he said. “It seemed to float up from beneath the kitchen floor.”
“Was it a woman?”
“I don’t know. It was not human.” He winced.
“One of us?” Another point against him. One of us would never scream. Never.
“I, I don’t,” Armande hesitated for a second. “Of course not. No,” he shook his head. “Maybe I thought so for a second, but no, it couldn’t have been.”
“What did you do?”
“I ran out of the kitchen,” he said, and started pacing again. “I ran down the corridor to make sure the door to your wing was secure and guarded. Then I went down the kitchen stairs to the cellar. The scream must have come from there. It must.”
“Yes,” I was afraid to say too much, to interfere with his retelling. Eager to find something to hold on to, something that would save his future.
“I smelt fresh blood, fear and anger as soon as I opened the door to the old parts.”
This time it was my turn to be still. The old parts of the house hadn’t been in use for a long time. They could not be trusted. Maybe this was our, his, saving grace. The answer had to be found there.
“Did you see anything?” I wanted to shake him, get him to hurry. Tell me, I wanted to scream at him. If I were to save him, I needed to know everything.
Armande looked at me with a sad face. “The walls had been marked.”
“Marked?” Yes, that was it. I clung to my newfound hope. The tricks played on his mind, it had to be the markings. It had to be. “Show me.”

      ***Armande held my arm, my feet not as steady as they once had been, as we walked through the cellar from the new part of the house to the old parts. With each closed door we opened and walked through, the stench of old age and decay grew stronger. It stung my nose and left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
“How far in is it?” I asked.
“Not far now,” Armande’s voice was tight with tension. He had tried to talk me out of it. But I would do anything for him, as I knew he would do for me. I would not trust anyone else to save his life. 
The stonewalls surrounding us had darkened with age and trapped condensation. The soft earth floor cushioned our steps. Hadn’t it been for the stench and Armande’s constant flinching, it would have felt quite safe. Armande’s grip around my arm tightened. 
“There. There’s the first one,” he said and pointed.
I shook loose of his grip and walked to the wall he had pointed out. There, underneath the grime, were faint markings. I brushed the dust off the stones, trying to reveal the markings. Armande gripped my wrist. 
“No,” he gritted out.
I stared at him. How dare he? He might be precious to me, but did he think he had the right to tell me what to do? I felt my fangs grow, and a growl built up in my stomach. He let go of my wrist as if he’d burnt himself. 
“We need the marks intact to know what they do,” he said.
“I knew that,” I answered, but didn’t touch the stones again. Dread weighed on my shoulders, making it hard to move. Something awful had happened down here. The feeling was so strong I could almost touch it. “Can you feel it, Armande?” I wanted to know that I wasn’t the only one who felt the presence around us.
Armande nodded. “It happened around the corner.” His voice was weak, almost quivering.
I moved quickly before I had a chance to second-guess myself. I raised my arms, clenched my hands, and turned the corner. Ready to fight whoever was there. I felt a slight twinge of disappointment when all that faced me was a closed metal door. 
“Don’t,” Armande whispered behind me. “Don’t open it.”
“We have to,” I said. If nothing else, I had to prove to myself that he was losing it. He looked straight through me and, for the first time, I saw genuine fear in his eyes. That was another point against him. Armande was never afraid.
I turned around and pushed the heavy door. It hesitantly swung open. The hinges complained with a loud squeak that seemed to echo around me. I stepped inside. The stench of decay and rotten death was even stronger in here.
Something rattled in the dark corner furthest away from us. Heavy chains dragged against the stonewalls. Its breathing was ragged and dry. I couldn’t help but smile. Whatever it was that made the noise, it was good news. There was still a chance to save Armande. This was the proof I had hoped for.
I readied myself to face the monster that had put fear into my most trusted companion. I lowered my stance, raised my hands, and moved forward. The creature stirred in the corner. Moving back and forth, I could barely make out a vaguely human silhouette in the dark. The closer I got, the worse it smelt. The air was so thick with the stench it seemed to swirl around me. What is this? Magic? Poison? I felt my knees shake. 
The shadows in front of me swirled in a sudden rush of movement. Old dirt and decay filled my nostrils as the creature rushed towards me. Heavy chains rattled around it as it launched and jumped. Fangs gleamed in the dim lighting, and I felt its growl deep inside my body. I threw myself backwards, stumbled on the uneven floor, and fell. I could see the creature flying towards me. Arms crossed in front of me for protection. A sharp metallic clang, and the creature stopped mid-air and fell to the ground at my feet. I scooted away from it just before it could grab my ankle. 
The creature growled louder. A growl that seemed to contain words, sounds that had meaning it had forgotten a long time ago. “Come here,” it said and looked straight at me. 
I screamed. The face in front of me was me.

      ***“Armande,” I screamed, but all that came out was a guttural screech. 
I blinked in panic. He had been right. I had seen the monster, me, stare back at me. It wasn’t craziness. It was real. Armande had been right. It had to be magic. Our safe haven had been breached. By whom I didn’t know, but I would find out, and they would pay.
I frantically looked around me. There were no signs of the creature. Armande must have chased it away. I tried to get up from the hard floor. My body felt battered and bruised. My joints creaked with the unfamiliar movements. 
A faint rattle behind me put me on high alert. I needed to find Armande before the creature came back for me. With quick steps, I ran towards the door.
My arms were yanked back, and pain ripped through my body at the sudden halt. Confusion rolled through me as I watched my wrists securely fastened in solid cast-iron cuffs. A thick iron chain led my gaze to the wall behind me. What? Why? 
“Armande, help me,” I screamed. My hoarse voice bounced back at me. 
I fell down on my knees, waiting for him to answer my call. Any minute now and he would come running in here and free me. I knew he would. He would never leave me.
Time passed in a blur, minutes growing into hours until I lost track of time, but there was nothing but silence around me. The only sounds were the ones I made myself. The occasional whimper, me calling for Armande, and chains that rattled. 
I looked around the room, searching for something to help me get free. Next to the wall was a pile of old fabric. I shuffled over there, eager to distract myself with something. I bent down and dragged the

      ***
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