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He started it all long ago

Crimes to serve his world below.

 


Now we're trapped in it

The disease taking over bit by bit.

 


The souls and the olds were watching

As you began your game.

Each got a plan to serve their world

But only one knows her name.

 


A new Dawn will begin with a new Night.

A beautiful thing, but don't lose sight.

 


A hateful child born of their souls

Will try to stop it.

She must be shown,

The weak one knows how to do
it.



One born out of acquaintance will lead the
way.

Only she will rule night as Day.

-Sandro's Riddle


Chapter 1

 


Jespa wasn't the kind of girl you cheat on.
She was the perfect bodied vixen who men and women fell in love
with, whether they be five or ninety-five. Girls like her gave teen
boys wet dreams and filled every man's fantasies just seeing her
walk down the street.

Yet, Rafe was stupid enough to screw up.

"Asshole," Jespa muttered as she sped down
the steps of her apartment building. Her heavy black boots made an
urgent clumping sound on the pavement as she wrapped her arms
around her middle, closing her black leather jacket. The icy San
Franciscan wind made her fishnet tights and tattered cutoff shorts
as unrealistic as her black tank top and holey knit sweater. Maybe
if her long auburn hair was down, she would have had some shelter
from the harsh wind, but she had brushed it back into a gelled
ponytail; nothing short of a tsunami would free it.

The walk to her job at Club Seduction didn't
usually fill Jespa with any type of emotion, but as she crossed a
busy intersection at Market and Van Ness, dusk biting at her heels,
she felt hatred overcome her.

Finding her best friend and lover in bed
together wasn't pleasant, but it was their complete disregard for
her feelings that really ate at her. For them to imply that it was
her fault was beyond all comprehension.

She scowled at a street person as she passed
his overwhelming stench. Tonight wasn't going to be one of those
warm, fuzzy evenings where she ended up with a light buzz from the
excitement of the customers. No, she could see an evening of
unabashed drinking in her future.

As she stepped into Club Seduction, an old
man spoke to her in a slurred drawl. "Nice threads babe." A mental
note to stay away from his corner entered her mind as she crossed
the dance floor and made her way to the back room.

The run-down club had the usual stink of
alcohol, cigarettes, and unwashed men about it. An overall look of
dim red décor disappeared as she stepped into the brightly lit
dressing room. Club Seduction wasn't a strip club per se. It did
have an element of seedy men hanging about, and the waitresses were
asked to wear as little as possible, but as far as actual nudity,
the closest the patrons would get was the glimpse of a butt crack
from one of the regulars as he fell drunk onto the grime stained
carpet.

Jespa couldn't be choosy. The tips at
Seduction were excellent and the owner had never pushed her about
her age. There was no way she would survive on the paycheck of a
job someone her age could do. Retail or fast food wouldn't cover
her electricity bill, let alone a roof over her head.

Opening her locker, Jespa hung her numerous
necklaces, bracelets, and rings on the hooks. She began to disrobe,
her tiny frame shivering in the dampness of the room. Rubbing her
hands vigorously over her arms, she ran over to the door and called
out to the owner.

"Sim, can I get a Vodka?"

"Sure thing, babe."

After changing into a skimpy pair of
sequined magenta hot pants and matching bra, Jespa approached the
only mirror in the place. She sat on the raggedy chair behind it.
The chair was too short for the table. When she looked into the
mirror she saw herself only from the bust line up. Half the lights
surrounding the mirror were burnt out; the rest flickered as if on
the verge of going out. In front of that mirror was where she spent
a lot of her time, trying to make herself look like all the other
clones that worked at the club. Sometimes she pretended she was a
show girl in Vegas. In her daydream, patrons would come to
experience awe at her skill, long legs, and perfect perky breasts.
As reality set in, she realized the only thing Club Seduction
customers wanted was a cheap, strong drink and the opportunity to
pinch her ass.

"Here you go, hon." The middle-aged playboy
lumbered into the back room with a glass of vodka in his hand. A
tall overweight man of Haitian descent, Simeon was just as broken
down as his club. He dressed like an '80s Miami drug lord in a
faded Hawaiian shirt and ripped jeans.

Jespa took the glass of vodka and downed the
entire contents in one gulp.

"Hard day?"

"Yeah, you could say that." Scowling, Jespa
attempted to cram all of her auburn locks under a bright pink
wig.

Simeon grabbed a chair and flipped it around
to sit in it backwards. "What?"

"Same old shit. Rent, food, Rafe, Delaney...
shit, life!" Frustrated with the wig not sitting right on her head,
Jespa ripped it off and flung it onto the dressing table.

"Oh, that same old shit." Simeon
chuckled.

"Sim?" She turned to him and placed her
hands on his knees. "Does it ever get better?"

"You really have to ask? Look at me. I'm
fifty-two years old and I'm tendin' bar. I own this place and I'm
tendin' bar! I never thought it woulda' turned out like this. If I
had, I woulda' gotten into some other business. Maybe
politics."

"Shit! I knew it. I might as well quit while
I'm still able to hold my hand steady to slit my throat. Who knows
what I'm gonna have to pay for tomorrow?" She slumped in her chair,
studying the concrete floor. Hairline cracks that reminded her of
palm lines had shown up after the last earthquake. If it was her
fortune they told, the two short ones on the right had to represent
her love and wealth.

"No. You don't give up. You either live with
it, or get the hell out. You don't like it here, change it. You're
still young enough to do it. My mistake was waiting for somethin'
better to come along. It doesn't work that way though. I always
thought it would get better, but you gotta work your way to the top
or sleep your way to the top these days. You see where workin's got
me."

"With the customers you got coming in, the
only kind of advancement I might hope for here is a quick trip to
the alley for a fifty dollar b.j."

Simeon shook his head, a smile creeping onto
his unshaved face. "You ain't lyin'."

Picking up the pink wig, Jespa resumed
stuffing her natural locks under it.

Simeon studied her in the mirror. "Look in
there, what do you see?"

She stared back at him through the glass as
she adjusted the pink bob.

"Certainly not a club waitress. Look, really
look."

What she saw was a deadbeat street kid
trying to be a star. She swallowed, blinking back tears. "I
see-"

A crashing sound from the front room
interrupted her. Simeon jumped up and jogged into the main room
with Jespa not far behind him. Before them, a sea of broken glass
and alcohol glimmered in the bright light from above. Two glass
shelves from the mirrored display behind the bar were missing.

Simeon's eyes widened as he took in the
scene. "What in God's name? Hell, Dan, I thought you said you were
gettin' the hang of this!"

The newbie, Danny, stood staring at the mess
like a kid being caught by his mother stealing cookies from the
cookie jar. He had short brown hair, wore a striped blue and white
sweater, and looked as if he should have been at a yacht club, not
Club Seduction. "I was, I just, I was reaching for the Chardonnay
and I-"

"Damn! This is at least two hundred bucks in
juice man. Shit! You're gonna' put us outta' business. This is
coming out of your paycheck." Simeon looked over at Jespa. "Can you
believe this shit?"

Jespa shook her head, patting Simeon on the
back. "He didn't break the vodka did he?"

"No, hon. At least that was saved." Simeon
turned back to Danny. "You better be worth this kid. Or should I
show you the door now?"

"No. Please, I swear, I'll do better."

"Well don't just stand there, clean this
shit up!" Simeon grabbed a towel and tossed it to Danny, hitting
him square in the chest.

"Yes, sir." Danny grabbed the towel and
began to sweep up the mess.

Simeon turned to Jespa, placing his hands on
her shoulders. "Listen, you think about what I told you. I don't
wanna see you working in a club all your life. Okay?"

"Yeah, but I'm the one who makes all your
money. What would you do if I was gone?" A sarcastic smirk played
on her lips.

"Probably declare bankruptcy, go out of
business, and move to Boca, so it ain't all bad."

 


Later that evening as Jespa stepped out of
the club, she faced a dilemma. She didn't have anywhere to go.
Going home would mean facing her cheating boyfriend and bitch of a
best friend.

"Shit," she said as she paused to light a
cigarette.

"Hi Jespa." Danny stood close by, giving a
shy wave.

Glancing over at Danny, Jespa summed him up
in a quick second. Probably in college and trying not to let his
parents know he maxed out his Student Visa card, Danny decided to
get a part-time job to pay it off before they caught wind. Watching
the movie Cocktail one too many times, he thought it would
be cool to bartend. Jespa hated his sweater and how the thick white
stripe that ran across his chest and arms made him appear as if he
was accidentally mistaken for a patch of pavement when someone
painted traffic lines. She gave him a disinterested glance and
stepped off the curb.

"Wait!"

"What?" Jespa kept walking. Maybe she could
crash at her friend Cherry's apartment. Remembering Cherry was in
Los Angeles, she shot down that idea. Jespa rummaged in her pocket,
counting her tips.

"I just wanted to say thanks. I mean, you
were real nice tonight, telling those guys to leave me alone and
all, and I was thinking I could pay you back for that."

"You got two hundred bucks?" Jespa pulled
out what appeared to be a fifty dollar bill. Finding it was only a
five, she stuffed it back into her pocket.

"No."

"Then I really don't think you have anything
I want, now do you?" Jespa walked faster, hoping Danny would get
the hint and go home. That thought made Jespa pause. "Dan, you got
a place?"

"Yeah, I do." Danny's voice cracked, the
excitement of taking her home apparent on his face.

Jespa took a puff from her cigarette. "You
live by yourself?"

"No, I have roommates."

"They axe murderers?"

"No. I mean, I don't think so."

"You're in luck then. I need a place to
crash." She stopped, dropped her cigarette, and smashed the tip
with her boot.


Chapter 2

 


Danny opened the door to his clean,
upper-class flat. "This is it."

Jespa inspected her surroundings, noticing
the massive entertainment center first with all its high-tech
gadgets and shiny glass doors. The main living area was spotless,
like a hotel. White walls didn't offer much for the imagination
besides three strategically placed black and white photos of the
city. Jespa sat on the couch, smelling the faint scent of
vanilla.

"Uh, you want something to drink?" Danny
removed his coat and approached a large, black liquor cabinet in
the kitchen.

"Vodka, straight up."

"We don't have any Vodka. We have white
wine, red, and something that looks like… brandy." Danny pulled out
two glasses and placed them on the bar.

"Who are you guys? Yuppies from Hell? Well,
give me some of that brandy then, it'll have to do." Jespa took out
her lighter and a cigarette.

"Oh, could you smoke outside? I mean it's a
new apartment and all."

Jespa gave him a blank stare as she stood
up. "Sure," she said in a sickeningly sweet voice. Walking over to
the balcony, she stepped out.

The financial district sat before her.
Buildings of concrete and steel as far as the eye could see. Some
might hate the sight, but Jespa adored it. The city was her friend.
No matter how depressed she was, she could look out and it would be
there. The streets were like giant arms protecting her from
suburban assholes and their ridiculing eyes. She knew every
building, every street, and every park. In her big city, she
belonged.

"Here you go." Danny stepped out onto the
balcony and handed her a glass of dark amber liquid.

Jespa took the glass and downed it, handing
it back to Danny as he stood watching her.

"So, how long have you been working at Club
Seduction?"

"Forever." She blew out smoke with the
word.

"Oh." He shifted uncomfortably from one foot
to the other. "How long have you lived in the city?"

Dropping her cigarette, Jespa rubbed it out
with the toe of her boot. "You got any music?" She walked back into
the flat.

"Yeah, um…" Danny followed her into the
room. "What do you like? Classical, Opera, Rap, what?"

"Something."

Danny switched on a bland pop station and
sat next to Jespa on the couch as a boy band sang about
heartbreak.

Rolling her eyes, she turned, putting her
leg up on the couch between them. "Your roommates, they make a lot
of money, huh?" She glanced at the high-priced toys bought with
obviously no thought of a budget.

"Uh, yeah." He eyed her suspiciously.

"Don't worry, Danno, I ain't gonna' steal
anything."

"I… I wasn't um-"

"Save it, I know what you think of me. I
wear skimpy costumes and allow middle-aged losers to ogle my
cleavage, milking them for what little pocket money they have left
for a tip. That makes me no better than a stripper and we all know
that strippers are thieves right? Anything for a buck."

Danny blushed crimson. "I don't think you're
a criminal, I don't. I just, well let's face it, you haven't been
exactly the most open person. What am I supposed to think?"

The kid was hilarious. She had been in his
presence for twenty minutes and she wasn't being open about
herself? Whatever. Jespa wasn't interested in what people thought
about her. Putting Danny on the spot was entertaining. He was so
innocent and undeserving of her attitude; it made her want to
torture him all the more.

"Where's your can?" Jespa asked.

"Um, around the corner, first door on the
left." He stood, pointing down the hall like some out of place
scarecrow.

"Don't call the police while I'm gone
now."

"I won't."

 


When Jespa came out of the bathroom, she
realized Danny was no longer the only guy in the lavish apartment.
Walking back into the main room, she paused as the hall turned a
corner. Jespa watched as two men unfamiliar to her towered over
Dan. They were complete opposites in appearance. One was tall with
pale skin and ebony hair slicked back like Dracula. He wore a three
piece suit and dominated the room. The other was a jock, medium
height, blond and tan, every sorority girl's dream.

"Who is she? How do we know she's not going
to take off with our things once we go to sleep?" the dark one
asked.

"Oh, come on, she's probably harmless. She's
probably just homeless or something," the blond said.

Danny looked nervously from one to the
other. "Yeah, that's it. I mean, I don't know."

"How old is she? Are we talking jailbait or
granny?" The dark haired one's eyes narrowed, staring at Danny with
a fierce glare.

Jespa was beginning to think she hated him.
He was a real classic snob, the kind that looked down their noses
at her if she passed them in their part of town.

"Um, well I think she's about twenty-one,
but she has an attitude like she's been through a lot." Danny
cowered as if the two would beat him into submission if he didn't
have the right answers.

"Is she a babe or what?" the blond
asked.

"Well, yeah, but sort of, I don't know!"

"Virginal?" The blond wiggled his eyebrows
up and down.

"No!" Danny said almost instantly.

The dark one scoffed. "Great. We have a
homeless whore in our apartment. Excellent. Let's alert the media.
Daniel finally got a date and she's fit for an episode of
Cops."

Fed up with how the three men were
bickering, Jespa entered the living room, making them turn and
stare.

The tall dark man cleared his throat,
straightened his suit jacket, and tilted his head ever so slightly
towards the ceiling.

Danny smiled, kind of like, "Thank you for
coming in. They were just about to eat me."

"Hi." The blond smiled a high school
quarterback grin as he approached her.

Not paying attention to the athlete, Jespa
kept her gaze locked on the tall one. He stared with disgust, but
attempted a smile.

"Oh, um Jespa, um this is Craig." Danny
gestured to the blond. "And this is Martin."

"Nice to meet you," the jock said, as he
studied her curves with no attempt to hide his admiration.

Jespa nodded to Craig, but gave no
smile.

"Charmed." Martin held out his hand for her
to shake.

Staring into Martin's eyes was almost
unbearable, but Jespa wanted him to know she was the dominant one
in this party, not him. Finally he flinched, turning away. She
looked at his hand in mid air and reached into her jacket pocket
for her cigarettes.

"Sure. Craig, Martin." Jespa's voice sounded
unemotional. She tapped her pack of cigarettes and put one on her
bottom lip. Wondering how long it would take Asshole to complain
about her smoking inside, she peeked out of the corner of her eye.
Just as Martin opened his mouth, she glanced up at him, daring him
to speak. His mouth clamped shut and she swore she heard him grind
his teeth. Still looking at Martin, she asked, "Danny, you got any
more of that brandy?"

"Yeah!" Danny jumped from his spot behind
the two overpowering men and ran into the kitchen.

Jespa walked toward the balcony and opened
the door. She needed a smoke before she could decide what she was
going to do. Knowing she should just go home, she remembered what
she had to deal with there. Rafe and Delaney were probably in bed,
but even if she tried to sneak in and sleep on the couch, they
would wake up the next morning and make her listen to their lame
excuses.

"Here you go." Danny handed her a glass.

"What's up with you and these guys?" Jespa
blew a puff of smoke out into the cool night air. She loved to
think about how she was part of the city's air. It was lovely how
she breathed the air and probably breathed in the same smoke. And
the high-and-mighties like Martin who didn't believe in smoking
would probably die sooner than she would, despite his orderly
lifestyle. An evil grin touched her lips.

"What do you mean?" Danny asked.

"Why do you let them push you around?" Jespa
blew out another mouthful of smoke.

Danny blathered on about how he didn't let
the other guys push him around.

Jespa turned to him. "Okay, so you don't let
them push you around."

"I'm not a wimp you know? You just came at a
bad time. On a normal day, you should see how free our relationship
is. I mean, we are all paying equal rent, it's not like they rule
me or anything. So, I let them gripe because I brought you home, it
was a decision that I made because I thought it would make it
easier on me in the long run. I really-"

"Where am I gonna sleep?"

"Oh, well, we don't have a guest room, so I
guess it'll have to be on the couch."

"Hmm, all right." She had wanted to sleep in
his bed. Sex or no sex, she needed the heat of another human being
next to her. She didn't sleep alone.

"Where did you want to sleep?"

"I would have slept in your bed if you
asked." She let him process what she said, his face flushing
red.

"If you want to. I mean, I didn't know what
you expected-"

"No. You shoulda wanted it to begin with.
You shoulda suggested it. But you didn't. That means you don't
really want it."

"I don't know what to say, I mean I-"

Jespa felt a fleeting moment of guilt for
treating such an innocent badly. It passed. "Too late. Maybe next
time you'll want me." Flicking her cigarette off the balcony to the
empty street below, she turned to step inside.

She entered the flat on the prowl. Jespa
knew one of the other men would be hers before long. It didn't take
much.

Inside, Martin and Craig were silent. Martin
was in the kitchen messing with the answering machine and Craig was
watching TV. When Jespa came in, Craig looked up and gave her a
suggestive smile.

She gave him a smoldering look, but no
smile. He would have to beg for that. Taking off her jacket, she
stretched towards the ceiling. Her loosely knit sweater hung just
above her belly button. Underneath, she had on a tight black tank
top. With her tan midsection exposed, he really never had a
chance.

Craig's eyes traveled the length of her
body, resting lustfully on her hips. "Jespa, you gonna make
fireworks with our buddy Danny here?" He wrapped his arm around
Danny's neck in a fake head lock.

"No." She gazed into Craig's blue eyes.

Craig let go of Danny and stared at Jespa as
if she were lunch. "Why not?"

She reached up and released her hair,
allowing her wavy auburn locks to fall down on her shoulders. In a
sexy, buttery voice she said, "He didn't ask."

Walking over to Jespa, Craig stood close to
her, catching a strand of her hair between his fingertips. "And if
he had asked, you'd be in there right now." Craig paused as if she
was supposed to answer, but her answer was her silence.

Martin slammed down the phone and stormed
into the living room. "Craig and I have an errand."

"It's late." Craig's gaze did not move from
Jespa.

"You know I need help." Martin's voice was
icy and held a warning.

"Take Danny, he can help you." Craig stayed
focused on Jespa.

She could feel Martin's tension as he stared
at them in anger.

"Danny has a guest!"

"I said…" Craig finally looked at Martin.
"I'm staying." Their eyes locked for a few seconds, but Martin
flinched.

Jespa gave a quick, slutty cock of the
eyebrow to Martin.

"Dan. Come," Martin commanded, turning to
walk out the front door.

"Jespa?" Danny glanced at Jespa, the pain in
his eyes apparent.

"What?" Jespa stared at Danny, daring him to
fight for her.

Danny's hurt gaze rested on Craig who
studied Jespa's breasts. "Nothing!" Danny grabbed his coat and
followed Martin out the door.

As the front door slammed, announcing
Danny's anger, Jespa rolled her eyes. If Danny had any balls at
all, he would have punched Craig out and taken her himself.

"You want me?" Jespa asked Craig as he ran
his hands over her hips.

"Oh, yeah." He picked her up, his hands
holding her firmly to him.


Chapter 3

 


Angry and driving like a lunatic, Martin
slammed on the brakes, almost running a red light.

"Chill!" Danny yelled, gripping the dash
with white knuckles.

Martin didn't respond as he pulled furiously
at his necktie to loosen it. The running commentary in his head was
doing nothing to calm him.

Who the hell is that evil creature that
came into my house and made a fool of me? Is she man or beast?
Well, of course, it is a woman. The female sex has made my life
hell since it started. Why should now be any different? It was
his home, and she had no right to come in and ruin everything.
Home wrecker.

Martin's eyes narrowed as he turned a sharp
corner, speeding up a particularly steep hill. He ignored the
groans from the passenger seat. Craig had been in complete awe of
the bitch. Danny, well Danny was oblivious, but Craig had fallen.
Like witchcraft; he was lulled into her trap like a moth to a
flame. He hadn't acted like that since they met the Defano twins.
Jespa. What a slut, parading about the room, tossing her
tits in Craig's face.

"Martin, don't be silly," Craig had said
months before when he wanted to spend the night in their bed with
the two busty, blonde Defano twins. "The difference is that they
are a one night passion filled treat. They're sweet and gentle.
They're different from you and me. They're like Twinkies. You might
have one once in a while, but you want gum every day. Sometimes
even twice or three times a day. You are forever."

So I'm gum. Martin scowled, fixing
his eyes on the road before him. He knew Jespa would be gone after
one night and Craig would want him again, but why wasn't he enough?
Period. Martin never had these "woman" fantasies. He never wanted a
Twinkie, ever.

Jespa. What the hell kind of name is
that? Possibly a reincarnation of the devil, she just came in
and took Martin's lover out from under him. In his own house!
Martin's jaw tightened as he felt tension build in his
shoulders.

Glaring over at Danny, Martin cursed him in
his head. Bastard!

Pulling up to the big Queen Anne Victorian,
Martin shut off the engine. "Stay put," he said to Danny.

Danny crossed his arms and huffed, rolling
his eyes.

Martin walked up the concrete steps,
admiring the new paint job. The three-story Victorian was a beauty
to begin with, but with the new crisp maroon against gingerbread
woodwork dipped in gold, it was exquisite.

Taking a deep breath to calm his nerves and
yanking off his half loosened tie, Martin rang the doorbell.

As the door swung open, his friend Tim
greeted him with a sunny smile. "Hi! Come in."

"Thanks for staying awake for my sake."

"Oh, you know the Casa de Holt doesn't shut
down till way past dawn." Tim's hippie attire reminded Martin of a
summer concert in the park. "Michael," Tim called out to his
housemate.

Coming out of the study, Michael wore jeans,
a t-shirt, and sandals. "Wow, what a suit."

"Thanks." Martin unbuttoned his collar,
attempting to appear more relaxed. He did feel a bit overdressed in
the company of the pair. The two stood next to each other, grinning
happily. Martin felt a pain in his heart. Why couldn't he and Craig
have an easy, happy life like they did? Michael and Tim never
seemed to have any disagreements.

"How are you?" Michael asked.

"Fine, fine." Martin tried to convince
himself as well.

"Good. And Craig?"

"Good. Very good actually." Martin hoped the
sarcasm in his voice was too subtle to detect.

"Great!" Michael gave a last smile to Martin
and touched Tim on the back. "I'm in the middle of a chapter. Tim
will show you the stuff. Tell Craig hello for me."

"Sure."

As Michael disappeared into the study, Tim
placed a hand to the side of his mouth in a mock whisper. "You
know, if that boy isn't writing, he doesn't know what to do with
himself."

Martin nodded politely as Tim motioned for
him to follow. "What's he working on now?"

"Lord knows. Mutant space squid,
dysfunctional robots, whatever it is it will be mean and kill
everyone." Tim laughed as he led Martin into the back parlor.

Letting out a short lived chuckle, Martin
spotted the jukebox. He grinned as he approached the antique. It
was rare to see an original Wurlitzer 1015 Bubbler, circa 1947, in
working condition. Metal record slots stood like a stack of shiny
new coins. The bubble tubes were off, but Martin had witnessed
their hypnotic effect at many of the Holt's parties. Martin ran his
hand over the selection buttons, reading song titles such as
"Chantilly Lace" – Big Bopper and "Love Me Tender" – Elvis
Presley.

"This is great."

"I'm glad you will be able to enjoy it.
Selling it to you is like keeping it in the family. I hope Craig
likes it too."

The bubble of euphoria around Martin as he
admired the jukebox burst as he was reminded of the state of things
back home.

 


After Danny and Martin carried the massive
instrument down the steps and carefully loaded it into the truck,
they headed back to the flat. Martin's temperature rose as he
thought of the bitch again. He should have expected it. Craig had
been too good for too long. As soon as Danny told them he brought a
girl home, Martin knew there would be trouble.

First, Craig's eyes got big and he started
asking questions. "What's she like? Is she a babe or what?
Virginal?" The words echoed in Martin's head like a bad dream.

The sparkle in Craig's eyes when he saw her
was disgusting. From that moment, the calculating bitch did
everything in her power to make Craig want her. The way she let her
cigarette rest on her bottom lip while she asked Danny for a drink
was pure sex. Danny was oblivious, but did he add to her heat?
Sure, jumping to her call like a servant the second she asked. When
she took off her jacket and stretched, her flat stomach peeked out.
How she took down her hair was sexual too.

Whore! Sex for a place to stay, and my
Craig is with her. Bastard! He's an ass, and so is she. And Danny
too, all asses! Cursing them out in his head made Martin feel
better, but it would take a lot more than that to get him through
the night. He had to get some Vodka. Craig hated it, but Craig
wasn't his tonight and the Vodka was.

Yes, Martin needed Vodka and maybe a
Twinkie.

 


Danny seemed to speak loudly on purpose as
they brought the jukebox into the apartment. Still, no one stirred
from the bedrooms. In a huff, his face red, Danny went to his room
and slammed the door.

Setting the liquor store bag down on the
counter, Martin went to put on his robe. He stopped on the way to
listen at Craig's door, but all was quiet. Gritting his teeth,
Martin continued to his room.

Martin couldn't get back to the Vodka fast
enough. He was pouring a second glass when he heard a door open.
Heart pounding like a bass drum, he prayed it wasn't Craig. He
wasn't ready to see him yet.

Not Craig, but Jespa walked out from the
hall. A mixture of relief and disgust filled Martin's soul. As
before when facing Jespa, he found himself speechless. She had on
one of Craig's undershirts and a pair of underwear.

"Martin," she whispered almost lovingly. "I
thought good alcohol was outlawed in this house." He could do
nothing but stare.

Taking a glass from the cupboard, Jespa held
it out to him. "Can I have some or do I have to drink water?" Her
voice ran thick with sexual energy. Though in his mid-twenties,
Martin felt too young to be in her presence. She radiated a lustful
heat that made him feel like a ten-year-old caught looking through
the window at his neighbor undressing.

"Martin?"

He blinked, realizing he had been staring.
Pouring Vodka into her glass, he tried to concentrate on the task
and not her.

She drank, her neck stretching as if it had
been stiff for days. Martin watched the harsh liquid go down her
throat, her neck moving up and down like an inchworm. The way she
stood there, drinking with Craig's undershirt on, she seemed
masculine. The exception was her rosy nipples poking out from
behind the thin material. She gave off male energy, a feeling of
dominant power. When Jespa finished her drink, she put down the
glass and went back to the bedroom.

"Damn it." Martin kicked himself for not
saying anything. He could have told her to leave or to jump off a
cliff, but he didn't say anything.

 


When Craig took Jespa into his bedroom, she
felt her pulse quicken. The prospect of having sex always made her
pulse quicken, but somehow she was never quite satisfied.

Even as he moved on top of her, kissing her
shoulders and down her neck, she couldn't stop thinking of
Martin.

That bastard. Mean just for the hell of it.
Does he hate women? Or just me?

"I'm gonna drive you so hard you won't be
able to walk for a week. Would you like that?" Craig murmured in
her ear.

"As long as I can feel it." She wanted to
laugh in his face. Did he think she'd be impressed with idle
promises? Craig was one of those guys, lot of talk, tiny cock. She
figured he'd probably climax as soon as he entered her. Big
deal.

He didn't answer her comment, probably
because he didn't want to risk her leaving. She wanted to ask him
about Martin. There was no way she was leaving yet, tiny cock or
not.

Craig had stripped down in record time.
Jespa had on only her bra, which she unlatched after he fumbled
enough to make the straps dig into her side. With her breasts bare,
he kissed them tentatively as if not really wanting to and then
launched straight into the sex act. When he entered her, Jespa felt
a slight twitch of pleasure and closed her eyes. Martin came to her
mind. He had looked at Craig strangely when he left. Almost like…
they were lovers?

Jespa felt a queasiness rise up in her
stomach. The fact that she had come between them made her ill. She
scowled at Craig, wanting to push him off before he climaxed, but
it was too late. He climaxed and slid out, unaware of her disgust.
Lying back, he had a broad smile on his face, eyes closed.

Jespa rolled her eyes and wondered why she
was there. She might as well have been his hand. Staring at the
ceiling, she contemplated her next move. If she didn't need a place
to crash, she'd be out of there. Damn Rafe. Damn Delaney. You're
just as bad, a voice said in her head. Shut up, she
replied.

There was a neon sign across the street. She
could tell because of an orange light flashing on and off on the
ceiling. The light flashed on and off. On. Off. Annoying, but
somehow comforting. It was good to know that the light would blink
on and off for the rest of the night without letting her down.

Jespa wanted to talk to Craig about Martin,
but doubted he would open up. He struck her as the type that
grunted answers just to make others believe he was listening.

Rolling over, her thoughts drifted back to
Martin. Jespa had only been in the same room with the guy for
twenty minutes, but she felt like she knew him. She was him,
left in the cold while her lover bedded someone else. At least Rafe
and Delaney had the courtesy to do it behind her back. Craig was a
bastard, demanding his infidelity in front of others as if Martin
was a common harem girl.

Fuming, Jespa laid there for a few more
minutes, fighting the urge to kick Craig's ass.

When she heard commotion in the living room,
she jumped up and ran to the door, opening it before thinking. She
looked down.

Shit, no clothes. Grabbing her
underwear, she searched for her top. The bedroom was dark, except
for the one-second flashes of orange that confused more than helped
her. She ran her hands over everything until she caught Craig's
undershirt between her fingers. It would have to do.

She had to see Martin. Maybe she would tell
him she knew about Craig and was sorry.

As she inched her way from the bedroom, down
the hall and towards the living room, she heard nothing. Had those
bumps and slams been only her imagination?

Coming out of the hall, she saw Martin
standing in the kitchen staring at her. His chest bulged out from
under his satin paisley robe, his hair parted loosely in the middle
and hanging down even with his coal eyes.

His beauty shocked her. Why had he hid it
earlier behind the stiff suit and cold demeanor?

She had a strange impulse to kiss him. What
would happen if she jumped into his arms? Would he carry her to his
room and give her real pleasure, not the superficial bullshit Craig
performed? Martin's face held a bewildered expression.

He must hate me. I not only took his
lover, I came out to find him wallowing in it. Full and
slightly pouty, his lips were ready to be kissed. She gazed up at
him, looking for acceptance, a signal that she was wanted. Are
you only a man's man? She smiled.

Holding a bottle of Vodka, he stood there
staring as if Michelangelo had carved him out of stone.

"Martin." Her voice sounded strange, as if
it was not her own. "I thought good alcohol was outlawed in this
house."

A sound came from him, like he was going to
speak, but he didn't. She wanted to hug him and tell him sorry, but
that wasn't her. Could she tell him she knew how he felt?

Holding up her glass she asked, "Can I have
some, or do I have to drink water?"

He poured her a glass and watched as she
drank. She could feel his eyes staring a hole into her throat as if
warming the Vodka as it went down. With the drink gone, she had no
other pretense for being there.

She turned and went back to the bedroom.
Damn it!

Making sure her movements woke Craig, her
voice broke the silence in the room. "So, how long have you and
Martin been lovers?"


The Chosen

 



Chapter 4

 


From: Tommy Lewis

To: Sam Kellerman, NOSS

Sent: Wednesday, 7:45 AM

Subject: National Organization of
Supernatural Specialists can you help?

 


Dear Mr. Kellerman,

I read your recent article in Time magazine and hope you or your organization can
help me. My name is Tommy Lewis and I live in Ketchikan, Alaska. I
am a Tlingit Indian. Although our tribe is modern, I am the shaman
of our tribe. I know what you are thinking, but before you get any
preconceived notions, know that my people don't live in igloos, we
rarely wear full Tlingit dress and then only to celebrate our
culture.

Many of the elders look down upon the old
shaman beliefs and tend towards more Christian practices. My people
usually go to the hospital in town. For those who wish the old
ways, I make homemade remedies for minor illnesses and give
advice.

I am writing about my daughter Vickie. She
has a unique ability to 'call' spirits. At least that is what I
suspect it is. Let me start at the beginning.

Vickie was an extremely bright toddler who
reached all her milestones early. From the moment she started
talking, she entertained us with elaborate tales of people and
places we could never imagine. A common thread in these tales was a
woman she called Severina. According to Vickie, Severina was tall,
with reddish-brown hair, pale skin, and exotic clothes. While we
knew this woman was probably her imaginary friend, we began to
worry as Vickie got older.

When Vickie was about seven years old, we
were visiting the Chief and she finally pushed my patience to the
limit. I yelled at her in front of the entire party that she was
too old for imaginary friends. Every person in the room stared at
us. I was mortified to have our family business out in the open
like that. Immediately regretting my outburst, I turned to my
daughter, expecting her to be in tears. She sat calmly on the
fireplace hearth where she had been telling stories and looked
around the room as if she were a queen addressing her subjects. As
her gaze fell on me, her eyes seemed to burn through me. She told
me I was right and from that day on, I did not hear a peep from my
child about her woman, Severina.

Throughout the years, different elders would
come to me and speak in whispers about Vickie. Did I think she had
my grandfather's gifts? Did she speak to the olden gods? Was she a
witch? I always denied the allegations, knowing that the olden
gifts were looked down upon and that Vickie, if found guilty, would
be exiled from our tribe. My grandfather had a great reputation for
healing and they say he was known to speak to those who had passed
on. There was a part of me that wanted to believe Vickie had these
powers, but my gut was telling me the woman Vickie was
communicating with was evil.

After a while, the tribe as a whole forgot
about Vickie's possible gifts. We had two new Chiefs and a new
generation of Tlingits that started to believe in some of the olden
ways. They dabbled and spoke of campfire rituals, but no one came
to ask about Vickie and if she saw the woman again, she did not
say.

When Vickie was sixteen, the problem came
back. We were at the Jackson's Potlatch for their daughter's
wedding, it was the second night and I noticed that I had not seen
Vickie for hours.

A potlatch is a party held when a special
event happens, like a marriage or birth. They often last days and
many times you lose track of the other members of your family.
Vickie was nowhere in the house. I finally spotted some movement in
the backyard. Opening the screen door, I stepped out into the brisk
night air. It was about forty degrees, a pretty warm winter night
for us. I went a ways into the yard and heard Vickie's voice.

Approaching her, I was frozen, not by the
cold, but by the being standing before me. The woman was beautiful
and godly, just as Vickie had described. Ghostly white skin and
dark features made her the epitome of a heavenly entity. She was
real and all I could do was stare.

A moment later, I was in her grip. Holding
me tightly, she threatened to cut off my air supply. Vickie called
to the being, speaking in a language I did not know. She loosened
her hold, but held me close. I was thinking how beautiful she was,
how absolutely perfect her skin was. Vickie and the woman continued
to speak in the strange language. I wondered if she was an angel, a
ghost, or a demon. My daughter kissed the being's hand and called
her Severina.

Severina. The name that had once aroused
anger in me, echoed in my head like a chant. She was the most
lovely creature I had ever seen. I'm not sure what she said, but
her voice sent a warmth of pleasure through my body. I felt faint
and steadied myself by placing my hand on a nearby tree.

I saw the woman run away. It was too fast
for a human to go. I wondered if I had too much of the Jackson's
wine. When the goddess was gone, it was as if she had never been,
except for the great feeling of excitement within me. To see her
again that night, I would have sold my soul to the devil. Perhaps
in those few minutes, I had.

Vickie was silent. I wondered if she was
thinking of her goddess. I could not stop smiling. I kept wondering
why Vickie was not as happy as I was. Did the magic wear off after
several times? Did she find Severina boring after all the years? I
felt ashamed, thinking of my wife, Lois, but the vision of Severina
crowded out all other feelings.

We stood there for quite awhile, I guess,
though it seemed only seconds to me. When Vickie finally turned to
me, her eyes held a mean glare. She told me Lois would die and then
went into the house.

Obsessed with the thought of Severina, what
Vickie said did not register right away. Oh, if my wife had known
how I lusted after Severina! Guilt still plagues me. I must have
stood out in the cold for an hour before I heard someone calling my
name. One of the Jackson boys tugged at my sleeve and I followed
him into the house. He led me to a room where everyone was standing
quietly. I pushed through the crowd and saw my Lois lying on the
floor. I knelt down beside her and asked what had happened. I took
her pulse, only to find she was barely alive. My first thought was
Vickie. What had she done? I looked around the room, she was not
there.

I instructed a few of the men to place Lois
on a bed nearby and told everyone to leave the room. They did as I
wished and I was alone with my dying wife.

I pleaded with Lois to speak to me. I placed
my ear near her mouth. Her answer came slowly. She said she loved
me and spoke of evil spirits that had attacked her. My wife clung
to me, crying for mercy, screaming that the pain was too much.

Someone knocked on the door. It was the
Chief and his oldest son. They entered without my consent, but I
could not protest with my dying wife in my arms. In a quick
exchange of words, the Chief asked if I wished them to take her to
the hospital. I shook my head, knowing there was nothing they could
do. Even now I question if I did the right thing, maybe she could
have been saved.

The Chief's son asked if my daughter could
help. Lois screamed, sitting up with a look of pure terror on her
face. She called Vickie a witch and said that she summoned spirits
to kill her. With all the screaming and carrying on, her heart gave
out. She fell back onto the bed, dead.

The Chief was furious. He accused me of
teaching my daughter witchcraft. I convinced him the idea was
wrong. What did I know about such gifts after all? The Chief and
his son took Vickie away. I could not stop them.

I did not see my daughter again until
recently. The Chief brought her to my door and pronounced she was
cured. Cured maybe, but definitely different. The time away taught
her to keep secrets. I know she blames me for letting them take her
away. She does not say a word, but her resentment shows in her
eyes. I feel responsible. Even the grief of my wife's death should
not have made me abandon my daughter in such a way.

Her twenty-first birthday is soon. That is
why I am writing you. I am worried. She will inherit a large sum of
money left to her from her grandfather. I am afraid she will leave
without talking to me about Severina, or worse, the woman will
convince Vickie to do other killings.

I know Vickie has contact with the being.
The foreign language they use I can never forget. Often I hear
Vickie speaking it in her room. I could have sworn I heard another
voice in her room yesterday. I went to her door and knocked, but
she did not answer.

I hope you can help me in either confronting
this being or investigating the matter to determine whether she is
or is not supernatural. I believe you and your organization are the
last hope I have.

I am asking you, if you can, to help me. I
do not want to lose my daughter for good and I do not want anyone
else to die.

 


Tommy Lewis

Ketchikan, Alaska


Chapter 5

 


Jimmy Mason stood in the stable doorway and
studied a new mare brought in from a ranch up near the Northern
Texas border.

"She's a beaut, ain't she?" one of the hands
asked as he brushed the horses ebony mane.

"Yeah, 'bout as fine as Ellie May," Jimmy
said, taking off his tan Stetson and running a hand over his
forehead. It was a blistering day at Masonbrick, his family's ranch
outside of San Antonio, Texas and he was sweating like a pig.
Slicking back his short brown hair with the moisture from his
forehead, he replaced his hat, tipping the brim a tad in farewell.
"I'll be back 'round 'bout four ta' see how she gets on wit' the
Stallion."

Jimmy walked out of the stable. His long legs
gave him a slow stride that many would have to run to keep up with.
He winced as he felt the burn on his broad muscular back from the
day before when they had been out fixing a hole in the roof of the
barn.

"You gotta have mamma look at that Jimmy," a
voice called to him from the side of the house. He stopped,
searching for his sister. She was perched up high in a tree with a
book in her hand.

"An' if they knew you were up in that tree
again, yer hide id' be just as red sis." Knowing she liked to hide
out where no one could find her, Jimmy liked to tease her. Usually
the places she chose were dangerous and not meant for
ladies.

Not looking away from her book, she shrugged,
her curly brown locks falling forward. She looked so young up in
the tree, Jimmy wondered at her only being two years his junior.
"An' how you sleepin'?"

"Brat." Jimmy scowled, waving her away with
his right hand as he walked towards the house.

Sleep was a difficult subject for him, true,
but not something to make fun of. His sleepless nights and visions
that came to him during the day did make him the laughing stock of
the ranch, though. If he wasn't the best at taming horses on the
property, he'd probably be disowned. He wished that he had never
said anything when he started experiencing the strange phenomenon,
but now that everyone knew, he had to put up with the
jokes.

There were days he worried about his sanity,
especially when his pop stared at him in that strange way as if he
were nuts. His mamma, taking a slightly different approach, simply
blamed it on his father's side of the family.

"Ya'll know he had an uncle put away for
seein' phantom cows out in pasture," Mamma would say, making his
pop turn a shade of red Jimmy didn't like to see.

The man who appeared to Jimmy though, was real
as day. He wasn't make believe and he didn't 'moo in a mysterious
way' as Jimmy's great uncle had described the cows before being
strapped into a straight jacket.

No, the man was real enough even though he
dressed a bit odd. Jimmy didn't rightly know what to think on that
subject. However, when seeing a vision, one didn't really expect
the players to be normal did they? This man, who called himself
Markham, wore old-fashioned clothes from the Pony Express days. He
had a roundish, beaten up hat, a white shirt with no collar, tall
boots that come up to his knees and holding up his pants, a pair of
suspenders like Jimmy's dad wore to church. Jimmy just figured he
was a ghost trapped in time.

No, not a
ghost.

Jimmy remembered what had happened when he was
fifteen. He had been out in the stables, grooming his horse in the
afternoon sun when he heard something behind him. Turning, he saw
the man, plain as day, real as could be. Though Jimmy had been
severely punished for the tall tales mamma said he made up about
his 'imaginary friend', it was the first time Markham had actually
spoken to him.

"Hello Jimmy," Markham said in an Irish accent
as he tipped his hat all gentlemanly like.

Dumbfounded, Jimmy wondered if Markham was
real or just another symptom of 'crazy'.

"Now are you goin' to say somethin' or am I
goin' to have to do all the talkin'?"

Jimmy closed his eyes and
opened them again, but the man did not disappear.
And why would my imaginary friend be Irish, ya'
spose? Jimmy thought to
himself.

Markham smiled and glanced towards the sky as
if having a joke with God. "And what culture would you have me be
then?"

Jimmy put down the brush he was using to groom
his horse and turned to face Markham straight on. "Pardon sir, what
did ya' say?"

They were about three feet from each other and
Jimmy studied his shoes to see if they made an imprint in the dirt.
He noticed they did, just as any 'real' man would. "Is there
somethin' I can do fer ya'?"

"Aye, Jimmy me boy. You can tell me how you're
doin'. Do you have everthin' yer needin'?" Markham took off his hat
and smoothed the rim.

"How'd ya' know my name?" He wondered for the
first time if Markham was a tramp who would try injuring him and
taking his horse. Glancing about the stable, Jimmy spied a
pitchfork not two steps away and judged the time it would take him
to grasp it to defend himself.

"I know everythin' about you. Don't you
remember me?"

Of course he remembered him. Jimmy found the
question absurd. Markham was the reason Jimmy was treated like a
freak his whole life. He was the man who caused Jimmy not to sleep
for fear he'd be carted off to the loony bin.

"I'm comin' a wee bit closer, long as you
promise not to run me through with the fork." Markham seemed to
read Jimmy's mind.

Course he's readin' yer mind. He's
in yer mind. It's all in yer head, ya' loony.

"I'm real, lad. Real as the horses, real as
you."

"Who are ya' an' what do ya' want?"

"Don't you believe in me? How many years have
I been comin' ere? And you want to say that you don't know me?
Well, if that's not a fine how do you do. I'm here plain as the
hairs on your head." Markham moved closer to Jimmy and placed his
hand on his shoulder.

Jimmy struggled, but Markham was strong. It
felt like, if he wished, he could push Jimmy straight into the
ground.

"No, me boy, I never meant to hurt you."
Markham removed his hand from Jimmy's shoulder. "I just need to
talk to you to see how you are. I'm your friend and always have
been." Markham took a seat on a hay bale, about two yards from
Jimmy. They could still talk, but were not as close.

Jimmy was glad of it. The man's touch had sent
a chill up his spine. "Yeah? So then how come I don't where ya'
come from?" He tried to be brave as he sat on a hay
bale.

"As for where I come from, well..." He
laughed. "You'll find out sooner than you may want."

"What do ya' mean?"

"Enough questions for now, aye? For it's
nearly time for me to go. I want to know what you plan to do with
your future. You gonna' be a rancher all your life?"

"An' why shouldn't I be? My father's a
rancha', his father was a rancha', an' his father before that. I'll
take ova' after my father's gone."

"Oh, I see. But don't you yearn for
somethin' better? Somethin' your own? To be a leader 'er travel the
world?"

"I don't see why I should have ta' travel
ta' see things that I have no interest in. I'm perfectly happy
right here at Masonbrick."

"All right then, I'll be back. I'll talk to
you in a few years." Markham put his hat back on.

"Now just wait! Mark..." Jimmy had wanted to
ask him a few more questions about his childhood sightings. At that
same moment one of the horses reared and Jimmy turned to see why.
When Jimmy turned back to Markham, he was gone, vanished, as if he
was never there.

Since then, Jimmy hadn't talked to him.
Markham was there though, in the shadows. He was there the night
Jimmy took Norma Rae to the prom and when he won a ribbon at the
fair for his horses. Whenever a big crowd was around, Markham would
show. He would smile, tip his hat, and be gone.

Jimmy was sick of it. It was hard for Jimmy
to get a good night sleep because he was worried he'd miss the
chance to talk to Markham, to solve the riddle.

Entering the house, Jimmy scowled, wondering
if he truly was going crazy.


Chapter 6

 


 


Kristine was having another one of her
intoxicating dreams. The gorgeous Englishman with crystal blue eyes
spoke to her in his melodic voice.

"You are one of us." He had a delicious smile,
and pure white hair that fell to his shoulders. "You belong with
us, you know you do."

"But who are you?" Kristine asked as he took
her into his arms.

Massaging her neck and shoulders, he
whispered, "You know who I am, my sweet. I've been here with you
for years."

Kristine felt her body loosening, relaxing.
She knew the man wasn't real, but wished so badly that he was.

"This is a dream to end all dreams."

"What do you mean?" She admired his elegant
clothes and his sapphire ring.

"You will soon find out, but for now I must
go. It is time for me to get back." He kissed her forehead and
brushed her golden hair from her face.

"Wait! Don't go!" She reached out for him as
if she could stop his progression into the forest of flowers around
them. From previous dreams, she knew she could not. His velvet coat
felt soft against her fingertips as she struggled to hold on.

"I must." He took a few steps backwards into
the fog. "I will return. Of that, never doubt my sweet. Farewell
for now."

As the man walked away, her eyes fluttered
open. After a quick intake of air, she awoke alone in her chilly
apartment.

Everything in her apartment looked brown in
the dim light that crept from the covered windows. She stood and
opened the blinds. Colors came alive around her. Just my
apartment.

There was no fog, no trees, and no fragrant
flora. She had never smelled the flowers in her waking hours and
wondered what type of flowers they were. Kristine stretched, her
tummy peeking out from under her pj's. A single silver ring capped
with a jeweled ball dangled from her belly button. She raised her
arms up and arched her back. Yawning, she gazed out over the city
below, her green eyes watering with morning tiredness.

She loved summer mornings in San Francisco.
Fog covered the tops of the buildings as far as she could see from
her third story window. The sun had come up, and the birds in the
tree outside where chirping. There were faint sounds of the street
below, but nothing of the mid-day traffic. It was calm, or as calm
as she liked it.

The shower felt too hot as she stepped in
and felt the coolness of the morning rise off of her skin. Her mind
drifted to her dream man. His pure white hair and his crystal blue
eyes were an image she held close to her heart. The lingering touch
from his fingers began to fade as she ran her soapy hands over her
shoulders. If only she could keep her dreams inside her head as
vivid as they were when she first woke.

Once out of the shower, she fell back into
bed, her damp blonde locks falling about her in
disarray.

Sleep. I need another few minutes sleep
before the alarm clock rings. Her feet hurt like she had been
walking all night. Yes, I have been walking, with the
man.

 


An hour later, Kristine hurried down Polk
Street, late for work. Although the short distance from her
apartment on Clay Street to the small clothing store near
California Street usually took her minutes, she had started late
and starting late always made the minutes slip away faster.

"Glad you could make it." Her uptight,
straight-laced boss unlocked the door as Kristine approached.

"Sorry, Carolyn, I couldn't sleep last
night, ya' know?" Kristine laughed nervously.

"Here, take my coffee and set it on the
front desk." Carolyn trotted through the store to turn off the
alarm.

Kristine wondered why retail people couldn't
lighten up? Why did they have to buy into all the bullshit that was
handed down to them by upper management?

Setting the cup of coffee on the counter,
she followed Carolyn to the back room where the alarm squawked
loudly. Carolyn punched in the alarm code and hung her
six-hundred-dollar, light pink trench coat on one of the hangers
marked 'Employee'. Kristine sighed, taking off her black and gray
plaid, thrift store jacket. She would be the first to admit that
her jacket lacked style. It had holes, paint, and the musty smell
of cigarettes covering it, but she loved it.

Scrunching her nose at the smell coming from
Kristine's jacket, Carolyn looked at her as if she were a homeless
person. "Straighten the front racks before we open the doors." The
command hung in the air as Carolyn opened a small manager's office.
"That is if you feel like working today."

Rolling her eyes, Kristine flipped her boss
off behind her back as she grabbed her nametag and strolled back
into the store. Just because she was late every now and then,
didn't mean she was a slacker. She never bitched about cleaning up
and loved talking to the customers about their families. Their
lives seemed like a way of life she would never know. Longing
filled her to be a wife and mother, to be part of something
important. Sometimes it felt hopeless.

There was another side to her loneliness. A
part of her that knew anything was possible. Any day, any minute,
she could be swept up out of the dull predictability of mundane
life and given a chance at something spectacular.

Right. Keep on dreamin' girl.

"You belong with us…" Kristine heard the
Englishman's words in her head from her dream that morning. It
seemed like her day dreams and sleep dreams were linked. She had
dreamed of her blue-eyed savior for as long as she could remember.
He moved and spoke like a 1930's film star. With elegant clothes
and graceful movements, his presence put her immediately at
ease.

When she was young, her dream man had been
there to comfort her in troubled times. Kristine's abusive
stepfather had caused her to cry herself to sleep many nights. Soon
after her eyes closed, the man from her dreams would come. If it
wasn't for him, she doubted she would be alive. He made it possible
for her to survive the torment.

When Kristine was fifteen, her stepfather
left them. Her mom was crushed, but Kristine couldn't understand
why. Why would she be sad to be free from the torture he inflicted
upon them?

There was a storm that night which made her
mother's devastation seem worldwide. With the power out, Kristine
had slept in the living room by the fire with her mother nearby.
Yet, out of the storm came a steady voice to calm her mind.

She remembered the feeling of the heat from
the fireplace flames licking at her cheek as she woke suddenly. Her
dream man had called her name and looking towards the hall that led
to the back of the house, she saw him there, motioning for her to
follow. Seeing her mom was sleeping, she realized she was dreaming.
She followed the man down the hall and into her bedroom.

"Come to me, Kristine. Let us talk." He
pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her, and smoothing her
hair down.

"Do you know what happened, is that why
you're here?"

"Yes, how do you feel?"

"Mad. I hate him." Cuddling closer to the
man, she felt like she could tell him anything.

"I know, my dear. I should have taken care
of him from the beginning, but don't worry yourself. I will."

"What do you mean?"

"You are better off without him. Your mother
is heartbroken now, but she will be better in the long run. I will
keep you both safe." The man smoothed down her golden hair. "Do not
be sad, sweet one."

"I want you to be my father. I want you to
be real."

"Do not cry. I am real. I will protect you
and when it is time, I will come back and take you with me to live
forever." He wiped the tears from her face.

"Are you God?"

"No, love. Just a friend."

Sitting next to the man with his arms around
her had been the only place she felt safe. He kissed her on the
forehead and looked into her eyes with his brilliant blues. "Your
mother is coming, and you will wake up, so for now I say, adieu,
pretty one." He stood and disappeared into the shadows.

"Kristine?" her mother called. "Kristine
honey, why are you in here?"

Waking, she found herself in her own room.
"I... I must've sleep walked." How did she get to her room? Had it
been real? As she and her mother went back into the living room,
she couldn't shake the feeling of someone watching her.

Remembering the incident gave Kristine a
chill, but the feeling she had that night was one of security.

Standing in front of the store with a broom
in her hand, her chin resting on the handle, she watched the last
of the fog creep up into the hills. What if he was real? What if he
was truly going to take her away?

"Kristine!" Carolyn's high pitched voice
called from inside.

Kristine swept the last of the debris from
the front steps and walked back into the store.

"Mrs. Murphy is on the phone. I can't
understand that woman."

"I'd be happy to talk to her," Kristine
said, thinking of the little old lady that came into the store
every week.

"And after that, get to work on that
accessory wall, it's a disaster." Carolyn walked towards the back
room where she would be for the next couple hours, leaving the
store and all it's customers, to Kristine.

Kristine rolled her eyes and picked up the
phone. "Hello, Mrs. Murphy." At least someone was happy to speak to
her.


Chapter 7

 


Free from work at seven-thirty in the
evening, Kristine stepped out of the small clothing store on Polk
Street to find sunset rapidly taking over the peach sky. Realizing
she had the next couple of days off, she went home to change
clothes before treating herself to a night out.

"Hey, you know what to do, so do it,"
Kristine's recorded voice played on her machine as she slipped her
black hot pants over patterned tights.

The first message was from her mom. "This is
mom, honey. I just wanted to wish you a happy, happy birthday. I
love you honey, call whenever you can. Bye, bye."

Kristine sighed. Tomorrow was her
twenty-first birthday, big deal. There was nothing she couldn't do
beforehand that she could suddenly do afterward. She had been in
the city way to long to stress about carrying an I.D.

Message two was from her friend Cherry.
"Hey, Kristine, listen I'm playing at the Blue Horizon tonight.
Yeah, I know, quite a dive, but at least it's a gig. Drop by if you
can. I'll buy you a birthday drink. Love ya, bye."

Pulling her tight, black top over her head,
she heard her last message.

"Baby, sorry about the other night but I'll
see you tonight, right? I promise I'll make it up to you. See ya
tonight hottie." Kristine scowled as she heard Adam's voice. A jerk
from the start, Kristine should have never trusted him. He had
pushed himself on her and wouldn't take "no" for an answer.

"Asshole." Kristine wished he'd disappear.
Walking into the bathroom, Kristine pressed play on a small,
beaten-up ghetto blaster. She reapplied eye makeup up, lipstick,
and put on her choker.

Stepping out of the bathroom, she went to
the closet and grabbed her hefty, tall, lace-up boots. The last
touch was her black leather jacket, stocked with money, cigarettes,
lighter, and lipstick.

A block to the bus stop, then ten minutes to
the Blue Horizon. Excitement began to build in her chest. Kristine
hadn't been with people her own age in weeks.

Pulling out a cigarette, she lighted it
without missing a step. Thursday night meant there weren't many
tourists out. Only real San Franciscans like a man walking his dog,
an old lady struggling with grocery bags, a couple dressed for the
opera laughing as they walked close together, and the usual
homeless begging at the corner.

Kristine crossed Sacramento Street and
waited in an unspoken line for the bus. Ahead of her in line there
was a man reading the Chronicle as if there were a major news
flash, a college kid with one strap of his backpack slung over his
shoulder, a snobby Nob Hill woman in her forties wearing a cream
Channel suit, and two Chinese women going on about whatever in
their native tongue. The bus approached the curb, giving off sparks
in the cable line like miniature lighting bolts. Those waiting
shuffled onto the square caterpillar and held on as it crawled down
Sacramento Street.

It was nine fifteen when Kristine walked
into the crowded, sweaty-smelling club. She could hear Cherry
singing through the confusion of voices. Shoving past those
aimlessly milling about, Kristine slid onto the only empty bar
stool.

"Midouri sour on the rocks, please."

The bartender nodded, his bald head gleaming
with sweat. Lighting another cigarette, Kristine swiveled around,
checking out the shabbily dressed punks that frequented the place.
The lights were low, which was a good thing since the place seemed
covered with grime.

Cherry finished her set and said 'thank you'
over sporadic applause. Her blazing red hair fashionably matched
her read plaid punker dress and knee-hi latex boots. Spotting
Kristine, she motioned for her to come to the stage.

"Hi, I'm glad you came." Cherry hugged
Kristine.

"Me too, that was a great song."

"Thanks." Cherry led Kristine backstage and
into a small room.

"George, could you get us a bottle of red
wine and a couple of glasses?" Cherry asked a man in a dirty,
ripped up shirt that said 'The Blue Horizon'. He grunted and
slobbed off to fulfill her request. They sat down on a green plaid,
broken down couch. "So what you been up to?"

"Nothin' much. Just workin' and oh, I went
out with Adam. Big mistake. He got a little too friendly, but I hit
him and he was so drunk he couldn't even get up."

"Asshole. You want me to have Jay take care
of him?" Cherry spoke of her boyfriend and guitarist.

"Na. I don't think he'll try anything again.
I don't plan on seeing him. If I do, I can take care of him. It
just upsets me, you know? Guys like him make me wanna kill them
all."

"Yeah, I know. They're all assholes. Luckily
Jay knows when to shut up and agree with me." Cherry laughed.

George returned with the wine and put the
bottle and glasses on a small, sticky table. He left without a
word.

"What else?" Cherry poured wine for them,
studying Kristine out of the corner of her eye.

"Nothing, really."

"Oh, come on Kristine, I noticed it as soon
as I saw you. Something's up with you."

Kristine didn't say a thing. She was tired
of talking about her dreams and yet she couldn't stop thinking
about them.

"You're still having those dreams, aren't
you?" Cherry looked concerned as she reached out for Kristine's
hand. Kristine nodded. "Girl, did you go see that doctor I told you
about?"

"You know I don't have money for that.
Besides, what is she gonna tell me? I'm insane? I need therapy,
which I can't afford? No, right now I'd rather not know." Why
didn't the Englishman come to her in real life? Why was he only in
her dreams? "I, can't shake the feeling that he's real. That he's a
real man that I am destined to meet."

"Well, if he is real, I sure want to meet
him." Cherry refilled her glass. "He sounds like a hell of a guy
and rich. Rich is the best part."

"Cherry, come on, we're on," Jay said from
the wings of the stage. "Oh, hi, Kristine, I didn't know you were
here."

"It's been awhile, huh?" Kristine smiled,
noticing he had dyed his ever-present Mohawk indigo blue.

"Yeah. Nice to see you again. Cherry, come
on." He jumped back on stage and a drum beat started.

"Chill for a sec." Cherry stood, adjusting
her skirt. "Why don't you stay for the second set and then we can
go to Seduction. Jespa's been asking about you."

Kristine felt like being alone, a stranger
in the madness of an unknown club, the watcher, the mysterious one
in the corner. Still, she hadn't seen her friend Jespa in months.
"Sure."

"Great! See you in a bit." Cherry left a
faint scent of perfume behind her.

Grabbing the wine bottle, Kristine poured
herself another glass. She drank it down and poured more. Laying
back on the couch, she began to loosen up. She closed her eyes and
the Englishman came instantly to mind.

He was a god to her. He seemed like a
character out of a historical novel. She could picture him atop his
faithful steed, long white hair blowing in the breeze as he
prepared to ride off to battle. The kind of man who wrote with a
quill, his words were sure to be lyrical like Shakespeare and he
would seal his letters with chocolate. Though he seemed to come
from an ancient era, his clothes in her dreams were modern. He wore
elegantly tailored black suits with tails or belted jackets, pure
white shirts with interesting buttons and always a cape or black
trench coat.

In her dream that morning he had said, "You
belong with us."

"But who are you?" she asked.

"You know who I am, my sweet. I've been here
with you for years."

Yes, she knew him. He was the man in her
dreams that always comforted her. But what was his name? Where did
he come from?

"Kristine?"

She opened her eyes, startled to find she
was still in the dingy club. "Huh?"

"You ready?" Cherry asked.

"Yeah, yeah." She wiped sleep from her eyes.
"I'm ready."

 


Seduction was already crowded when Kristine,
Cherry, and Jay arrived. They headed for the bar and spotted the
owner, Simeon, right away.

"Hey Sim," Cherry yelled over blaring
music.

"Hi, sweetheart. Kristine I haven't seen you
in here for a long time, honey. What you been up to?"

"Nothing really."

"Hey, there's Jespa." Jay pointed across the
room to their friend. She wore a hot pink wig and matching sequined
outfit.

"She looks tired," Kristine whispered into
Cherry's ear.

"Yeah. I heard she hasn't been sleeping at
the flat. Seems she won't talk to Rafe or Delaney."

"I wonder what happened?"

Jay grabbed Cherry's hand and dragged her
towards the dance floor. "Ahhh! Be back!"

Wanting to be alone anyway, Kristine nodded.
The only person she felt like talking to, Jespa, headed her way.
Approaching the bar, Jespa set down her tray and yelled out a drink
order to Danny who attempted to service all the orders.

"I haven't seen you for a long time. How
have you been?" Kristine asked.

Jespa scowled. "Don't ask."

Sensing Jespa's anger, Kristine tried a
different tactic. "I heard you aren't sleeping at home."

"Yeah, but I don't want to talk about it."
Jespa turned towards the dance floor. Leaning with her elbows on
the bar, she knocked her boot heel into the base of the bar.

"Are you sure?"

Jespa didn't answer. She continued to stare
into the crowd. A few minutes later, she turned towards Kristine.
"No." A single tear ran over Jespa's cheek. "Sim, I'm taking a
break." She pulled Kristine behind her.

 


The back room of Seduction was in just as
much disrepair as the club itself, but it had warmth to it that the
Blue Horizon missed completely. Safe in the deserted coziness of
the dressing room, Jespa sat on an old red velvet couch fit for the
boudoir of a whorehouse Madame. Kristine sat next to her, concern
in her eyes. Normally, Jespa's tough exterior never showed signs of
cracking. Usually so strong, somehow recently she felt her past.
She was the orphan, left to fend for herself after both her parents
OD'ed. She was the street kid battered, broken, and scrounging
alley trash cans to survive.

Kristine took Jespa's hand. "What's
wrong?"

"I'm sick of this fucking disappointing
life." Jespa's eyes were blurry with tears. "It's hell, you know?
It really is."

"I know." Kristine squeezed her hand. "What
happened? Did Rafe do something to you?"

Tears broke over Jespa's eyelids and
streamed in two straight, mascara-filled lines down her cheeks.

"They slept with each other, didn't they?"
Kristine asked.

Jespa nodded, her thin body shaking with
grief.

"I'm so sorry." Kristine leaned forward and
hugged Jespa.

Accepting the comfort, Jespa felt herself
break down. She felt unloved and alone. Closing her eyes, she
allowed Kristine to console her.

Jespa really loved Rafe. He was the first
guy she voluntarily lived with. All those before him had been
lovers out of necessity. When she met Rafe, she was in a good place
in her life. She had her own apartment and a steady job at
Seduction. Rafe asking her on a date was a shot out of the dark.
She was amazed their first date when he treated her like a person
and not a sex object. Over the next few weeks, she couldn't help
but fall in love with him. Real love was something she never
thought possible.

Unfortunately, when she let a close friend
of hers, Delaney, move in, Jespa found out Rafe had a wandering
eye. She ignored his flirtations with Delaney at first but then it
happened, she walked in on them in bed together, like a scene from
a movie. How could she ever have trusted them?

"But we love each other," Rafe had said. "It
happened, it's not our fault." And the topper, the kick in the gut
as she lay bleeding from the bullet of their betrayal. "You made me
do it. You don't give me space."

"Fuck you," Jespa said. "Fuck your space.
You want space? Get the hell out. Is that enough space for
you?"

"But I pay for half the rent. How are you
gonna live?"

"Don't pour on the concern now. Where was
your concern when you were fucking that whore?" Jespa ran out for
fear they would see her cry. Both of them were assholes. Friend and
lover had fucked her over in her own bed.

"Jespa?" Simeon came into the back room.
"Come on hon, they're eating each other alive out there. We need
you."

Jespa blinked, trying to sober up. She wiped
at the tears covering her face.

"That's okay, hon. Why don't you take the
rest of the night off, and tomorrow," Simeon said. Jespa nodded.
The first time she ever bowed out of work, Jespa felt it was
important.

On the way to Kristine's apartment they
bought Vodka. Jespa needed to forget everything and the bottle
seemed the only way to find her way to oblivion.


Chapter 8

 


Martin expected the bitch to be with Danny
when he came home, but she wasn't.

"Where's your pretty little thing
tonight?"

"Leave me alone." Danny threw his keys into
the glass tray on the cabinet so hard, it sounded like it
cracked.

"Sorry, to strike a nerve. I was just
wondering what happened to her."

Danny took a deep breath as he stared into
the fridge. "She left work early. Seemed upset. I guess maybe she
caught her boyfriend and best friend in bed together in her
apartment."

"Sounds familiar," Martin muttered.

"What?" Danny's expression stayed mean as he
peered at Martin over the fridge door.

"Nothing."

Grabbing a beer, Danny slammed the fridge
and stormed into the hall towards his room. Half way there, he
stopped and turned to Martin. "I know you don't like her, but she
didn't cheat on you. Craig didn't have to fuck her. He coulda said
no, but he used her like the selfish bastard he is." Letting out a
deep, irritated breath, Danny continued on to his room.

Martin sat speechless. Not once in the two
years Danny had lived there, had he stood up for himself.

As Danny's door slammed shut, Martin poured
himself a glass of Vodka and thought about Jespa. He never once
thought she had been hurt, only that she had been born to ruin his
life. How selfish he had been. He wanted to hate her, but his
animosity slowly slipped from her to his unfaithful lover. Danny
was right. It wasn't her fault that Craig played around. If he
hadn't slept with her, it would have been someone else.

Martin went into his bedroom and got in bed.
He read for a while, but because he seemed to be reading the same
sentence over and over again, he turned off the light.

Lying on his back in the dark, he looked up
at the light patterns on the ceiling. Craig came home a couple
hours after Martin went to bed.

Closing the side table drawer loudly, Craig
said. "I didn't wake you did I?" He slid into bed and wrapped his
arms around Martin.

Calculating bastard. Martin used to
think Craig's little ways were cute. Like when they were in the
living room watching a movie with Danny. All of a sudden, Craig
would get the urge. He'd yawn and say, "Oh, I am so tired."

Yeah the hell you are. Bastard,
Martin would think.

Sometimes, Martin would sit staring at the
television, making Craig be more and more blatant as to what he
wanted. The asshole couldn't just come out and say it in front of
Danny. Oh, no. Craig was gay, but not in front of anyone.

It used to turn Martin on. Now he found it
plain annoying. Why couldn't Craig say, "Come on Martin, I'm in the
mood" or something.

Craig kissed Martin on the neck and then
whispered, "I missed you all day. It's not the same when you sleep
in here."

Martin wanted to scream. He grabbed Craig's
hands and shoved them off his hips.

"What's the matter?" Craig asked.

Martin didn't answer.

"Are you mad about that girl?"

Martin still didn't answer.

"Oh, come on, Martin. I didn't even enjoy
her, I kept wishing it was you instead."

"And I'm supposed to believe this
bullshit?"

"Bullshit? It's the truth. She was the
dullest lay I've ever had."

Having trouble keeping his temper in check,
Martin gritted his teeth. "I am sorry to hear about your
disappointment last night." He sat up, glaring at Craig with eyes
that could have made anyone else cringe. "If I thought you cared
one bit about her, I would be able to forgive you, but as it
stands, I can't even sleep in the same room with you." Grabbing his
pillow, Martin got up.

"What? Why are you concerned about her? I
thought you hated her! What the fuck?" Craig yelled.

Ignoring him, Martin strode angrily to the
door and jerked it open.

"Martin!"

Looking back at Craig's silhouette in the
dim light, Martin almost gave in. It would be so easy to make up
and lay in his lover's arms, pretending it never happened.

"Either you come back to bed or we're over,"
Craig demanded.

"Very well." Martin took a deep breath,
attempting to remain calm. "I'll expect a check for this month's
rent on the table in the morning. You can pack your things up
tomorrow while I'm at work."

Craig stood motionless as Martin closed the
door.

Realizing he could not possibly sleep in his
own room with the smell of Craig all around him, Martin went to the
couch. Did I do the right thing? If he thought too much
about it, he would go back and apologize. No, it's all for the
best. No regrets.

It didn't happen easily, but when Martin
finally fell asleep, he dreamed of Jespa.

"Got any more of that Brandy?" she asked as
she stood on the balcony, a cigarette hanging from her bottom
lip.

"No, I can't find what Danny did with it."
Martin searched through the cupboards and the refrigerator. He
spotted the Vodka and grabbed it. "Jespa! I found the Vodka."
Running to the glass door and yanking it open, he found only
Danny.

"Why don't you leave me alone?" Danny had a
manic look in his bloodshot eyes.

"Where the hell is Jespa?"

"She was down. You didn't give her the
Cooks. She couldn't handle it! She's just down. Down I say!" Danny
pointed to the ground far below them.

Martin looked over the railing and saw Jespa
lying in a puddle of blood. "I never got to tell her I understood.
What happened?" The spot where Danny had stood was empty.

"I'm not dead, Martin," Jespa cried from her
position on the ground. "Please, help me."

All of a sudden Craig was there, on top of
her. "Come on, baby, does it feel good?" Craig pumped his thick
cock into her, gripping her thighs savagely with intent to
bruise.

"Martin, please help me! Do something!"
Jespa yelled.

"Yes, Martin, help her." Martin heard a
chorus of voices from beside him on the balcony. He turned to see
the Defano twins. "She needs love, she needs you. You can save
her."

"How am I supposed to help her? I don't know
what to do." Martin found it hard to breathe. The twins faded away.
He looked down at Jespa.

"Martin!" she screamed.

The scream shook Martin awake. Gasping for
air, sweat dripping from his forehead, he sat up. I'm losing
it.


Chapter 9

 


Jimmy cleared his throat and stared at the
old-fashioned tape recorder as the wheels turned.

"Uh… hi. One 'a the doctors ma took me to
said it might help to record my, uh, episodes. I never did put much
stock in all that psychobabble malarkey, but since I'm goin' crazy
anyway, I figure I might as well try this."

Rubbing the back of his neck nervously,
Jimmy swallowed and continued. "I figure I better record what just
happened or I'm liable to forget.

"Markham came to me tonight like he used to
when I was younger. It all started about half past ten. I was in
the stables, cleanin' up. Hearin' a noise behind me, I looked to
find it was only my horse. I coulda sworn I'd secured him in his
stall.

"I ran my hand over his mane to give him a
bit a' calm and led him back into his stall. Once I made sure he
was secured, I went back to cleanin'. Not two minutes later, I
heard my horse again. He was out of his stall, standin' in the
alley, shakin' his head and a' tappin' his foot as he's known to
do. I got him back in the stall and inspected the latch. Latch
seemed fine, but he musta' figured out a way to open it with his
mouth, or nose, or somethin'.

" 'Think you're pretty smart don't cha?' I
said to him. I tied him to the hitching post and patted him on the
back. 'All right now, I'll be back in a jif, Einstein,' I said. I
headed for the house thinkin' I'd get a snap clip to hold the latch
for the night.

"I was only 'bout ten yards away, when I
looked back and sure enough, my horse stood in the doorway to the
stables. His lead had somehow come loose.

"Runnin' back, I grabbed his tether and led
him back into his stall. 'What has gotten inta' ya' tonight?' I
asked him.

" 'I fancied a walk on this pleasant eve,' a
voice said.

"I 'bout jumped out of my skin. At first, I
thought I had really lost it. My uncle heard those cows moo in a
mysterious way, and now here I was, hearin' my horse talk. Soon as
I thought I was gonna be carried off to the loony bin, Markham
stepped into view.

" 'Oh, ya' should've seen you're face,' he
said and laughed as if it was the funniest thing he had ever
seen.

"I was angry and I guess Markham could see
that 'cause he stopped laughin' and started talkin'.

" 'Yer done here, Jimmy why don't you take
me for a ride in yer automobile?'

"I told him no, that I still had ta' sweep
up the other stalls.

"He said, 'You can't lie to me, boy. I know
everythin' yer thinkin' and I know you were goin' to leave as soon
as you got a fix for the stall.'

"Course, I had forgotten that he could read
my thoughts, but my knowin' it didn't make it that much less
amazin'.

"Markham walked to my truck and got in. I
wondered how he had gotten in, because my truck had been locked. I
jumped into the drivers seat and against my better judgment,
started 'er up. It was strange sittin' next to the ghost as if he
were just one 'a the cowhands.

"As I drove, I glanced at him often. He
seemed real. I could see the light hit his skin. His face was white
as snow, but real.

"He asked me if I had changed my mind about
bein' a rancher. It irritated me how he asked questions he already
knew the answers to. I said, 'You can read my mind can't cha'? Why
don't ya' tell me what I wanna be?'

" 'Ah, yes, a country western star, a
singer, a guitar player,' he said. My heart caught in my throat. I
have never uttered a word to a livin' soul about wantin' to go to
Nashville. It's been a secret dream of mine that I never really
think will happen. What was there to say to a man who knew my every
thought?

"When I didn't answer, he started talkin'
'bout what he could give me. Riches, healing powers, immortality,
the power to talk to animals, the power of flight.

" 'An' whatda'ya gonna sell me next? A
bridge in London?' I asked him. I wasn't about to believe him, but
if what he was offering was real, there had to be a catch. What did
I have to give up? My soul? Is Markham the devil?

"He said the sacrifices were my family, the
sun, and I would never be able to die, even if I wanted to.

" 'Why would I want to die?' I asked.

He grinned and told me to think about it,
that he would be back tomorrow for my decision. Then he opened the
truck door and disappeared into the darkness.

" 'Markham!' I yelled. I screeched on the
brakes and got out. He was nowhere in sight.

"Then I heard his voice in my head.
Jimmy, go home. I will see you tomorrow night."

Jimmy took a deep breath, closing his eyes
and rubbing his forehead. Sitting up, he watched the tape wheels
turn, waiting for him to continue. "Tomorrow night I could be like
Markham, if I chose. Do I want to live forever? Do I want to see
the world pass me up like an antique in my mother's attic? What am
I even sayin'? If Markham's in my head, what is really gonna happen
tomorrow night? Am I finally gonna go nuts, right in front of all
my cousins at my birthday party? Ma's gonna be horrified."

A knock at the door made Jimmy switch off
the recorder and hide it under his bed.

"Jimmy?" he heard his sister call from the
other side of the door.

Opening the door, he found his sister in her
pj's holding a book and a glass of milk. "I thought I heard you
talkin' to someone. You got a girl in there?"

"No. You know ma'd kill me." He smiled,
finding comfort in his sister's teasing.

"Well, night birthday boy. You know, even
though you're legal tomorrow, doesn't mean I stop harassin'
you."

Jimmy looked at his watch. "Make that twenty
minutes from now. And I wouldn't have it any other way."


Chapter 10

 


From: Sam Kellerman, NOSS

To: Tommy Lewis

Sent: Thursday, 8:35 AM

Subject: Your Letter To The NOSS

 


Mr. Lewis,

I was intrigued to read about your
daughter.

First, let me say that yours is not the
first sighting we have received correspondence about. We are
especially interested in your story because it involves a casualty
and we take it seriously when our fellow Americans are in
danger.

We are sorry to hear about the loss of your
wife, Lois, and hope you are getting along with minimal grief. We
encourage you to write us if you have any other sightings. Your
daughter's recurring dreams may be a warning. It's possible that
your sighting of the woman could have been an isolated incident and
has nothing to do with what's going on. You said you heard another
voice. This proves either the apparition is coming to her or a
spirit is possessing her to make her voice sound different, either
one is possible.

As for advice, it is too soon for us to give
any. We need to know more and study the child. We will be sending
an agent up in two weeks, but if something happens sooner than
that, I will come up myself.

Please take heed, for we fear your life may
be in danger. If this apparition killed your wife or tricked
Victoria into doing it, you may be at risk. Whatever the case, we
are interested in your situation and our committee has agreed to
explore what Victoria can do.

Please contact us with any other information
you have as soon as possible.

If you see the woman again, notify us
immediately. If Victoria calls other spirits, notify us
immediately. If you feel any threat to your own life, leave and
notify us immediately.

Our utmost concern now is your safety. We
will be awaiting your letter.

 


Sam Kellerman

Agent, NOSS: Los Angeles Division

 


 


From: Tommy Lewis

To: Sam Kellerman, NOSS

Sent: Friday, 1:15 AM

Subject: Re: Your Letter To The NOSS

 


Mr. Kellerman,

I am glad your organization believes in what
I have told you, but I must tell you what I saw last night. I am
sure you will find it fascinating and want to investigate my
daughter sooner.

Eight-thirty last night, I heard Victoria in
her room talking to herself. She was speaking some language I could
not understand. It was not Tglinget or English, but it was the same
language that the woman spoke on that night long ago.

I knocked on Victoria's door and she told me
to go away. She said she was reading a book. When I asked her what
language it was in, she got angry. She has never talked to me in
that way before. In our culture a child is suppose to respect her
elders.

I opened her door and she screamed a word at
me in that strange language. She told me I should not be there and
pleaded for me to leave for my own safety.

I told her no, that I wanted to know what
was going on and switched on the light.

The woman sat on Victoria's bed. I had
forgotten how beautiful she was.

Her voice was like music flowing out of a
flute, her words as a chant spoken to the beat of drums. I felt
entranced by it. She asked me what I wanted to know and if she
could answer my questions. She said we didn't have much time.

I opened my mouth to say something. I could
not speak to the beautiful woman whose face was so smooth, as a
hill of snow and just as white. I could do nothing but stare into
her dark eyes. Without my knowledge, I sunk to the floor. I bowed
at her feet and kissed her shiny black boots.

The goddess laughed, as I have never heard
anyone laugh. I had to cover my ears because it was too loud. She
bent down to me and I could smell her sweet scent.

She asked me, "What am I to do with you?"
Lifting me up, she carried me to my bedroom. I remember being
amazed that she could lift my weight. I felt like I was in a spell
cast by the goddess. I heard Victoria's voice in the background,
crying out for the woman not to take my life.

I woke up half an hour ago. I was lying on
my bed and could hardly move. Yet, I knew I had to notify you. I am
fearful for my daughter's safety, as I am of my own. I do not know
what to do. I know that if Victoria knew I was sending this email,
she would be furious. I know that she will stop at nothing to keep
her secret. Look what she did to my wife, Lois.

I am weak. I must eat something and take an
ancient recipe for my neck. It is sore. Maybe I slept wrong. There
are no wounds or bruises. What does all this mean? Does it have to
do with the goddess or is my neck just stiff?

I hope you have the answers and come help. I
am waiting in fear.

Tommy Lewis

 


 


From: Mr. Sam Kellerman, NOSS

To: Mr. Tommy Lewis

Sent: Friday, 5:25 AM

Subject: Re: Re: Your Letter To The NOSS

 


Mr. Lewis,

My assistant and I will arrive in Ketchikan
by noon. Take no risks.

Sam Kellerman, NOSS


Chapter 11

 


Dreaming, Jespa said, "Martin, I want you to
know that you are the first one I will tell if I ever go over, I
swear it."

"What? Why would you tell me? I hate you."
Martin had a very cold expression and stood in his robe with his
hair messily parted.

Rafe pulled her from him, yelling about true
love and destiny. "You don't understand! It all happened so fast,
but it's real, it really is!" Sitting at a table covered with
blood, Rafe put his head down. Blood dripped off in big thick
drops.

Approaching Rafe, Jespa grabbed hold of his
hair and lifted his head. His eyes were a strange iridescent green.
Across his head in red, wet letters said LIAR.

The stark white room reminded Jespa of a
hospital in the movies and there, against the wall, sat a bed with
crisp white sheets. A woman hung over the patient as if to stare
into his eyes. Jespa moved closer to see.

A young Indian girl stepped in front of
Jespa and yelled, "Get away! You were not part of the plan! You are
not meant to see this!"

Jespa heard drums and realized the other
woman chanted to the man in bed. Attempting to hear the words,
Jespa took a step towards the bed.

"Get away, I said, or you will be dead like
the others."

Jespa woke, the girl's warning fresh in her
mind. Just a dream. Another strange, confusing dream. You're
awake now, breathe. Sitting up, she hoped her heartbeat would
slow.

Cuddled up in a thick comforter, Kristine
slept on her bed across the room. Jespa managed to pull herself off
the couch and go into the bathroom. She looked in the mirror.
Seeing movement out of the corner of her eye, she turned. Breeze
from the open bathroom window made the shower curtain bob.

"Chill," she told herself as she turned on
the water. She splashed a few cold handfuls onto her hot face,
sending a shock through her body.

Calmer, she sat back down on the couch and
fell into a light sleep. Dreams came at once.

Standing at the top of a green hill, she
looked down on her family. Father, mother, brother, and sister sat
at a picnic table smiling. They wore their Sunday best and were
surrounded by pastel colored balloons. A yellow and white collie
ran circles around the table, only pausing to catch table scraps.
It was a beautiful scene, but this wasn't her childhood. It was
someone else's.

A little girl came up to her, dressed in
pink lace ruffles, bows, white Easter gloves and a summer hat.
"Hello," she said.

"Hello," Jespa said. She admired the girl's
tight blonde ringlets and straight, white teeth.

"Do you know what Jespa means?"

"No." Jespa realized she wore white gloves
and a dainty little hat. "What does it mean?"

"It means devil child that's what it means!
You were sent here but no one wants you, so go back. This is my
family and you can't have them! Go back you Jespa. You devil
child."

Jespa woke, her heart in her throat. Panting
and unable to breathe she sat up. Oh, what dreams she was having!
She stood and attempted to regulate her breathing. Jespa felt her
way through the dark to Kristine's bed. Kristine seemed only to be
using one side of the bed, so Jespa crawled in, hoping for better
sleep than she had on the couch.

 


Kristine was in the fog again, searching for
the beautiful Englishman. "Come back to me please," she called. Her
voice echoed in the forest of fragrant flowers and fog.

"I am here, my sweet Kristine." He held her
as her knees gave way.

"I'm glad you came."

"You've been calling for quite awhile. I
wasn't going to come till much later. What is troubling you
so?"

"I want to be with you. I hate my life and I
don't feel safe without you."

"There, there. Be calm." He held her tight
to him. "What if I were to take you away from all this? Would you
like that, my dear?"

"Oh, yes, please... take me." Daring to look
up at him, she felt peace overtake her as he smiled.

"Listen to me. You must hear all that I tell
you, for it is of great importance."

"Yes, I'm listening. I want to listen to
everything you say."

"You think you are merely dreaming, but I
want to tell you many things and when you wake up, I want you to
think of them as real statements. All day tomorrow, I want you to
think. Tomorrow night, I will come to you when you are fully awake.
That is when you will see me for the first time. I have protected
you your whole life. I have loved you and comforted you, have I
not?"

"Yes, you've been the only one. I love you
like I haven't loved any real person. Why is that? Am I foolish for
falling in love with someone in my dreams?" Brushing her hair away
from her face, he sighed. "You must listen to what I have to say
and no matter how farfetched it sounds, you must consider it to be
the truth. Can you give me your word that you will consider
everything I say to be true?"

"Yes. I don't understand, but I promise to
try."

"That is all I ask." He kissed her on the
cheek, high just below her eyelashes. "I can give you a life
without troubles, hurt, or physical pains. Without bills, aging,
gaining weight, without all the things you worry about now. You
will have to withstand a few things that may not seem important
now, but later will weigh on your heart. You will never see the sun
again or be able to have a child in the way that you know. You will
watch those you love grow old and decrepit, while you age but do
not change. You will see inventions created that people of your
time would never even dream of."

Even in her sleep, Kristine knew what he was
purposing. She had heard all the lines before, but never imagined
her beautiful man would say them to her.

"Oh, my sweet, I know this is much to think
on." He frowned and began to draw away.

"No, don't go. Please! Can't you stay? I
have lots of questions and it's not even morning, I don't want this
dream to end yet."

The man stepped away from her bed, in her
apartment, in the real world. "I fear you are waking up, my dear. I
will come to you tomorrow, after you have thought through all your
doubts. You have to be sure."

"But wait. How can this be true? I'm not
dreaming and you're here, you're real?" Sitting up in her bed, she
reached out to him.

"Sweet Kristine, beautiful dreamer, sleep."
He placed his hand gently on her forehead. "Sleep."

Feeling exhausted, she fell back on her bed.
Her vision began to blur. "But wait... your name... please tell
me." Eyes closed, her mind had a hard time staying awake.

"You knew it when you were small, do you
remember?" He spoke in her ear and though she could not open her
eyes, she felt his presence around her. "I don't… I don't
remember."

"I am Julien, my sweet girl. Your
Julien."


Markham's Tale

 



Chapter 12

 


Severina asked me to write my story in this
journal. Don't know why. I'm the youngest of our immortal family
and therefore have little to teach. My mortal life wasn't perfect,
but it was filled with the wonders of a new world. I sure didn't
want to lose it.

Irish born in 1833, I came to live in the
free world with my parents Joseph and Mary O'Leary. I know what
you're thinking, but they weren't the holy couple. Though in my
eyes, they might as well have been. I had seven siblings and we
lived on a farm in Kansas. As a young lad I learned to work hard
and take pride in a job well done. Things were simple back then. Me
and my older brother Patrick would work all day and in the
evenings, we'd stare up at the stars and dream of owning our own
land someday.

In 1852, Patrick heard about the Gold Rush
in California. Begging me to join him, he made plans to go out
west.

Mother cried to see us go, but she gave us
her blessing. I still remember her words to me that day. She said
though I was the younger one, I had my wits about me. "Bring him
back safe child," she said. "And don't forget ta' come back
yerself."

Patrick was easily distracted, so we didn't
ride straight through. We stopped here and there to enjoy a
home-cooked meal in exchange for work. Sometimes we'd meet other
travelers. Most were on their way to California, looking to get
rich from the gold.

"I heard all ya' have ta' do is dip yer' pan
in the water an' ya' git a lifetime a' gold," one traveler told me.
I knew the gold would soon run out and probably before Patrick made
his way there.

We reached California a year after we
started. Although there were still gold mining towns, the get rich
quick plan proved to be a pipe dream. Patrick spent days sulking.
We landed in Sacramento, but I longed to see the ocean and told
Patrick I was going, with or without him. He came along, grumbling
all the way.

As I rode into San Francisco, my heart
quaked at the site of such beauty. It was a lush forest surrounded
by foaming water and coraled by modern structures. I was the one
who prolonged our stay then, making excuses why a journey home
would not be wise. For me, it was always too hot to travel or too
snowy in the pass.

We stayed in San Francisco for some time. I
secured a job at Wells, Fargo and Co. at 114 Montgomery Street. It
was a narrow two-story brick building with green iron shutters.

Patrick wasn't interested in that kind of
work, but found odd jobs around town, mostly handiwork, anything to
earn money.

I met a lovely young school teacher with
hair as black as raven's wings. Her name was Jane and her eyes were
as blue as the ocean. I found myself at peace and happy there in
the city by the bay.

Patrick, he found happiness too. He got
married to an English girl and they had a child. Mother sent a
letter whenever she could and they were filled with blessings for
us and our return home. She desperately wanted to meet her
grandchild, but I advised Patrick it would be dangerous to take his
wife and newborn back to Kansas on a lone horse.

In 1858, I heard about a job with a
stagecoach line. They had run a route from San Francisco out as far
East as St. Louis. When I found it was a trip that only took
twenty-four days, I took the job and saw to it myself that my
brother's family was on the same coach. I promised my Jane I'd
return in two months and in return, she promised to wait for
me.

We departed early one morning as the sun
rose over the bay. Planning to be in Kansas in less than a month,
we had the best hopes for our trip. I did not know, however, that
we would encounter some of the worst stretches of road I had ever
been on. Some of the places weren't even meant for single horses to
go down, let alone a coach.

Our worst enemies were the coach robbers,
who thought that we carried gold with us. We only delivered mail,
but that didn't stop them from going through each traveler's
personal items. The head driver, Jack, did nothing about these
robberies. After the third incident, our coach was lighter and our
travelers weary. I decided to take action when the next robbery
commenced.

We had just picked up a load from El Paso
when I spotted the thieves. Jack slept next to me as I drove. I
sped past them and they chased us, shooting freely, obviously
unconcerned with the lives at stake.

Jack woke and ducked down. "What are ya'
doin'?"

"I'm not goin' ta' let them take over my
coach. Markham O'Leary doesn't give up that easy."

"Stop the coach."

As I was about to ask why, Jack placed a
rifle to my cheek. "Now, what are yeu' doin'? Yer one a' them
then?" I let go of the reigns.

"What are ya' doin'?" He reached for the
reigns and as he did, I pushed him off the coach and grabbed the
reigns myself.

"Ya!" I yelled to get the horses going
faster.

When the robbers stopped to help their
'friend' it gave us enough lead to get to the next town before
them. It was an unscheduled stop, but when the local sheriff caught
the bandits and sent a telegraph to Ft. Chadbourne to tell them why
we'd be late, the company was most grateful.

We got to Kansas in another fourteen days.
My mother cried as she saw us ride up. Besides the many inches all
the kids had grown and the grayer color of my father's hair, my
family looked the same. Patrick told them all about the trip and
how I had saved the coach in Texas. I handed out presents I had
brought back, which included toys, seashells, ribbon, and cloth for
my mother to make new clothes for them all. Patrick's wife and
child fit in perfectly with us.

After everyone had gone to bed, I sat with
my mother by the fire and talked. She loved all her children, but I
had a feeling I was her favorite because I shared her thirst for
knowledge and love of reading.

"Me' son, me' Markham." She gazed at me with
her clear green eyes. Her face was older, but still as kind as I
remembered.

"Ma, I'm glad ta' be home. It's very
comforting here, but I have ta' go back."

"What? Go back? Whatever for? You've only
just returned." Frowning made her look older.

"The woman, the one I told ya' about,
Jane."

"Ah, the school teacher. I should've known."
Her face brightened as she spoke. "Do ye' love 'er?"

"Aye, mother. I think that I do."

A sad smile crossed her lips. "You aren't
coming back are ya'?"

I was quiet, I hadn't thought of it, but I
did want to live by the water and breathtaking mountains. "I love
the water. Do ye' remember the sea?"

"Aye, it was very beautiful."

"I will come back, but I want ta' live out
there. I love you, but I…" I didn't know what else to say.

"I don't want you ta' go, but if you have
ta' go ta' be happy and marry this Jane. Well, you have me'
blessing. You're me' best friend, son. All I want is your
happiness." She wiped her eyes from tears and I handed her my
handkerchief. "Ah, what a charming young man me' son has become,
where did ye' get yer manners?"

"Ma', you want ta' go with me ta'
California?"

"Aye, I do, but I am old now, an' the family
needs me. I'm the only one keepin' them from livin' like
animals."

"Now don't you say that. Yer not old. You
could come with me. I'd love ta' show you the ocean, the bank where
I worked, and Jane."

"No Markham. You go, have fun. I've already
spun me' life. This is who I am. I'm a mother, a wife, and now a
grandmother. I've lived out all me' adventures. It's your turn ta'
make choices and spin your life."


Chapter 13

 


Leaving the farm pulled at my heartstrings.
I knew Patrick and his new family would fit in, but part of me
wished I wasn't going alone. Traveling with Patrick made it seem
like I always had a piece of home with me. I'm glad now that no one
was with me. If my mother had been killed or worse, turned, I would
have never forgiven myself.

The Butterfield company made me head driver
after hearing about my actions in Texas. Besides the road
conditions, everything went smoothly. My assistant driver, Billy,
was a nineteen-year-old from Missouri. He was eager to see the
wonders of the world and reminded me of Patrick.

When we got to El Paso, we had an overnight
stop. I went to the nearest saloon, ordered a drink, and pulled out
my writing book. The place was loud and musty, but I found a place
in the back where I could ignore the rigmarole and concentrate on
my letter to mother. I was starting on Jane's letter when I noticed
someone watching me.

Turning to another page in my book, I jot
down what he looked like.

 


Long white hair. Blue eyes. Tall.
Rich.

 


I wrote quickly, but when I looked up, the
man was gone. Glancing around, I saw no sign of him. I went back
and finished my description.

 



About forty years old. Snow white hair.
English or American. Well-bred. Pale. Black suit, cape, top hat,
white scarf.

 


"My name is Julien."

I looked up to find the man standing over
me. My heart almost jumped out of my chest. How had he come that
close without me noticing him?

"J-U-L-I-E-N, and yes, I am English. You're
very observant."

Speechless, I stared at him as if I had seen
a ghost.

"Sorry to have frightened you, Markham. Let
us get out of this clamor, shall we? I have business to discuss."
He motioned for me to follow him and somehow I found the courage to
pick up my journal and obey. Wondering how he knew my name and what
he wanted from me, I studied him, thinking how I could escape and
save my life.

We stopped at a small barn at the end of
town. I stayed my distance, glancing at the doorway.

"There is no way." Julien said, turning
around in a movement I barely caught. He was fast. Had I blinked?
Was it the drink working on my head?

"Pardon me, what did you say?"

"I said there is no way to escape, but then
there is also no reason to. I have no intent in bringing you harm.
Far from it. I simply require your services." He smiled, his white
teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

"Me' services? What can I do for you? How do
you know my name?" I stared at his blue eyes, bluer than any ocean
and they seemed to radiate light. He leaned closer to me. "This is
a job of the utmost confidentiality. Do you think you can be
trusted with such a job?"

"Aye sir, I'm a driver for the John
Butterfield U.S. Mail Company. A' course I will be confidential.
Our founder an' president himself said it best when he said,
'Nothin' on God's earth must stop the U.S. Mail'."

Julien laughed making me foolishly rush my
hands to cover my ears. The sound of his laughter was
ear-splitting.

"Ah, yes, I forgot. Mortal ears are so
sensitive."

I wondered if the word 'mortal' was a word
used often by Englishmen.

"Now then, let us talk of the task." He put
his arm around my shoulder and led me further into the barn. "I
have some mail that you can deliver for me. Four hundred dollars I
will pay you to deliver two large cartons to Tucson in your coach.
Five hundred more dollars will be granted when they are received.
The only stipulation must be that they go undisturbed. Absolutely
undisturbed." He handed the four hundred dollars out to me.

I was sure the bulk of money was real and
that his stipulations could be met, but I wondered how big the
cartons were that he should pay me so well?

"The two cartons can be placed in only one
carriage as long as nothing else is inside." Julien seemed to have
read my mind, but I told myself that wasn't possible.

"But sir, this is more than enough money for
the company ta' carry yer cartons. Cartons of this size could be
carried for no more than one hundred and fifty dollars each. I
could not possibly accept a sum a' this one when I arrive in
Tucson."

"I am not concerned with money. I am,
however, very concerned about the cartons and that they arrive
safely, without harm. I cannot stress enough the importance of
their getting to Tucson without being touched. I want your
assurance that nothing will happen to them. That is what I am
paying for." He looked at me with his fiery eyes. I was chilled by
their determination.

"I can assure you, I will take care a' your
cartons. I will protect them with my life." I thought of the
robbery and how I saved my coach just to uphold the Butterfield
name.

"I've heard of your braveness. I am
confident that you will do as you have said. Here is the address
where you may pick up the cartons." He handed me a piece of paper
with the hotel name and address on it. I awed at the handwriting,
the unique curve in the letters, and the perfect spacing.

After the gentleman bid me farewell, I went
to my hotel. I had never stayed in a hotel on the companies'
expense and it seemed as though the they didn't want to make a
habit of it. The room was small, but warm.

My assistant stayed in the same room. As I
entered and took off my hat, Billy spoke in an excited tone.

"Markham! Did you see the beautiful coaches
that were next ta' that big hotel on the end of the road? They are
grand aren't they?"

"Aye, grand indeed."

"Where'd ya' go? I went ta' the tavern but
you had been an' gone." Billy sat up in the small bed, looking as a
giant because his feet hung over the end. "I was talking to a
customer who wants me ta' carry two special pieces a' mail for him
tomorra'. They require a whole coach by themselves." I sunk into
the feather bed and found it comforting after nights sleeping in
the coach or on the ground.

"Does that mean I git ta' drive by myself? I
git ta' have my own coach?"

I knew how it felt to be in charge of a
coach. It was an honor I took seriously. "No, now, yer' drivin' Mr.
Butterfield's coach. Yer ta' drive as if he were sittin' right next
ta' you. No funny business." "Yes Sir!" Billy's excitement could be
felt from across the room.

As I fell asleep, Julien's words echoed in
my head. "Absolutely undisturbed."

The next morning, I woke with the sun and
made arrangements for the cartons. When I was sure they were
securely fastened down, we headed out of town. Billy was in front
of me in the small, but somewhat more comfortable passenger coach.
I alone followed in the mail coach.

I had a peaceful ride, in my coach by
myself, unlike the passengers in the coach ahead who were sleeping
on each other's shoulders and bickering from time to time.

To pass the time, I sang songs my mother
taught me and thought of seeing Jane again. Jane was beautiful and
intelligent and I had wanted to marry her from the moment I laid
eyes on her. When I got back to San Francisco, I was going to ask
her to marry me. If she'd have me, I planned on returning to Kansas
to hold the ceremony on the farm.

As the sun went down around half past six,
the sky turned a pink-orange that could only be created by
heaven.

I heard something behind me. There was a
stamp of hooves and a whine from a horse. I looked back and saw
coach robbers in the distance.

Speeding up, I got even with Billy in a wide
part of the road. I motioned for him to look back and watched as
terror filled his eyes.

"Go on ahead. Be safe but quick and tell the
sheriff as soon as you arrive." Billy nodded and sped ahead as I
slowed.

The robbers came up fast. I wanted to end
the attacks once and for all. My gun was in the coach and I had a
knife in my boot.

I heard the inevitable shout. "Stop your
coach or die."

Bringing the horses to a trot, I stalled,
giving Billy as much time as he needed on the steep hills going
into town.

"Stop yer coach now!" One of them held a
shotgun level with my head. "Get off an' lay on the ground." I knew
he wouldn't shoot. If he did, the horses would take off.

I calmly laid on the ground, planning to
attack one while the other scrounged for valuables. The one with
the shotgun lifted my chin with his boot.

"Hey, this ain't no regular driver. It's
tha' one that put us in jail a month ago." The other came over
fast, leaving the cartons and looking at me for himself.

I grabbed my knife from my boot and lunged
for the one nearest me, stabbing him in the gut. His shotgun fell
to the ground as his buddy stared at him. I made for the shotgun,
but before I had a chance to grasp it, I heard a shot ring out.
Pain exploded in my chest. I fell, gripping my chest as blood
poured out in a river of crimson. The dying robber was in the dirt
beside me. His eyes were wide open. The one who shot me shook and
mumbled. He had his gun in his hand, flailing it around. Was he
going to shoot me again?

I closed my eyes, trying to block out the
pain. It was hard to breathe. Still, the words I had learned so
long ago came to my lips. "Our father whom art in heaven hallowed
be yer name, thy kingdom come..." As my speech slowed, I found it
hard to stay conscious. "He... g-give us... our daily bread..." I
opened my eyes, denying my body's wish to sleep.

And then I saw God rise out of the darkness
and grab the robber who stood over me. God held him, drawing out
his soul to be spit into hell. The robber fell to the dirt as his
friend had earlier and God approached me. I knew then that God was
the true way. Ma was right. Nothing else mattered in those minutes.
I repented for not believing sooner and stared into God's glowing
face. I saw God and He was a woman.

"Oh, poor man. You helped us and got hurt. I
am so sorry." God pulled me into her lap. Julien, stood beside her.
I wondered how had he gotten there.

"Don't do it Severina. He's dying, he'll
take you with him. Don't risk it," Julien said.

"Don't risk it? This is a good man who
trusted us. I can't let him die. Who knows what he has to look
forward to?" God asked.

"Nothing. Death. Black. Over."

"You don't know that for sure. I'll just
take a little. I'll pull out before the death hits."

"Are you mad? He's dying, he only has a
little. It has taken all of his reasoning, he thinks you are
God!"

"I am bringing him over." God looked down at
me and stroked my hair. "You there Markham?" I couldn't
respond.

"Do it now, woman!" Julien yelled.

I closed my eyes. At first I saw only
darkness, then a light began to surround me. The pain in my chest
faded and I felt a new pain that started in my neck and radiated
throughout my body. Soon, there was no pain at all, just numbness
as the light got brighter.

"Drink this," God said.

Feeling moisture on my lips, I drank. The
liquid seemed to coat my dry throat like wax. A burning sensation
infiltrated my veins, making my body throb with heat. I fell away
from the light into a pool of deep, dark red.

Opening my eyes, I was heaven. I stood up
without moving to do so. My limbs were light and young. I thought I
must be an angel. Looking out before me, I saw land, mountains, and
trees. I could not only see a tree twenty yards away, but every
facet of the bark. When I wondered what was under the bark, I saw
under the bark where insects bred.

"Heaven is more that Ma' described," I said.
My voice was different, thicker, with a sort of echo.

I heard laughing, somewhat like that of
Julien, but slower and less painful. Turning around, I saw it
was Julien.

"Vem, Markham, you must watch your
death. It is the only way you can move on." God pulled me close to
her and pointed to someone on the ground. To my horror, I found it
was me.

"Who... how?" But before anyone answered, I
saw the being grasp at his chest. I could hear what he thought and
see what he saw.

Dying...no, I can't die, must get cartons
to... must tell Jane... must see ma'... must... travel ta' the
light, aye, go to the light. The poor man thought about his
childhood on the farm, his brothers and sisters, his mother and
father. His brother, Patrick, who he had traveled to California
with. No one would know Patrick as he did. Patrick's daughter,
young and fresh, was the start of a brand new generation of
O'Leary's he would never know. I'm sorry Ma. I should have
stayed in Kansas... I should have stayed in Kans...

His visions stopped and my mind was filled
with overwhelming silence. I dropped to my knees in the dirt beside
him.

"No! No!" I screamed.

A final breath escaped his hallow chest and
his head fell to the side. Glassy eyes stared towards me, filling
my heart with regret. There was so much I had meant to accomplish
and no way to reclaim my life.

"Vem, now child," God said.

I stood, staring down at my lifeless mortal
shell as it caved in. Thick black oil bubbled from it's pores and
burst into flames. The ash it left behind blew into the dirt and
floated with the tumbleweeds from the force of the wind.

"There are things you need to know." God
pulled at my arm.

It took awhile for me to respond. I didn't
quite know how to react or what to say.

"Is this heaven?" I asked.

"No, this is earth, where you have always
been. It is you that has changed."

"Changed?"

"Yes, you are a vampiro now."

"Vampiro? What is that?" I had never
heard the word before that day.

"We have more to discuss than I
thought."


Severina's Tale
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Chapter 14

 


Journals are important to record our lives
for other immortals who may wish to learn from us. I want to thank
all of you who have written in these books. They've meant much to
me and my two boys. I know the one who created this sanctuary will
be astounded by the response.

My name is Severina and I grew up in Rio De
Janeiro. Although it is the Carnival that brings so many to Rio, we
natives know that it is a dangerous time. There are horrors seen
and unseen. I am now one of those horrors.

Before I was given the bebe, which in
Portuguese means drink, I was nothing but a scared, weak child who
had too many problems. I lived with my ailing father and three
sisters. I worked long hours at a small restaurant to help support
our family.

In year 1502, during a city celebration that
is now called Carnival, I came home from work to find chaos.

"Fantasma! Rapido, fantasma," my
youngest sister, Beatriz screamed. I can still hear her terrified
voice ringing through my head.

I ran through our small home to the kitchen.
My father and two sisters were on the floor, bloodied, and not
moving. Beatriz continued to scream as a man in Carnival makeup
held her in his grip. Before I could react, he snapped her neck and
threw her to the floor with the others. Her lifeless eyes stared
ahead as I attempted to grasp what was happening.

With my family dead and a murderer in the
house, I bolted for the door. In an instant the man grabbed me and
held me to him, my back to him.

"Amorosa, bonita mortal." His voice
was like a chant.

"Who are you?" I asked him in Portuguese,
even as his warm, sweet-smelling breath tickled my neck.

"A friend."

"A friend who kills my family?" I struggled,
but could not break free.

"They are nothing, you are beautiful. You
will be mine and come to heaven with me."

"You come from heaven?"

He laughed and when he did, I saw his fangs
for the first time.

"Vampiro!"

"Sim, vampiro." His eyes were like
fire, red with golden rims. I had never seen eyes that color. He
chanted to me. As he spoke, I felt my body weaken. "Shh… minha
querida… amerosa deua… shh… bonita anjo… shh…" He called me his
beautiful angel, he spoke words a woman would love to hear, but I
only wanted to be free from the man who had killed my family.

I don't know if he controlled my thoughts
and told my brain to give up, but whatever the case, I fell into
his arms.

I don't remember much after that. Snippets
of memories come to me such as a cold stone room, the flicker of
candlelight, and commingled voices chanting a twisted religious
oath. I do remember his bite. The pain was like nothing I had ever
experienced in my seventeen years. Either by his will or natural
order, the pain did subside and I felt pleasure overwhelm me.

The first drop of blood on my tongue was
bitter and metallic, making my stomach sick. Thick streams of blood
followed and as I drank, my whole body felt electricity stream
through every last crevice, reaching the tips of my toes and
filling my lungs. Even my hair seemed to be soaking up the life
liquid. Every drop of blood brought with it memory of the one it
came from.

Sandro. His name echoed in my ears as
I caught glimpses of his life in flashes too fast to comprehend. I
saw him enter my home and kill my family, but I also saw the true
meaning of it all.

I was to be a servant of God. The
Bebe filled me with the power I would need to fulfill my
heavenly calling. I saw my new life before me. My new home would be
the coven. I would be an angel of the night, made to do God's work.
I wasn't aware that the drinking had stopped until I heard Sandro's
voice.

"Come, stand and join us."

I opened my eyes, sat up looking at the
immortal faces around me, and jumped off the stone altar. "Now, you
must destroy your mortal shell by piercing it's heart with this
stake." He held an elaborately carved wooden rod out to me.

Turning to look at the stone table where I
had once laid, I saw I was still there. A carbon copy of my form
gasped for air. I could read it's mind and saw it's life pass
before it's eyes. I saw my father, frozen on the floor, his old
hands clutching his heart. A tear ran down my face and when I
reached up to wipe it off, I realized it was blood.

"You must kill her," Sandro said.

"Her?" I screamed. "That is me."

"No, not anymore. You are one of us now. Do
it or she will be made to suffer all the longer."

"I want my life back."

"You have nothing left there."

My family was dead and my mortal shell was
dying. I realized I could not go back. There was nothing I could
do.

I drove the stake into the heart of my
clone. A loud howl erupted and I found it was all the vampires
around me.

"Let us sleep. Morning is coming," Sandro
said, pulling me close. He led me down a long hall to a stairway.
We walked down to a huge room with several coffins in it.
Continuing through many similar rooms, Sandro paused as we entered
a final chamber. The stone room held one giant sarcophagi lined in
red velvet. "Come, my beautiful new vampire. We shall sleep
together tonight." Sandro placed his cape on a nearby peg.

I stared at the velvet, the deep red seemed
to undulate like the blood in my veins. Like the blood of your
sisters and father! My mind screamed against my ever-growing
fatigue. Turning to face Sandro, I wanted to harm him, but all my
heart could feel was the utmost gratitude for him choosing me to
serve God. I felt a sudden wave of dizziness and braced myself by
grabbing the side of the sarcophagi. Gaining my equilibrium, I
stepped towards Sandro, but stumbled, falling into his arms. He
lifted me up and placed me into the stone coffin.

"I am so cold." I shivered, cuddling into
the plush velvet lining.

"Yes, I know. You need human blood, but you
have to let this day pass." He laid down next to me and moved the
heavy stone lid into place. "Sleep, my dear, sleep…"

 


Those who read this narrative may despise me
for forgetting my family so quickly. I have often chastised myself
for admiring the man who killed those I loved.

You have to understand that Sandro was a
powerful being. His presence commanded respect. He possessed gifts
beyond that of a mere immortal. Sandro's power of persuasion was
such that only a god or a fool dare deny him.

When I woke on the second night of my birth
into immortal life, I found Sandro standing over me. I had been
dreaming of him and wondered if he knew. Suddenly he was back in
the bed next to me. I shivered, partly because of his proximity and
partly because my body felt ice cold.

Sandro tucked the velvet coverlet around me.
"Your body will be warm after The First Kill." His hand brushed
mine and I felt his warmth. He pulled me to lay on his bare
chest.

"You are so warm."

"I have just fed."

I imagined him taking his victim, the warm
blood flowing into his mouth. My eyes blurred and my body shook.
Fangs broke through my gums, pushing my natural canines out. I spit
the loose teeth out, blood covering my hand.

"Easy love. You must learn to control your
thirst." Taking my loose teeth, he threw them into a bin across the
room and licked the blood from his fingers.

I snuggled closer to him, my mouth brushing
his neck, my tongue reaching out, running over his adam's
apple.

"No, not just yet." Sandro made me turn away
from him and he cuddled me from behind. I felt the scratch of his
fang on my neck, but he did not bite. His voice came gravelly and
full of wanting. "We must reign in our passions. They must not
control us." Whether he was trying to convince me or himself, I do
not know. "Tonight is an important night for you. Your First Kill
is a proud moment. You serve God on the highest level, for you give
him your biggest sacrifice, the sacrifice of your mortal soul."

"Do I have a choice? My mortality is already
gone."

"No, it isn't. If you wish, you many refrain
from feeding and die just like any mortal would, but you have been
chosen. You are one of the few special beings that is called upon
to save the innocent from evil."

I thought of my family. Weren't they
innocent? Little Beatriz was but a lamb to the slaughter.

"They were chosen as well. To be sent to Him
in heaven rather than struggle through life on this horrible planet
any longer. You are to be a powerful servant of God and there are
rules you must obey. You must not kill innocents-"

"But you-"

"Do you think I enjoyed killing your family?
Do you think it was fun for me?" He leapt from the sarcophagi and
paced before me. "It tore my heart out to see you in such pain, but
I did what had to be done! I am the leader here and sometimes I am
asked to do tasks I do not enjoy. I do them because I am told and
not to would be blasphemy."

I felt sorry for him then. I wanted to
forgive him, to forget he had been the one, to believe my family
had reunited in heaven and were happy.

"Please, forgive me." I reached out to him,
hoping he would return to our bed. He placed his hand on my cheek
and stared into my eyes as he spoke softly.

"If I could bring them back, I would.
There's nothing I would deny you, my love. You are everything to
me." He kissed me, the blood on his tongue sending sparks of heat
through my body.

"I… I'm sorry I doubted you. I want to learn
your ways." I was completely dedicated to Sandro from that moment
on.

Sandro spoke of much before we joined the
others. He explained that we were carrying out God's work and one
day when we had rid the world of all evil beings, we would forget
all of our thirst for blood and killing and live blamelessly with
God in heaven.

"God was gracious when he gave us our thirst
for blood." Sandro paced, speaking with his hands. "He gave us the
thirst because we, the innocent, could not kill otherwise. He takes
our guilt from us, you see? It's all in his plan. Just as you
weren't given a choice to be or not to be one of us. If you had
chosen this life, you would be evil. The choice was made for you so
that you would not be guilty."

Somehow, I found myself thankful to Sandro
for killing my family. I wanted to be God's servant. I wanted to
serve Sandro in every way he wished.

"Tonight you will catch a killer. He is the
worst criminal in Rio. I will be there, but I can not assist you.
You must do it alone. It will be difficult to hold back from the
feed, but you have to wait until we return here for the ceremony.
We will find him at the cathedral where he preys on God-fearing
women returning home from Mass. Never enter a cathedral. We are to
protect God's people, not frighten them. Only those we save will
understand why you do your evil deeds. We are only to show
ourselves as a blessing and a miracle. You will perform such a
miracle tonight and will be whispered about in Mass for years."

He paused, looking back at me with
intensity. "Do you understand what you must do?"

"I must catch the killer, not drink from
him, and bring him back here."

"Yes. Good girl." He kissed me on the
forehead, but my passion was stronger than a peck on the head would
satisfy. I put my arms around his neck and placed my lips to his.
He pulled me out of the stone box and I wrapped my legs around his
waist. My fangs were erect, I could not help it, and I kissed him
with such force, I soon tasted his electric blood.

He held me tight to him at first, kissing
back with as much veracity as I, but soon his advances stopped.
Pulling back, he tried to separate us.

"Enough!"

I barely heard him as I continued to kiss
and bite his neck, my legs ever more tighter around his waist.

"Stop!" he yelled as he pushed me away from
him.

Before I knew what happened, I was knocked
into the far wall of the chamber. Ashamed and feeling foolish, I
wiped my mouth dry.

"Control, Severina. You must learn
control."


Chapter 15

 


Beautiful clothes of velvet and satin were
left for me to change into. I was in a room of French design in the
house above our resting place. My new body seemed enhanced somehow.
Firmer. Smoother. Admiring my form in the mirror, I knew I was no
longer a mortal. My eyes held fire like Sandro's. Voices from the
hall called to me and I opened the doors to find my new vampire
family waiting.

"She is beautiful, but can she do it?" an
ugly woman asked. Shorter than the others, she exuded
repulsiveness.

Dressed in a suit of white and ruffles,
Sandro appeared from around the corner. I could see the redness of
his cheeks and smell fresh blood on his plump lips. These signs I
came to know as the time just after feeding.

"I do despise not being able to read her
thoughts," the ugly one said.

"Patience, Rosa, The Week Of The Heart is
close to an end, and after, you will be able to hear and see her
thoughts. Pity they aren't as mischievous as you think. They are
quite tame actually." Sandro spoke to the ugly one, but looked at
me.

I wanted to kiss him, to lick the blood from
his lips, but for once I restrained.

"You are thirsty aren't you?"

"Yes, so thirsty." I stepped towards him as
if drawn by magnetic force.

He side stepped me and led the way out of
the house. "Vinicius, carry her."

Another male vampire, thinner and taller
than Sandro stepped close to me and held out his hand. He spoke in
a forced-pleasantness that almost seemed to mock me. "Hold tight,
princess. Wouldn't want you to fall." Vinicius hoisted me on to his
back and we were off, flying above the coven house, over the
jungles.

Frightened at first, I became less so as
Vinicius gripped my knees tighter to him and seemed to carry my
weight with no trouble.

I saw the city ahead of us and suddenly was
scared to death. What if someone saw me that I knew as a mortal? I
felt suffocated and claustrophobic by the idea.

Though I had lost sight of Sandro amid the
dozens of caped figures around me in the sky, his voice calmed my
fears as he spoke in my head

Don't worry. We will not let anything
happen to you. You are one of God's warriors now. Relax. This is
our last night in Rio. After your Week Of The Heart, we will be
going north." I began to feel safe, as if God himself was
protecting me, which at the time, I believed he was.

We stood outside the cathedral for the
criminal to show himself. Finally, someone opened the grandiose
church doors. A small elderly woman, still saying her prayers,
stepped out of the vestibule. I found I could read her thoughts. I
saw the kitchen where she had found her husband slumped over the
table, dead.

"Alfredo! Alfredo, wake up!" she had yelled.
My fangs grew and I felt anger rise within me. I closed my eyes,
squeezing out the pain I felt for Alfredo's death.

Another mortal came out of the church. I
watched him follow the woman at a fair distance. I started after
him. I was so thirsty and could taste his blood in my mouth, the
thick liquid going down my throat. I wanted to have him in my
grasp, to experience The First Kill as Sandro called it.

"Wait!" Sandro grabbed my shoulder.
"Remember, you must restrain yourslef. You cannot drink until we
have taken him back to the house. Hold him firmly and concentrate
on telling him to collapse. Now, quick, catch him before he kills
her."

I understood. Yet, I wanted that blood. I
wanted him in my arms, my teeth in his flesh, his blood streaming
into my limbs making my body come alive. My speed amazed me. One
thought if the criminal and I was directly behind him my hand on
his shoulder.

He flinched, quickly smacking my hand off
and grabbing me at the throat. My mortal fear returned. How could I
ever overpower a strong man such as him? Then I remember I was a
vampire and laughed. He must've seen my fangs because his eyes
filled with terror and he stepped back.

"Wha… what are you?"

A piercing scream came from behind him and I
saw the old woman standing in the road. Her thoughts came as a
scattered stream of words in my head.

Monster. Help! She will kill him. God in
heaven, holy Father, she will kill. The monster will kill!

Distracted by the woman's screams I didn't
notice my prey had fled. I cursed and ran into the trees. At first
I had no direction. My sight was quite good in the dark, but he had
run out of my field of vision.

Hear his heart, love. Track him like the
great jaguar. Sandro said in my head.

I closed my eyes and focused on the sounds
around me. Water trickled and I heard the birds and the frogs, but
beyond that I heard the criminal. His fast heartbeat accompanied by
labored breathing, made it easy to zero in on him. I opened my eyes
and ran towards the sound, almost passing him. Instant pain
exploded in my head as he smacked me in the forehead with a thick
tree branch. I swooned and fell back, landing in the moist
vegetation. My vision blurred as I tried to realize what had
happened.

The criminal stood over me, unlatching his
pants. His thoughts were horrible. Dirty mutant whore, you will
pay. No on can stop me. I'll fuck you until you bleed and then I'll
fuck your lifeless skull. He fell on top of me, roughly ripping
my clothes.

In that desperate situation, my vampire
brain kicked in. He thought me unconscious or incapacitated and I
used that to my advantage. I laid limp and still, allowing him to
feel confident that I would not fight back. As his lips touched
mine with the force of a kiss that would bruise a mortal. I kissed
back, biting into his tongue with such force, that when he pulled
back, bits of it remained in my mouth. I shoved him off of me,
making him fly across the jungle into a tree. He landed face up on
the jungle floor.

Placing my boot to his throat, careful not
to break his neck, I said, "Sleep now." A look of horror crossed
his eyes before they closed.

Several vampires appeared from the shadows
and picked the criminal up. I spit out the bits of tongue in my
mouth and licked my lips.

Sandro approached, a smile crossing his
lips. Good job, love.

All for you, I thought.



Sandro stood behind a long thin table
covered in red velvet cloth. A strange candlestick configuration
beside him, made of wire and shaped as a human heart, caused me to
stare. In amongst the twisted wires, there were five candles. I
vaguely remembered Sandro lighting one of the candles the night
before. The mortal I had captured earlier had been placed on a
second, less grand table. He was still in the deep sleep I had
place him in.

"Lord our God, lover of peace." Sandro spoke
in a commanding tone, his arms outstretched, palms and face to the
sky. "Let us have your presence here on this night, the night of
The First Kill."

A moment of silence passed and then he
placed his hands at his sides. Facing the others, he said, "We will
now say The Promise." He turned to me. "Severina, you will remember
this oath. You will say The Promise as to God himself. For he is
here and He is watching."

I nodded, glancing around to see if God
really was standing next to me.

"Vampires unite and Promise for it was done
on The First Day as it will be done on The Last Day and
forevermore." A great murmur of voices went up, saying the words I
will never forget.

"We are the chosen and we are the children
of God. We will serve him to The Last Day or suffer everlasting
pain in the fire. We will love and obey him, someday joining him in
his kingdom when all peace is restored. Please guide us, dear God,
for we are but servants here on earth. Although you gave us The
Thirst, we thank you for your wisdom. Thank you for our life and
immortality. We will serve you all the days of our lives."

The room went silent. All I could hear was
the heart beat of the mortal.

"Severina, you may drink," Sandro said.
Now? I asked in my head.

Yes, my love.

I wanted his blood, to feel his body
convulse, and hear his heartbeat slow as I drained the life from
him.

"Aren't you thirsty?" one of the others
asked.

So thirsty.

"Can't you hear his heart?" another
asked.

Remember the blood, beautiful? Sandro
asked in my head.

Voices intermingled as my thirst grew.

"Drink."

"Don't be afraid."

"Just drink."

"His heart beats only for you."

My lips were on his neck, smelling his salty
skin. My heart raced and I could feel my teeth growing as I thought
about the blood. Two tiny erections, pushed my mouth open with
their expansion.

"Now, my love. Take him now," Sandro
whispered into my ear. He was right there, behind me, his hands on
my hips, his breath on my neck.

I felt an animal thirst take me over.
Pushing the mortal's head to the side, I ran my tongue over his
throat. I opened my mouth a little wider and my two sharp monsters
sunk into his skin.

Ecstasy enveloped me as the blood ran over
my teeth and covered my tongue. I saw the mortal's life in a fog
behind my pleasure. His body writhed beneath my hold, his muscle
spasms making him move like a fish out of water. His heartbeat
slowed, but that didn't make the act any less pleasurable. Blood
filled my mouth, my throat, and burned into my lungs.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. Someone was
pulling me away. I fought it, but the strength pulling me away was
stronger.

Disconnected and dizzy, I vaguely heard the
rest of the ceremony as Sandro said more about God and The Promise.
He lit another candle. Soon he was carrying me down the long hall,
through the various rooms to his chamber.

"I feel drunk," I said. He seemed mad, but I
didn't know why. "Did I do something wrong?"

"No, my love." Sandro set me in his
sarcophagi. The satin pillow and cushioned lining felt so nice.
"You got too much is all, it affects every immortal differently. We
could never have known. You need very little blood to live. You are
lucky, but you must also learn to stop. It will be difficult at
first, but you'll learn." He took off his ceremonial robe. I
realized I still had mine on, but it was on the red side. Had they
turned it over?

"You never cease to amaze me." He laughed.
"My Severina." He stood next to the vault, looking down at me.
Reaching out, he touched my cheek. "My beautiful doe."

I blinked, finding it hard to keep my eyes
open. I love you, I thought. I knew he could read my mind,
and my mouth wouldn't open again, I was too tired.

He climbed into the vault, pulling the heavy
lid over into place.

I love you, my beautiful vampire goddess,
and now we will be together forever.

 


When I awoke the next night, my senses were
heightened. I could hear, see, and smell better than before.

"You are awake, my pretty one." Sandro
touched my cheek. I was amazed to find his hand warmer than my
skin, yet I wasn't cold.

I had no pains. There was no more morning
pain of the neck or stiffness of lying still for so long. I felt
wonderful and as if I could jump out of the stone box and land
perfectly on my feet.

In a moment I found myself standing next to
Sandro. I didn't even lift a hand and yet I had sprung up and out
of the box as if on a spring.

Sandro laughed and smiled at me like a
mortal man, as if he would kiss me, take me in his arms, and carry
me to bed. But he wasn't a mortal man and our bed was a stone
coffin.

"You need not use your limbs to move any
longer. Merely think of the act and your blood will take you there.
Your immortal blood has a mind of it's own." He ran his fingertips
down the length of my arm and held my hand to his lips.

"Come, we will feed together with the group
tonight." That simple sentence could've never prepared me for what
was to come.

We met in a room with many doors surrounding
it.

"This is The Hunt," Sandro said. "Severina,
when the bell rings, you will search these rooms for the mortal
that shares your matching green sash."

The ugly one, Rosa, handed out different
colored sashes to each immortal. I tied mine around my waist as I
saw the others do.

"You will not touch the other mortals you
find. When you've found your mortal, you may drink." I sensed the
anticipation of the other mortals around me as Sandro explained the
rules. The mood was casual and the others whispered excitedly to
one another. "Vinicius, if you will ring the ceremonial bell, we
can get this started."

Vincius stood near a thick rope hanging from
the ceiling. He pulled the rope, making a loud clang ring like the
bells of a monastery. Immortals scattered, running in several
different directions, trying doors and disappearing down them if
they opened.

"Go quickly. Find your victim," Sandro said.
He vanished into a doorway to my right, but spoke silently to me.
This is something I must let you do alone, my love. Remember, do
not drink too much.

Alone in the stone room full of doors, I ran
to the first, directly in front of me. It was locked. I tried the
next one. It was locked as well, but I noticed it had a key hanging
from the doorknob. I grabbed the key and stuck the jagged edge into
the fitted hole. Unlocking it, I walked inside. A torch blazed at
the far end. I walked cautiously, still unsure of my night
vision.

I could hear a mortal heartbeat not far
away. Perhaps down the hall and to the left, or was it above? I ran
at a high speed, searching for the mortal. I was so thirsty and
knew if it was not my mortal, I would have to go back and choose
another door.

The corridor split in two on either side of
the torch. I stood in the middle, wondering which way to go.
Suddenly, I was hit. Flat on my back, I heard laughter above me.
Vinicius looked down at me.

"Get up, fresh blood. Quick, look for your
victim." He grinned evilly and raced back down the hall. I jumped
up, awed at my well being after being knocked down by the hefty
immortal running at top speed.

"Ah, but Severina, you are a vampire now." I
said. Running down the corridor, I found nothing. On the other side
was a mortal crying for help. When he saw me, he scurried to the
farthest corner. I could see he had a blue sash.

Disappointed, I headed back as I had come.
Soon I was in the room with the doors and chose another. Inside was
a flight of stairs. I ran down with my newfound vampiric speed. The
farther I went, the slower I ran. A horrible scent accosted me. I
wanted to leave and go back to the room of doors. Yet, I wondered
if my victim could be just a step away. Could the smell be a test
of strength? I felt my body weaken, my senses dull. Finally, I saw
a slumped body on the floor. The sash was yellow and the victim,
dead.

The smell suffocated me. I stumbled up the
stairs, covering my nose and mouth as if afraid of the plague. When
I got to the room of doors, I fell to my knees. After the nausea
passed, I tried another door, but a stone wall was inside. The next
door opened and I stepped in. I was falling. There was no ground
beneath me. Trying to grab onto something, it seemed there weren't
any walls.

When my body hit the stone floor, I heard my
bones crack with the force of the landing. My back felt broken.
Pain exploded into my body, spreading through my nerves like a
shockwave. Just as soon, the pain began to fade and numbness over
took my limbs. Was I paralyzed?

I sat up with little effort. My back was
fine. I felt soreness in my rib cage, but it soon faded. I stood
up, expecting pain, difficulty, something, but I was fine.

I laughed out loud to myself. "I really am
an immortal!" I heard my voice echo through the long space above
me.

A mortal screamed. She hid in the corner,
hugging the wall.

"Who's there?" she called. "I'm not scared
of you." Apparent that she couldn't see in the dark, I stepped
closer. Her green sash told me she was mine. As I took her in my
arms, she screamed. I tried to calm her with mind tricks, but I
couldn't concentrate. Her scream was earth shattering, so I sunk my
fangs into her soft skin. Her blood coursed through my veins,
telling me her story. She was a thief, a sinner, a mother… The last
detail gave me pause. I pulled away and dropped her to the
floor.

Before I could regret my feed, a flame
erupted beside me and the faces of the undead appeared. One torch
was turned into many until the room was as light as day.
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