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Chapter One


The Host
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“What’s so special about this formal?”

“It’s in Poland,” said Timur.

“Okay. You have had formals in Europe before.”

“It is at a very remote hotel AND convention center.”

“Convention center? Since when do we need a convention center? For a formal? How many guests could you be expecting? Wait. How many contestants?”

“Fifty,” replied Timur.

“Fifty?” Alexander shook his head in disbelief. “Fifty? Really? Well, that is a formal. No that is THE FORMAL of all formals.”

“Timur?” Asked Liliana who had been politely sitting and listening to the two. “May I ask what a formal is? I mean besides a dance or dinner, but I have a feeling this is something else.”

Liliana loved when she was allowed to sit with Timur and his occasional visitors. She also loved her life here in North Dakota in the big home near the river. She had learned so much recently from Timur, his visitors, and the other two women in the home.

Timur put his hand to his chin rubbing the smoothness as if rubbing a beard that did not exist. He looked at Liliana. She was such a lovely human specimen. She was tall and buxom with fiery red hair and pale skin. He had admired her from the first time he laid eyes on her. And she was ever so curious! He adored her curiosity! Today she wore a dark green velvet dress. She had on a beautiful gold necklace that Timur had given to her. Timur treated all of his servants very well. They were never with want or need.

“Yes, but better than this, I think you will see what a formal is. You will see how the incredibly rich like to spend their money on vile and pathetic entertainment. I think you shall accompany me. Yes, I like that idea.” He said smiling. “And Elizabeth as well. Will you be a dear and tell her for me? You two have not left the house in quite some time. I think you would enjoy a trip to Poland. Don’t you think?”

Liliana could barely contain her excitement. Her plump red lips widened into a smile showing her white teeth. It was a beautiful contrast to her red hair. She jumped up off of the stone bench she had been sitting on. She almost rushed too quickly nearly knocking a fine vase off of it’s pedestal on the large wrap around porch.

“Yes, Oh yes! I am sure Elizabeth will be excited as well. I will tell her immediately.” 

Liliana slowed her gait a bit so as to not bump into anything else. The art work decorated the entirety of the large riverside home, and it was all extremely valuable. An art thief would become extremely rich if he were lucky enough to leave the premises with any amount of stolen items. Of course making it off the premises would be extremely unlikely as well.

Liliana left the lavishly decorated front porch area quickly and then ran into the main entrance and up the grand staircase to find Elizabeth. Timur could hear her shouting Elizabeth’s name as she bounded up the stairs.

“Are you sure that is a good idea? Bringing them along?” Asked Alexander.

“And why not? It is normal for guests to bring a friend or a consort is it not?”

“Yes but not many guests are like us.” Alexander scratched his head in thought. ”Why do you do this Timur? Why do you hold these formals?”

“Really? You need to ask? Why would I care? They are not like us. To us they are food. Nothing more.”

“You know you don’t mean that Timur. You still love them. And you don’t need the money.”

“This is true.” He shrugged off the question. “Which brings up another subject. Conrad will be there as well.”

“That is wonderful. I have not seen Conrad for many years. Is he still the same melancholy Conrad I remember?” Alexander said in a wafting tone as if Conrad was always a bother. “He has attended formals before, has he not?”

“Yes, as a guest.” Said Timur.

“You can’t mean.” Alexander could not hide the awe and shock in his voice.

“Yes, he asked me personally. And I agreed.”

“Timur how could you?”

“Alexander, if there is one thing I have always said, it is that if someone wants to take their own life, that is their decision. Not just their decision but their right.”

“Timur, please, for a human I agree. But not us?”

“For us even more so Alexander. We may have been granted special powers and we may even live forever. But our minds are still human. That never changes. And for some of us, it is more than our minds can take. Besides, maybe Conrad will win?” He finished the sentence raising his eyebrows in jest.
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Chapter Two


Conrad
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Conrad was born in the United States of America in the year 1841. He was born to a wealthy family and when the Civil War started in 1861 he was well set in the affairs of his family’s accounting firm. He did not need to leave this business to fight in the war. His family had plenty of money and plenty of wealthy friends to stop him from being drafted as a soldier in the Union Army.

Maybe this is why he chose to become a soldier. He felt the poor were being cheated and forced to go to war for the country, while the rich sat back and reaped the benefits of a growing war time economy. His father was infuriated when he told him he enlisted. His mother could only cry when she heard the news. They did their best to make him change his mind.

“But father, I have already enlisted.”

“You know that doesn’t matter,” said his father, “We have friends, powerful friends and...”

“And that is exactly why I must join. Because I need to do my part and not leave it up to the poor and underprivileged.”

“Conrad,” his mother was was crying, “people are dying in this war.”

“I know mother. Don’t worry. I will be brave but not a fool. You will see me again.”

They both sobbed when he left to join the Union forces marching south to end the internal conflict in the newly formed United States of America.

Conrad Huntington was a handsome blond haired man of average height for the time. He would have made a wonderful husband and a grand catch for any single socialite looking for a husband. Yet he remained single no matter how many times his family invited a prospective wife to come to dinner. He didn’t want to marry for social status or any other seemingly profitable reason. He wanted to marry for love. Conrad Huntington had never found love.

The night before he left to join the march south he did not spend it with his family. He told his family he had to leave the day before he was actually scheduled to join the troops. Instead he had spent it with a prostitute above a saloon. He wasn’t sure when he would be with a woman again. He desperately wanted to have that feeling before he left to fight in a war. He told his mother he would return, but even he wasn’t really convinced of this. 

He wanted to feel the touch of a woman one more time before he left for the war. He wanted to taste her lips and feel her warmth. He wanted to breathe her scent and caress her skin, at least one more time.  

The saloon was full of men wanting the same sort of comfort. They wanted the flavor of booze and comfort of a woman. Conrad walked to the bar and ordered a whisky. He sipped it slowly and scanned the saloon looking for the right one. Part of him thought maybe he would not find the right woman. It only took one whiskey, then he spotted her, he had found his womanly comfort. She looked cleaner and younger than the other prostitutes in the saloon and unlike many of them she was petite with raven hair and white skin.

He smiled at her and she smiled back as she walked over to greet him. They didn’t talk, she grabbed his hand, then led him up the stairs to the floor above the saloon. A piano was playing and Conrad couldn’t help but find his feet keeping time with the music as he walked. It was almost as if they were dancing up the staircase.

He wondered that night if she was feeling what he was feeling. That last night in Connecticut was like a dream to Conrad. He inhaled her scent and she stayed all night as if they were husband and wife. Conrad had been with women before, although not many. And he had never spent the whole night with a woman. 

They kissed deeply and he touched every part of her body. He rubbed his hand along her spine and around her bottom and placed his fingers inside her sex as he gripped her buttocks with the palm of his hand. He pulled his wet fingers to their connected lips and tasted her sweet womanly juices while they kissed. He could feel her inhale in pleasure as they kissed harder in sexual bliss.

He nuzzled her neck and inhaled her scent more so as to never forget it. He knew he could die in this war, and this was the one thing he wanted to remember forever. He wanted to remember how it was to be with a woman.

He ran his hands along her thighs and down her calves to her feet. He was tracing the muscles in her legs and painting a picture in his mind. His mind used water colors of sweat and lust to commit her form to his memory.

Her nipples were soft and then hardened when his tongue gently suckled and kissed them. He had never known a more tender love and unbeknownst to him, neither had she. She had been with many men. Most were drunks and the act was an act, nothing more. It had no meaning to her.

But tonight was different for Lydia. She suddenly remembered that they had not even exchanged names. She did not even know how old her lover was. She was only seventeen, but she guessed this handsome man was a bit older than her. He was a better grade of clientele than the older inebriated men who came to her on a regular basis. 

How long would she be able to retain this look of youthfulness? She thought to herself. How long could she keep up this life of degrading acts? And when she was old and gray, what would she do then? Maybe this man could save her. Maybe he could return from this silly war and make an honest woman out of her. She knew it was a fantasy, but tonight it was her fantasy. 

Most of all, tonight it did not matter. Names did not matter and the past did not matter. What mattered was that in this moment she felt love and she felt passion for quite possibly the first time in her life. His kisses were like lightning and as his hands touched her body she felt the energy within. The hands stroked her every being and she could feel the passionate energy coursing through them both.

Conrad was up before the sun rose. Lydia stirred and watched him dress. She said nothing as he donned the blue uniform. Conrad could sense her watching and once he finished dressing he sat on the bed next to her. They gazed a long time into each others eyes. Both had dark brown eyes and they seemed to swallow each others thoughts as they stared.

Conrad kissed her one more time. This kiss was as deep and heartfelt as every kiss in the night had been. Then he left her. As she watched him leave, a tear fell from her eye. Lydia had not cried since she was a small child. This man made her cry.

The 1st Connecticut Infantry fought bravely in the Battle of Bull Run in Virginia. Unfortunately the Union forces were poorly trained, poorly organized, and poorly led. It was a huge first victory for the Confederate Army. The Union troops were quickly defeated and retreated in a very disorganized fashion.

Conrad really never knew what had happened. One moment he and many other scared young men were advancing. He wasn’t sure but part of him felt like this was what war was like. You would advance on the enemy and soon you would meet your foe. He fully expected to point his gun at them and they would surrender and the war would be over.

But Conrad soon found out that this was not the way of war. One minute he was a brave soldier walking and advancing on the enemy. The next minute he were retreating in the darkness and in a hail of gunfire. He ran blindly watching as other men fell to the wayside dead or nearly dead and screaming. He watched the man next to him get hit on the head and half of his face exploded in blood. The blood sprayed Conrad’s face with the warm liquid. For a moment he was blind wiping the sticky mess from his eyes. He didn’t need to see more. As the other soldiers retreated he followed suit and ran as fast as he could along with the rest of the Union Army.

The round lead ball hit Conrad in the left side of his back piercing his rib cage and just grazing his heart. He fell to the ground face first with the weight of his body and back pack driving him hard into the black soil nearly causing him to lose consciousness. He lifted his head feeling the dirt in his eyes and teeth. He spit and gasped spewing the dirt from his mouth. He was unable to turn over. He felt as though a ton of bricks were on his back and slowly pushing him further and further into the soil. If the bullet did not kill him, he would surely smother in the loose soil. 

He knew he was dying. He felt the blood leaving his body. It was a warm flow followed by a sticky cold liquid feeling all around him. He turned his head to the side trying to take in his last breaths. 

He thought of the prostitute he had been with just days before. He thought of her warmth and he thought of her scent, her energy. Why didn’t he get her name? That was so important now that he was dying, he wanted to know her name. Gone then were the thoughts of dying. He dreamed of the beautiful young prostitute he had known so well but so briefly.

Conrad awoke in the night but he was no longer face first in the grass with dirt between his teeth. On the contrary, his body was clean and he was lying on his back in a bed of finest gold velvet. The bed was bordered in a white ruffled bed skirt. It was night time and very dark yet, Conrad could see. He sight was far better than it had ever been in his life. Even his sense of smell, if he could call it that, was far greater and his awareness of the world had changed.

In addition to these new found senses was a new found hunger. He had a craving to drink and he wanted to drink ravenously. The thirst made his body hurt and his head started to spin.

“Welcome to your new life young Conrad,” came a woman’s voice from the darkness.
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Chapter Three


Maria
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The truck was parked neatly in front of their concrete”casa”. The casa was one of many lining the streets of the small city in Campeche, Mexico. Some were neatly painted in bright blue or green while others maintained a concrete finish with no paint. Maria’s casa was one of the latter, no paint, just a plain concrete block fence. It had a black iron gate with a small concrete block home not far behind the gate.

In some countries property owners take a lot of pride in the outside appearance of their homes. The front yard is manicured: grass cut, bushes trimmed, flowers planted, house painted, and so much more. In a lot of Mexican communities there is no emphasis on the outside of the home. The outside can be plain block, no front yard and even look unbelievably poor. But once you step inside it is a different story. The inside can be clean and beautifully decorated with tradition beyond measure. Maria’s casa was like this.

The inside of her home was alive with traditional wall hangings, handmade furniture, and authentic Mexican heritage. Some of the artisan crafted decorations had been handed down from family to family for generations.

Maria’s father worked during the day at a small “fonda” very close to their home. The fonda specialized in empanadas and traditional Mexican cooking for the Campeche region. Her father worked as a cook and although the fonda said it opened at 10, he was just leaving for work at 10:30 am. This was normal in Mexico. The posted hours of operation were not always the hours you would actually be open. Things moved slowly here. 

The normal laid back morning routine had an additional interruption this morning. Maria was only seven years old and was lying on the hood of the truck with her head hanging off the edge looking at the interruption. A large iguana had been hit by a car and was lying dead directly in front of the driver’s side door obstructing her father’s entry into the truck. Her father had almost stepped on the mess.

Her father thought she was so cute because she was so curious. Maria stared at the mess. The tail had detached itself from the lizard and still twitched in a sort of death dance. The body lie still and its intestines had spilled on the already hot concrete. Maria was amazed by the blood and the innards lying on the ground. She imagined the blood making cracking noises as it dried. The eyes had bulged far from the lizard’s head in grotesque fashion from the pressure of being run over by a car. 
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