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      Rain echoed loudly from the roof of the car. Sounds of shattering glass broke through the falling rain from somewhere outside in the darkness. I sat in the rear of the black Lincoln, watching rain hit the windshield and drip down the car window. It was dark and menacing outside, dark and deepening blue. Lightning flashed in the sky, and only when the light flared all around did I catch my reflection in the car’s rear-view mirror.

      The face of an older fellow was framed by long hair that was so blonde it was almost white. It was tied in a ponytail, and two large gray eyes stared back at me. Glimmering pale skin boldly hummed from my face. Was I that obvious? I smiled at myself; my pearly canines greeted me in return from beyond the curving flesh of my lips. The thin lips disappeared as I pulled my mouth back, closing it.

      “Why are we here, sir?” a voice broke through the falling rain.

      Only then did I gaze up from the back seat to the questioning eyes of my driver, Rufus, and fully realize I wasn’t alone in this dreadful weather.

      “We’re waiting for someone,” I stated firmly. “Someone is coming,” I let a quiet sigh escape my lips.

      He seemed satisfied with my answer. Though I sensed further questions stirring in his mind, he spoke no more. I never said much, and he never seemed to question that. He always did what he was told, with great devotion and respect. His thoughts never troubled me. He didn’t fear me, though at times he found my behavior both peculiar and alarming. But never once did he challenge me.

      I was a private man, who paid him very well, and never asked much from him, nor placed him in harm’s way. Just like any other day, he was satisfied with my answer and sat quietly behind the wheel, waiting with me in this dreadful rain for “the someone” who was coming. The sounds of the pouring rain muffled all other things around us.

      I gazed out the car window again. The streets were deserted this cold and wet evening; only the unfortunate homeless were out there, huddling for shelter within the downtown alleys. My Lincoln was parked near one of these, where only moments earlier two street people had come up to the car begging for money. I gave freely to the needy, willing to frighten those that didn’t leave me be afterwards.

      I watched the raindrops fall, falling myself into a rain-sodden trance. I watched as the drops suddenly turned into blood. I flinched as a golden flash of lightning brought their watery color back. I gasped, catching Rufus’ eyes tracing my face from the rear-view mirror. He seemed concerned for me. I waved his feelings away, falling back into the trance, watching with amazement as the newly bloody skies fell. There was no rain anymore, only blood that fell from the sky. As promised, God wasn’t flooding the world again; he was obviously badly wounded. No mere mortal could ever see that. Why did we need the blood to survive? We didn’t. We had the poison, and we had the seed and the thorns. God needed the blood, but our wild and untamed fluid was too poisonous, too likely to flood the planet before God Himself ever could.

      Suddenly, once again I stood at the foot of a stormy cliff, recalling everything. This time, however, Hell’s oceans did not greet me, nor did the bloody sands of the beach. This was a new chapter, a new realm that I walked. I questioned whether I was its first visitor. This place was dreadfully beautiful. The sky was a gloomy shade of midnight blue. Trees that resembled twisting vines, with brightly burning green leaves on their branches, moaned in the wind. The ground could barely be seen, covered in a light mist, where beneath the haze long stems of grassy arms came up to my knees. Like the sticky stingers of honeybees, they stung my bare feet. They seemed to be drawn to me; like sucking leeches, they swayed around my legs, painfully piercing my skin with their tiny ends.

      I rushed through them, escaping their bites, onto a cobblestone path. From there, I watched the landscape shaping itself; the mist made it barely visible to my eyes. Before the cliff moved, a beautiful gray-green world, with only somber gray mists surrounding it appeared. It was fantastic, laid out in bleak wonder and mysterious power.

      It was warm- neither cold nor hot. The colors of the landscape were bright, brilliant greens and reds shining radiantly from the heads of the flowers. The air was sweet, with the scent of the flowers wafting through its swift currents.

      As I turned, I spotted a man’s form walking on the stone path towards me. He vanished. In a wink, he reappeared closer, each glance bringing him even nearer until he stood only a step from me. The silent figure was draped in a black cloak. When he lifted the hood, a beautiful young man’s gray eyes stared back at me from deep within its billowing folds. His long, red hair covered his shoulders as a grin spread over his simple full lips. In a flash, a woman’s face smiled from the hood instead.

      Sabelle?

      I jumped up as looming, rolling thunder broke my trance. Rufus was turning to me that very moment, trying hard to get my attention.

      “Sir, I think someone is here.” Rufus pointed towards the alley.

      Dazed, I turned and gazed out of the car window through the running raindrops.

      I caught sight of a form in the distance darkly approaching. Again, a lightning flash brought a cloaked image into my eyes. I now recalled the face of the woman…

      “Sabelle,” I whispered to myself.

      Rufus glanced in my direction, but said nothing.

      Another flash in the distant sky brought me to the cliff again; the rain was no longer falling, though the sky certainly was. As I gazed up into the heavens, giant balls of fire and flames stormed down all around me. I stood again on that very same cliff, but this time in Hell, staring down at the black oceans and watching the mortals drown as they fought to escape its mile-high currents.

      The sky was black, gray, painted blue, and yes, always red with the infernal flames of the grand pits.

      Angels soared above me, diving into the black oceans as if searching for something. A feeling overcame me suddenly, a presence of fear and excitement bringing me to my feet as again my eyes shot into the black ocean waves in search of its special spark.

      At once, a single, bright-red light shone from the ominous waves, summoning me to the crumbling edge of the sheerest of yawning cliffs as I dangerously teetered upon it; but my reborn wings dramatically extended, keeping me safe upon the ground.

      By my very toes I remained gripped to the ledge! It was only then that I saw her face washing out from every wave in the blackest oceans of Hell. It was her! She had come back. At once I leapt into the sky, diving past several angels flying closely nearby. My skyward dash brought their gazes to my attention, and they followed me without pause or mercy. I tried to fight them off, shoving boldly at one or two of them as they flew past me. I couldn’t let them get ahead of me. This moment was mine!

      Yet they were just as determined as I was to get there first. I struggled savagely, floating in the air with one of the angels as he shoved his arm into my stomach and dove straight ahead of me. Enraged, I swiftly caught up with him, and pulled out the silver sword blade at my side. I struck him on his left wing.

      All at once, he turned angrily, fiercely trying to shove me back. I recognized him, and he knew me.

      “Not this time, Ramiel!” he hissed from beneath his grinding teeth. His angelical visage showed only naked rage as he bore down on me with unstoppable fury.

      “She is ours!” he screamed into my face.

      “I will not allow it!” I roared back in desperation.

      “There is nothing you can do, traitor!” He grabbed my sword, flinging it out into the yawning abyss, which silently swallowed it. With a lurch of crazed strength, I grabbed him and tossed him over me backwards; as he fell, he crashed resoundingly into two other angels. Losing them all for a moment, I flew quickly through the skies and over the black ocean waters in search of my only hope, my one lasting light. A glimmer of red in the ocean alerted me, and I dove into the waters, reaching through the icy liquid.

      I extended both arms deeply into the crashing black waters, in search of her. A red mass of seaweed- like hair, or like cobwebs- draped over my flailing hands as I desperately hovered just above the pounding, cold seas.

      All at once, a frozen, naked arm shot out from the waves, grasping mine. I pulled the lost soul out. Her web of scarlet hair scattered water as it draped across her face. I could clearly see it was her. She trembled, but her eyes remained closed. Her open lips shuddered, and were blue in color. She had been under for a very long time. The icy oceans of Hell had consumed her fragile body. I could feel her gasping for breath as she collapsed within my closing arms. Straining upwards, pounding my wings, I lifted her from the hideous waters into the air with me, triumphantly embracing her tightly. She was alive!

      She came awake in my throbbing, painful arms, wrapping hers tightly around my straining neck. She kissed my chin, dropping her weary head upon my heaving chest as we slowly mounted into the ruby skies. I placed my large hand over her dripping, cold head, allowing my warmth to permeate her freezing skin. Soon, she stopped trembling, and a grateful sigh escaped her lips.

      “Thank you, Ramiel,” she whispered through her beautifully small mouth, never opening her eyes. Again, she collapsed, hanging limp in my equally grateful embrace.

      My moments alone with her were short-lived. Above my wearied wings, the rest of the angels were swiftly approaching. A band of them flew ahead, coming towards us. Immediately, I swooped into the sky with her draped over my arms; the angels followed us with a most dreadful speed. They were determined to wrestle her from me!

      I flew over the majestically beautiful but unspeakably infinite landscapes of Hell. Behind me, the angels closely pursued. If I could make it to the swirling gates at the other end of this realm, we would be away from this awful place, and my Sabelle would be safe at last.

      I flew in between the dead trees, narrowly skirting their branches, avoiding the clutching arms that were widely outspread, reaching and trying to take hold of us. Suddenly, two angels appeared beside us, gripping my arms in an attempt to slow us down. I shoved both elbows back with my greatest strength, and successfully released myself from their embrace.

      Another one swung a gleaming sword blade at my side, barely missing me. I rose high up into the sky, tearing away from the clutching trees, but the ever-present angels always followed. I kicked one or two off of us, but there were too many; it seemed the whole angelical realm had gathered to stop me and to steal my Sabelle away.

      I heard shouts from a distance as others approached to aid the seemingly demoniacal angels surrounding us. But once again, the strange feelings overcame me, and Sabelle stirred in my arms as if she were calling on other forces to come to our aid, or maybe she was merely dreaming, oblivious to our present nightmarish danger. She kissed my neck gently as her tiny lips whispered something I couldn’t make out.

      A glowing light above us caught my attention, and I gazed up as the strange feelings of excitement overwhelmed both the other angels and me. From out of the light, a form slowly descended, dropping right before us. Although distracted by the light, the fearsome angels finally pinned me, trapping my wings, fighting me for ownership of Sabelle. An angel lifted his sharp blade to my weary face, but then a glowing hand reached out and quietly stopped him.

      When I looked upon his face, he who had blocked the blow was staring straight at me. Esphen’s smile warmly greeted me. He, being no coward, would more than ably help us all.

      Esphen lightly tossed the angel away; lifting his sword, he challenged the others with the same unequivocal courage. He advanced, with his mighty blade pointed bluntly and threateningly at the entire surprised angelic host.

      Slowly, these hideous demons backed off, though remaining watchful of us, too frightened of Esphen to approach.

      “Go and do what you have to, Demon! Leave this place!” he shouted through his trumpeting mouth. A grotesquely sinister smile flashed across his beautiful face.

      He joyfully lifted the sword; its light glaring at the angels in front, as beside him another form swiftly materialized. As I stared in lost stupefaction, I saw it was Gabriel who happily flew beside me, briefly protecting us. He pointed ahead to the swirl in the sky, achingly just within reach in the almost closeable distance.

      “Go, Demon! Get away!” he shouted, also drawing his sword blade and wielding it mightily. The angels behind us called out to me in rank despair, trying vainly to convince me…otherwise.

      “Ramiel, remember what you truly are! Ramiel, give her to us!”

      “Pay no attention to them. Go!” Esphen snapped, taking a sharp blow to his side from a gloatingly confident angry angel. He bled; scarlet ribbons of blood which whipped rapidly through the red blowing wind as he valiantly fought back. They were both so hopelessly outnumbered.

      Esphen turned and stared straight at me, and in his eyes, I clearly saw the red-haired Princess, all the poison and the inescapable web the dragon weaves, the lies and what would become of everyone if this were to last any longer. I began to weep, afraid of feelings I couldn’t control, terrified of what I couldn’t stop, horrified of who I was.

      But with the last ounce of my vast demoniacal strength, I immediately broke free, mounting to the light above in the sky. It was then the desperate battle behind us began. The enemy angels, frightened as they were but determined, jumped through the red-stained skies to get past Esphen and Gabriel.

      But Esphen was too quick for them. He swung his sword doughtily, neatly slicing off the heads of two approaching angels. Gabriel lifted his shining blade in the same manner, driving its pointed end repeatedly into the sides of his brother angels, knocking them down into the black seas below.

      A flash of lightning shook me out of my trance. I realized I stood outside of the car, a short distance from glaring lights in the alley flooding into the darkness.

      Rufus stood stoically behind me, holding the black umbrella over my head. I took a hesitant step into the alley, the weird excitement racing throughout my entire body. Raw smells of waste filled the air, but that was not what made me cringe, though I couldn’t say the same for Rufus, who was forced to cover his nose with his white pocket-handkerchief. Death was quite near, and its taste and smell deeply stirred my vitals, like it always did.

      Again, the terrible thunder roared over us, nearly knocking poor Rufus off his feet. As I moved closer to the sickening light, I ignored his singular kindness of covering me with the umbrella, walking far ahead of him as he stumbled manfully behind.

      Inside the alley, a lonely form staggered free, and almost seemed to materialize from the nowhere before us. From past experience, I knew that wasn’t far from the truth. The peculiar feelings overpowered me; the lightning seemed to strike right behind me, as I stood transfixed, swaying under its power and guidance. Presently, eerie light hummed out from my whitish blonde hair, and I could feel it inside my immortal body, changing me.

      I was more than alive for at least this moment, and now there was nothing to fear but my own failure. In a flash, the light left me, and again, I caught sight of the figure staggering ever closer. Rufus stood over me, shakily holding out the umbrella.

      “Wait here for me,” I ordered. The raindrops soaked my white hair, running down my pale face as I left Rufus behind; they brushed against my thin lips. I could playfully taste them on the tip of my tongue, and they ran down my eyes, vastly refreshing me.

      Rufus obeyed as usual, though I could tell he was very frightened for me. Easing his mind with a gentle gesture, I stepped forward, walking unafraid into the darkness to meet the unknown figure of my visitor. I was a part of this now; no matter what happened next, I was a most definite and integral participant. As should be the case, and that is how I always want things.

      The shadowy figure faced me down, a mere step away. Light danced all around its face, yet I couldn’t see any noticeable features. I couldn’t meet its eyes; I could, however, see wet hair draping an almost familiar face. Lightning flashed again in the blood-red sky, crashing down on us, bringing Rufus and me almost to our knees.

      Stumbling backwards, I turned to glance at Rufus shivering from beneath the umbrella. Waving him away, I turned to face the form in front of me. The figure swirled dizzyingly before me; suddenly something seemed to possess its form as it took on a definite identity. He, or whatever he was, stumbled forward slightly, then balanced himself, the lightning above us rang with its furious demands, but I had already been rooted to the spot by the commanding visitor, and had lost all interest in the reverberating world around me.

      Within the lightning, and in one startled glimpse of everything- the roaring thunder, the fear surrounding us, the awful stench and the sound of the raindrops blasting the concrete pavement, a million times louder, echoing and vibrating- I abruptly transitioned into total attention and life.

      Taut anticipation was in the air, and was so completely real. It was as realistic as the thunder and lightning, as intense as the rain and wind that blew across my cold, wet face.

      A sighing breath escaped the peculiar figure; then, the lightning finally displayed its face for me. For a moment I saw the blackest and most beautiful eyes I have ever seen.

      A more wonderful feeling than ever before overcame me, and emotion seemed to creep from every fiber of my being. Soft, milky skin like a cloud coalescing in the heavens, eyes like the dark sky filled with millions of vibrating stars, and those lips like rose petals! In the flashes of light above us, petals were falling instead of raindrops, and in my hands, I was suddenly holding a fragrant black rose, the thorns slicing deeply into my wetly outstretched palms.

      Yet no sweet blood was dripping from my wounded hands, the blackness having eaten away the red color of the rose’s petals, and deepest poison fully possessed the rose and me, digging into my soul like a teeming crowd of leering faces…lurching forwards…death.

      “No!” I gasped, stumbling back, but this latest illusion had faded, and before me was an angelic figure, his face no longer hidden in the shadows, all his obscured shape no longer unfamiliar. I was looking at Him!

      “Sarvakk!” I shrieked in a voice too choked for words. Why was I blessed with this honor and this curse, all in one? It was the moment a million dread, a horror a million would rather not face, but here I was before the Awareness Itself, looking deeply into His eyes, breathing the air that He breathed, if He could also breathe like me. Yes! Of course, It could, It was the Awareness, It could do anything and everything It wanted.

      This was the true Awareness, which no one knew; no one could ever fathom, or understand how it had begun. And here It was standing before me; as yet again I sobbed.

      The Awareness, that had both guided and tempted Christ Himself, the One whom had written the original Scriptures, the One whom had been the puppeteer, so to speak, of the events of this world. And the Awareness was now here, this very minute, standing before me, delivering Himself to the world once again, like a dying savior.

      Lightning struck the sky furiously once again, the thunder immediately following, angrily hungering for my attention. I glanced at it but slightly; turning again as lightning lit the alley. The Man that I had once seen was gone; the heavenly face and the dark eyes that had consumed me had become the eyes of some other, even more beautiful creature.

      The figure staggered, her legs wobbling, and then collapsed into my waiting arms. I embraced her tightly, my hands still shaking as I caressed the moist red web of hair. I laid my hand on her small head, stroking its clinging strands like they were grains of precious gold, but then the strands were as black as the oceans of Hell, and I knew just like before, the ultimate poison had possessed the rose, and now the poison possessed her.

      Rufus immediately dropped the umbrella, rushing to my side to help. I lifted the girl in my rain-soaked arms, carrying her over to the Lincoln. Rufus followed, confusion stirring inside him, questions with no answers disturbing his mind. I said nothing; always his thoughts questioned me, but never did his lips move to seek any answers.

      Her eyes were closed, and from her lips a single breath escaped as she nuzzled near me for warmth, just as she had before in the freezing currents of that blackened hellish sea, whereas one winged being, and as the Demon, I had first embraced her.

      “Ramiel,” I heard her whisper softly before she collapsed silently into my arms.

      God, here she was. She was with me in Reality at last, the Holiest Grail of the universe, the blessed answer to every single blasted question anyone has ever had.

      Rufus gathered his umbrella, and opened the door for me. I carefully tucked the girl under a blanket on the back seat of the Lincoln, covering her gently and well.

      “Where to, Mr. DeStefano?” Rufus asked, glancing back at me from the rear-view mirror as he took the driver’s seat. “Home please, Rufus.”

      “And the lady, sir?”

      “The lady shall be joining us, Rufus,” I gruffly answered, glaring into the mirror at him.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, sir. The poor thing looks half-starved, doesn’t she?”

      “I shall nurse her back to health.”

      “That’s very nice of you, sir. Helping a complete stranger.”

      I grinned; my canines barely revealed in the darkness of the vehicle.

      “Whoever said she was a stranger, Rufus?”

      Rufus coughed, having gotten awfully wet in the downpour, barely glancing back before he fell into utmost silence again. He drove us home without another word.
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        Sitting on the couch,

        With nothing to do.

        I wonder what everyone else is up to?

        I wonder if one day

        Pigs could fly?

        I think by then

        I probably will die.

        I wonder how to make a quilt,

        I think this chair is starting to tilt.

        I wonder about the shoes I wear.

        I think I should brush my hair.

        I wonder if tomorrow I’ll see that boy,

        I think I want to play with a toy.

        I wonder how the little fan works.

        I think about eating with forks.

        Sitting on the couch with tons to think,

      
        I wonder if the toilet stinks.

        BY MICHELLE PEREZ
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      I wasn’t looking forward to speaking with Mr. Abuda this evening. As a matter of fact, he kind of scared me just a little. Why was I so unfortunate? The fact that he had called me to his office simply made me nervous. My hands were trembling as I ascended the grand staircase that led to the office. I could see the door of the office open wide just as I reached the top. I could imagine his form sitting on his mother’s old leather office chair, and that made me cringe just a tiny bit.

      My steps echoed as I came to the level where the office sat, dividing the dancing-dome floor on the opposite side of the arches, below where the antechamber and the foyer connected.

      I didn’t hear any sounds coming from inside the office, but I knew that he was in there working on business deals and other offers from clients that had come to meet with him earlier.

      My hands were shaking as I came closer. They always did whenever I met with him. I could feel my heart pounding within my chest and the blood in my veins racing. Why was I so scared of him? I had never been before. In fact, I could still remember the day his mother had announced she was pregnant with him. The look on her face, the words soaring from her lips with delight and excitement as she jumped from her seat and spoke so suddenly. It seemed to be an announcement I didn’t regard with the greatest of wonder, until now.

      “I have something to tell you…”

      Sophia’s large, brown, sparkling eyes were lit so beautifully by the florescent lamps above us, and so they were caught magically in her pupils. She was dressed in a long, red, satin dress, her dark hair came down over her shoulders. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever laid eyes on.

      “What is it, Sophia?” We all looked over at her, our red lips dropped in utter shock with the anticipation of her news.

      My companions tried to find an answer among each other, but there was nothing but confusion surrounding the table.

      “I’m pregnant,” came her announcement so simple it gave no room for anything else. It was just that simple.

      I rose first from my seat near the table, where all the others were glaring back at her with wide eyes. I looked at her with a single questioning stare.

      If only Ramiel were here, the thought crossed my mind suddenly, for apparently no reason. It seemed that only with our boss could things continue, or be resolved without trouble…

      Sophia smiled at all of us, but soon after, her eyes begged for a word from us.

      “Well, isn’t anybody going to say anything?” she asked regarding our silence.

      The others remained confused, doubting the truth to those words.

      “Sophia, that’s wonderful!” Damien suddenly rose from her seat to say this, breaking the long silence. She moved over to Sophia and embraced her, kissing her gently on the cheek.

      I didn’t move; frozen by a strange feeling, I remained on the spot.

      The others took their turns wishing Sophia congratulations with warm kisses and loving embraces. Santiago and Valentino soon took their turns hugging Sophia as well.

      Santiago hesitated at first, being the flirt that he was with Sophia. He bowed, smiling and baring the long double canines behind his painted red mouth. His white ghostly face glimmered, while beyond his penetrating sharp green eyes flashed and sparkled over at her in lustful longing, an obvious crush we had grown tired of over the years. Sophia was well aware of it.

      “My dear, my heart is broken. I no less adore you.” He grinned and kissed the back of her hand, hoping perhaps that his vampiric charms would work on her as it had on many foolish others.

      “Santiago!” I called out simply to catch his attention.

      I came from behind and put a hand on his shoulder, hoping to save Sophia the embarrassment of Santiago’s sometimes outrageous behavior. We neared one another. He turned and glared directly at me, his rival here again to ruin his chances at anything; perhaps these were his thoughts.

      He gazed back at Sophia, “Forgive me…Where are my manners?”

      He stepped aside, wandering from the others to the opposite end of the room. Santiago was always like that, withdrawn even from his own crowd, a loner, even in his own world. He dressed in a long dark coat, with a black top hat, a vest and trousers and a cane which he sometimes used to conjure his own magically generated roses. Think of it as a sort of pick-up line. Whenever the task was needed to entice a beauty, the cane was used.

      Sophia smiled and held herself from saying anything as she watched Santiago wander away. Her eyes shifted to the windows of her small office glancing out the glass to the giant dance floor.

      I followed her eyes, watching her stray from me to where Santiago stood. Santiago knew she was staring after him, and for that reason he barely glanced back over his shoulder towards her. Perhaps she worried about him. I knew that could be the only reason she stared after him. For she was that kind-hearted.

      “Sophia, I’m so happy for you and Nathan. I can’t believe it. It’s such wonderful news!”

      The others came closer. Damien and Damon as well as Angelo, whose long, white mane made him appear like a banshee. Even our newer member Riccardo, a seventeen-year-old runaway, had found his display most exciting. Riccardo had joined the coven over the weekend. Damien brought home all sorts of strays, and this time it hadn’t been a dog.

      Valentino was near the window by Santiago’s side; for some reason or another they had always been closer to each other than the others.

      I glanced back at them wondering why they chose to separate themselves from those that were like them. They, without a doubt, loved Sophia, but no matter what, they did what they wanted. I knew they would never go against Sophia’s words; they’d rather question my authority whenever the chance came. I had no power over their actions, and only by Sophia’s wishes did they ever do anything when I said it.

      Valentino frowned back at me, growling beneath his breath. He dressed in the same eighteenth-century apparel as Santiago, with the long black tailcoat and the vest in a lovely emerald color. A long collar covered his neck and was decorated with a claw pendant. Valentino’s face was painted in the same manner, to give him the pale appearance of a real vampire. Only when I looked at them did I realize how much they reminded me of Lestat and Louis, from Interview with the Vampire. That book was a bible to us and real enough.

      We referred to them as the Elders, because they were older than any of us, and far wiser in the vampiric sense of the word. Older in human reality, and just as old in vampire reality, which only meant they had done this most of their lives. They resembled eighteenth-century European vampires, with the silk top hat, the long dark cape, jacket, vest and walking cane. They had seen the worst of days, and the grayest of nights. They’d partaken in blood rituals of all sorts- humans as well as animals- or so they liked to tell people. I knew nothing but what the others knew, what they told others.

      We respected them because they were older Goth. Like human parents, the Elders were our guidance. A dying breed, instinctively abandoned by everyone, including their own children. These were the vampire rules we knew, in our lovely and long-lost Vampire Reality. This was the vampire reality we followed.

      Santiago was a savage in his feeding, sometimes biting and leaving teeth markings on his companions. It had not be a secret that he fancied doing the same one day to Sophia. To drink her blood would surely satisfy him greatly.

      That was his fantasy; I wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t written it into his journal, which I happened to come across. In the other pages were his many names and descriptions of all of us.

      As for Valentino, he cared for Santiago in ways I believe Santiago might have not been aware. I knew his sexual orientation and he preferred both. He also had his eyes on Sophia, but he would let Santiago have her if it meant he could win his heart.

      Valentino stared at me; his face fell forward vengefully. His hazel eyes penetrated and could cut the air around us. His vacant, hollow expression housed a warning. The vampire stare, the grimace that meant death. An expression most vamps gave their victims, but for vampires it meant, I don’t like you.

      “Oh, it’s so wonderful!” Damien cried delightfully. “I wonder what it’s going to be? When’s your due date, Sophie? Did you tell Nathan, yet? Oh, this is so exciting!”

      The others seemed as delighted as she did. Riccardo and Angelo were jumping up and down along with Damien thinking of all the things they must prepare for the moment of triumph. They just loved that. It meant “gold and riches” to them, an immortal something that couldn’t ever be abandoned.

      “Well, the doctor said I’m due in October. Nathan knows. Anyway, we talked about it. And we both thought it was about time we started having a family.”

      “Oh, this is the best news I’ve heard all day!” Damien exclaimed, holding unto Sophia’s arm.

      “We have to throw Sophie a baby shower!” shouted Damien and Riccardo.

      “Eric? What do you think? Eric?” Angelo asked, tucking at my sleeve as he caught sight of the Elder’s warning, and brushed the fear off with a simple smile and a relatively simple sigh.

      “What? Oh, yeah, of course…” I came out of my trance to notice Angelo standing close by me. The expression on his face read, ignore them, and come out of it. We have more important things to do, about which he was right.

      Sophia pulled me closer to her side, shielding me from Santiago and Valentino’s eyes. She hugged my arm and while the others discussed the plans of the shower, Sophia laid her head upon my shoulder and whispered quietly to the air.

      “It’s gonna be wonderful. If I have a son, I’ll name him Seth, after the character in my novel. What do you think, Eric?” Her deep brown eyes glanced at me, sparkling with a deadly light that danced from her pupils, at first moving in random, and then gathering into a single glow in the center, like bursting lights filled with wonders.

      I parted my lips to speak, but once again the smirk of Santiago and Valentino stopped me from answering her, and froze me in place as I watched them approach us. Santiago walked alongside Valentino, side-by-side like romantic lovers. Like Louis and Lestat. Santiago swung the cane slightly to the side, while Valentino used his as the walking stick for which it was meant.

      I wasn’t afraid of them, and certainly not now that Sophia was beside me observing their every action. The two handsome vampires were a part of the reason this place had done well, though it wasn’t the only reason. We had our share of entertaining the crowd. After all, we were the children of the night. People liked the strange and unusual.

      Valentino removed his hat, a gentleman in every way, which was the only thing I could ever give him credit for. His long, honey-brown mane was neatly groomed, pulled back in a ponytail. He pressed hard on his lip, tucking it back so that the canines protruded out from within his mouth. His face was painted white with his lips lightly stained red making him a very handsome vampire. The apparel was quite the opposite of the crucified, lace-wearing children of the gothic scene.

      Santiago and Valentino had been in this kind of life longer than the rest of us, and wanted no one to forget it.

      Santiago removed his hat. His long, black mane was neatly groomed, dangling loosely down his broad shoulders rather than pulled back. Both vampires were quite dashing in their erstwhile vampire style. They were dominating creatures that wanted my position, because they felt they were the elders and entitled to rule over us.

      “We- Valentino and I- wanted to do something very special for you, Sophia,” Santiago said curving his lip. He tucked the cane under his arm as he spoke.

      “Yes,” Valentino said inspired by Santiago’s words.

      They talked one after the other, starting first with Santiago. After his every word Valentino would follow with a few of his own, or finish the sentence for Santiago.

      At times, I wondered whether Valentino thought for himself, since he seemed to follow Santiago in every sense of the word. Although he seemed to me like the more dominant vampire, compared to Santiago. Yet in spite of my fears, he followed Santiago without question.

      “We’d like to volunteer our time in any way we can, Lady Sophia. This way it won’t take time away from Eric’s many other tasks.”

      Tasks? What did they care whether or not I got my job done?

      “I agree.” Valentino smirked as he bowed his head to Sophia.

      The tiny smile on Sophia’s face seemed to wither, and she could barely meet their gazes to answer. She was always the shy one, but when it came to Santiago and Valentino, their aggression made her tremble.

      Filled with anger, I held back as Sophia’s hold on my arm tightened. Had they frozen her into a corner at last? How would she answer to their obvious flirtation; it didn’t appear she knew how to reply to such a bogus request. Would she say yes, because she saw no other escape from this? Or was she waiting for me to save her from this confrontation?

      “What do you gentlemen suggest?” she finally whispered; it was a wonder they heard her.

      “We can take care of you,” Santiago suggested, inching closer.

      “Very good care of you,” Valentino continued. “After all, you’ll need all the help you can get in your delicate condition.”

      Sophia’s lips tightened, and the smirk on both Santiago’s and Valentino’s faces grew, until Damien came into the picture. Damien, who was a true friend to Sophia and who always spoke her mind, on just about everything. Dressed in a long black-laced dress and black leather boots, she bounced right into the conversation, ignoring Santiago and Valentino, who couldn’t help but shift their bodies to distance themselves from her, as if she had a rare disease.

      She wore all sorts of crucifixes crowding her narrow neckline; black eyeliner made up her brown eyes, and her lips were caked in a bright bold red. Pale like the others, a ghost in black satin and lace, with long black gloves and rings on every finger, a regular child of the night. She smiled, flashing the double canines from the parted, painted lips of her mouth.

      “I’m afraid that position has already been filled, gentlemen,” I said, as Damien took hold of Sophia’s hand and pulled her away from us.

      “Sorry, guys. Excuse us,” Damien uttered, giggling.

      Damien made faces at the Elders as she dragged Sophia with her. No one was more qualified for the job than her, and she was going to make sure everyone knew that.

      The ladies, along with Riccardo, disappeared through the office doors; only Angelo, Damon, and I were left to eye the growling Elders. All the guys were standing tall, like roosters in a hen house.

      Again, the same grimace dropped from Santiago’s face, flooded with envy and jealousy. He charged closer, seeming to disappear in the pale office light, staring me down. Heat from his breath touched my cold cheek, as I stood inches from him. I backed off without expressing a speck of fear. Such an indication would surely have given him a tiny victory. People like him couldn’t stand anyone like me, a child of lace, to tell them what to do.

      “I would watch my step if I were you, Eric,” Santiago threatened, curving his lip and smirking slightly.

      “Is that a threat?” I couldn’t get over the fact that my reaction to this impasse was to be this other man’s, if you could call him a man.

      His eyes flared from their sockets like hot marbles, and his nostrils were wide and expending in the same exact style.

      He pushed the stringy bits of hair from his face, lifting his head up and tossing the strands back. Holding his gaze, he stepped back a slight bit, sighing; then, he grinned.

      “You must be jealous that Sophia will lose interest in you. That she will come to realize what a loser you truly are. Or are you simply noticing that she finds me more attractive? Which one is it, Eric?”

      “Attractive? Let’s get something straight here, Santiago. Sophia happens to be married to our boss, Nathan. If she finds anyone attractive, it’s him, not you, nor I for that matter.”

      He smirked. “It doesn’t matter. Sophia can’t deny her true feelings for me. Just like every other woman, single or married, they all want me. She’s no different; she’s just more gorgeous.”

      “He’s jealous.” Valentino sneered.

      Boiling angry, I shoved against him, baring my fangs in a snarl. How dare he speak of Sophia like that?

      “You have a lot of nerve after all she’s done for us! Why can’t you respect her? You bastard!”

      “Back off, Eric!” Santiago growled, spreading his lips back and flashing his own fangs at me.

      “Jealous,” Valentino mocked from beside Santiago.

      “I suppose he is.” Santiago gleamed; the snarl on his face vanished, and he regained his composure once more. Nonetheless, it was the twisted smile of a demented, or at least tormented, demon.

      “We’ve never fought with one another, maybe the norms, but never one another.” Damon said trying to extinguish the flare between us. He stepped beside us. “Let it go,” he firmly said.

      “Yeah, no one is better, we’re all equal here. We stand for the same things. Why can’t you two just accept that?” Angelo asked, stepping alongside me.

      His long, bluish-white hair came down over his shoulders, glittering from his head. His eyes were white, sparkling, while his face was painted in a whitely glimmered shimmering shine. He was the vast, throbbing and overpowering whiteness of us all. He sparkled like a disco ball, so it didn’t come to anyone’s surprise why we called him “Disco Angelo,” or why others would call him Disco Vampire.

      “We’re not the same! Not with you! Not with any of you! I should be leading this coven. I shouldn’t be told what to do by a bunch of children in lace!”

      “Children?” mumbled Damon, glancing back at Angelo.

      “Did he just call us children?”

      Angelo shrugged his shoulders.

      I stepped back, with a smile across my face.

      “So, this is what it’s all about?” I paused, still looking at Santiago. “Listen, Santiago, Sophia chose me. That was her decision.”

      “An easy mistake. I don’t blame her,” he rudely uttered, allowing the attractive Spanish accent to slip from his dry mouth.

      “Do I have to remind you what happened when Sophia granted your wish? You fell on your ass miserably. Remember that?”
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