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Every bit of the Earth had long since become a
solemn and lonely place; little more than a standing sepulcher for
the billions and billions of people who had lived and died there.
Its skies were always gray now. The sun was veiled from the very
sky by the detritus of nations that had raced so long to exploit
Earth's resources first and then raced so quickly into the wars
that they hoped would be endless.

Their ends did come, though.

The end did come, though. The end came for them
all. What was left of the Earth for those so few that remained was
something else entirely, something well beyond the end. So many of
them were certain that it was Hell.

Beatrice, though, liked to think of the new
accommodations as quite cozy. She had known real Hell. What the
earth had become now, with only a few handfuls of human survivors
scattered over the planet, it was more like a luxury resort.
Beatrice had actually needed very little for a very long time.
There was no struggle to survive for her.

She couldn't help but survive. She had lived
for hundreds of years. She had watched happily as nations fell
before and she had seen the new world born and dead and born again.
Her and her kind; the vampires, they had known for centuries that
the humans would destroy themselves in good time.

Vampires had simply waited, biding their time,
trying to remain undetected whenever they could, letting the humans
go about their business of destroying themselves until the meek and
lowly vampire could at last rightfully inherit the Earth. Beatrice
found herself delighted each new day at how much of it they'd left
for her.

For a while, it had seemed there'd be nothing
left to inherit. Nature has its own way of taking care of things
though.

Beatrice had her lover by her side now. His
love and his happiness were the only two things of any real
importance to her anymore. His name was Nick. She longed
desperately to be able to call him Nicholas or really, anything
that delighted the mouth to speak it more than Nick but he'd had
the misfortune of being born in the final century. His thoughtless
parents had named him only Nick, short for nothing.

Nick was kind to Beatrice. She knew well that
he loved her thoroughly but she could sense the growing unhappiness
that he tried to keep buried within him. Beatrice remembered what
it was like to have been transformed, even if her change had taken
place so many long centuries ago.

She, too, knew the sadness of being changed and
never being able to go back. Beatrice knew the pain of watching
everything and everyone she'd loved as a human growing old,
withering, and dying around her while she remained the same. She
knew though that it couldn't possibly compare to the destruction
that Nick had endured during his change. She could hardly empathize
with her lover who had seen his entire civilization crumble and die
around him.

For all their power, they could do nothing to
stop the atrocities that had taken place in the final days. This
haunted Nick.

Sometimes the humans would go by. Small
handfuls of survivors had banded together in the worst of days and
had managed to eke out some existence.

Some were good.

Most were bad.

They always looked sick and sad to Nick and
Beatrice. Beatrice hated the very sight of them. Wherever Nick and
Beatrice went, the humans would come through in time. They left
their stink upon everything.

The better ones avoided the cities.

The cities had been taken first by men who had
survived however they could, usually forsaking all that had been
good in the world. These men had often banded with others as rotten
as they. Some were rogues. They adapted to the world after the end.
They rose to become warlords with rotten, wicked tribes that
survived by taking anything they could from people with almost
nothing.

These men soon had much and they divided
themselves into empires among the cities. Beatrice liked to watch
these men die. These men though, and their followers, were
surprisingly cunning.

Nick and Beatrice soon learned to avoid the
cities as well.

They had taken up residence in a place that had
once been surrounded by sprawling farmland and beautiful country.
Now it was gray like everything else, but there were trees and long
stretches of land. Some places there was grass or crops or flowers
that grew against the gritty winds and the poison dirt. They were
alone, just as Beatrice liked it.

Weeks, sometimes months would pass without any
sign of anyone else. Only the sound of the wind and the creaking of
the cottage accompanied them usually. Beatrice liked the quiet.
Quiet meant safety and soothed the stirring heart of her lover.
Sometimes though they would hear a gunshot, a yell, or an engine
running from some place far off and they knew they would have to
prepare.

These sounds would shatter their peace and the
people that came behind them shattered everything. The bad ones
never came silently. The brazen ones followed the roads, afraid of
nothing. They easily noticed the long driveway to the house among
the solitude of otherwise empty country highway and abandoned
fields.

They would come every time, without fail to see
what they could take. Men who'd been bankers and boardroom
executives arrived like bloodthirsty warriors at the gates.
Beatrice had already known for so long but Nick was astonished to
see how many of the people who'd been going about their business so
casually day after day before the end times were so anxiously
awaiting the day that there would be no rules, no laws, no peace
and no social constructs to confine them any longer.

People had become so ruthless.

When Beatrice had changed Nick, it had been
hard for him to grapple with the idea of becoming some kind of
monster. It wasn't long though before he learned that the human
mortals so desperately longing to preserve their own short lives
were the real monsters after all. Many bad ones had come to the
cottage since Nick and Beatrice had taken it.

They wanted everything, more than they could
ever use or need. What they couldn't take, they wanted to
destroy.

A roving gang that had taken the house for days
had discovered Beatrice and Nick, once. They'd arrived on
motorcycles trailed by a massive, roaring hearse with its hood cut
to pieces and its massive engine fitted with a strange hodgepodge
of grotesque modifications. It ran rich and filled the air with
nauseating fumes everywhere it went.

Beatrice had heard them coming for
miles.

She and Nick had just enough time to prepare
and to retreat to the woods. The gang could tell that someone had
been living in the house though, and so they waited, knowing that
whoever it was would still be near or might soon return when their
supplies ran out. Beatrice and Nick didn't need supplies though.
They could live forever and never sip an ounce of water or taste a
bite of food.

Such things were mere luxuries to the pair now.
They were taken by surprise, though, by men exploring the woods.
The men had fallen upon them before they could react. Nick never
even fought back. He heard Beatrice scream as a pair of strong,
grimy hands suddenly clutched her roughly from behind.

He turned and lunged toward her attacker as the
massive, bearded man hoisted her off her feet in a bear hug, but
two giant, sadistically grinning men appeared behind him from the
thickets. They got hold of his clothes before he could move and one
of them maneuvered his bulging forearm across Nick's throat in an
instant, subduing him completely.

Of course, it wasn't enough for men like this
though. The other man near nick drew a large, filthy knife from a
worn leather scabbard at his waist. Beatrice gasped and her eyes
went wide. Her body froze at the sight of the knife coming out and
she squirmed against her attacker no longer.

Without pause, the man drew the knife, reared
back with his hand and plunged it deep into Nick's belly. Beatrice
screamed. The sensation bewildered Nick. His eyes widened and his
mouth fell open with the shock of it. It was his first brush with
death since Beatrice had changed him. Every muscle in his body
failed him and he slumped forward, certain that he was
dying.

The man behind him released his grasp on him
and Nick fell to his knees, his hands clutching at the searing pain
where the thick, dark blood ran out over his pale fingers. Beatrice
cried, screaming his name repeatedly. The men turned on her,
smiling wickedly as they neared. The knife came up to her throat,
smearing the soft, pale flesh with her lover's blood. Their grimy
hands pulled at her clothes and groped her.

She was hysterical.

"Get up Nick! Please...No! No! Nooo!" Beatrice
sobbed in disbelief.

Nick didn't hear her. He fell forward,
sprawling face down into the leaves.

The man holding the knife to Beatrice's throat
leaned his weight against her, mashing his broad chest against her
ample breasts. He pressed his lips sloppily and wetly against hers,
assailing her senses with his hot, acrid breath. Beatrice squealed.
She brought up her knee as hard and fast as she could between his
thick thighs, crushing it into his groan. The man doubled over with
a loud groan instantly as his surprised friends laughed
aloud.

Beatrice spat down upon him. She kicked at him
but the man behind her lifted her back and into the air again. She
could hear his friends egging him on as he regained his breath and
straightened up once more, coming at her with his face reddened
with fury. He came at her with two quick, shuffling steps, throwing
his weight back to wind up as his fist rose and cocked back towards
his shoulder.

His body twisted back towards her, throwing his
entire weight behind the punch that landed thunderously against
Beatrice's jaw. Her head snapped back and to the side and her body
stiffened then fell completely limp. The man holding her dropped
her unconscious body to the ground hard with an eager smile on his
face.

He was ready to have his fun now.

 


 


Beatrice woke up soon after with Nick crouched
over her. Her eyes drifted open and she smiled to see his sweet
face. It took her a moment to realize where they were and to
remember what had happened but when it drifted back, she sat up and
looked around herself. Her shirt was torn slightly but her clothes
were mostly fine.

The three men were lined up next to each other,
lying on the ground with their hands folded across their stomachs
and their eyes closed as if they'd been laid peacefully into a
casket. Their flesh was a pale blue and Beatrice could tell at a
glance that they were dead. She looked back to Nick. He was shaking
all over and his face was wrought with nervousness.

"Oh honey." Beatrice reached out and stroked
his hair to comfort him as she gazed symmetrically into his
sparkling eyes.

It was Nick's first kill. Something he had
hoped to avoid even though they both knew it would inevitably
come.

"What do we do, Bea?" Nick sputtered nervously,
constantly looking around himself for fear of being discovered
again. "We have to go. We have to go, right?"

Beatrice reached for him as if she had yet to
process the words and the situation. She lifted his bloodstained
shirt to check that his wound had recovered. His skin was as smooth
and flawless as always.

She looked lovingly into his eyes and finally
nodded.

"Yeah, we should go baby," she assured him
softly.

Nick helped Beatrice to her feet. They took
nothing. They simply turned and began to walk solemnly through the
woods, away from the house with the sun sinking in the sky. Nick
was disturbed deeply by what he'd had to do. He walked sullenly and
slowly. His feet shuffled in the thick leaves below.

Beatrice said nothing. She left him alone with
his thoughts. Then she left him alone.

Nick hadn't even noticed her falling behind him
as they walked. Beatrice had always had a way of slipping away
unnoticed when the situation called for it. When at last he
realized that she wasn't next to him, it was nearly dark. He spun
around, hoping to see her trailing behind him but he already knew
that she was gone.

He knew why. He'd known it from the moment
they'd begun. He sat upon the ground and waited. It didn't take
long before he heard the first scream of surprise from near the
house. There were a couple of gunshots and then some screams; hard
men pleading for their lives, begging some unseen careless god to
forgive them for their every sin in the instant before Beatrice
dispatched them to call upon such gods in person.

Then there was silence and Nick knew that the
deed was done. He waited, sitting on the cold, soft ground for a
long time before finally getting back to his feet and walking
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