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GAMINO AND LUCIFER

Vito Gamino raged against the world. The head of the Italian Mafia sat in his palatial estate in Sicily drunk with grief.

Tears streaming from his eyes, he raised his hefty body from his gold brocade chair, picked up a Waterford Marquis crystal glass, and pitched it into the marble fireplace of his den. “Damn God!”

Three years had passed since he had lost his entire family—his wife and two young sons—to the zombie plague while they were visiting Florence. Yet, his anger and grief weighed on him like a heavy blanket he couldn’t shed.

“What kind of God would turn an entire city into a herd of zombies? Why had I let Marina and the boys go alone?”

Gamino’s mafioso family had at first thought he’d married the young, beautiful model out of ego. They had wondered how she could possibly have been attracted to the stubby, balding mob boss, except for the money and power it brought. They had soon realized, however, that this odd couple truly adored each other.

Gamino whirled around, picked up another expensive glass, and hurled it into the fireplace.

His servants and henchmen, afraid to be in his presence when he was in one of his frequent dark moods, hovered outside the door.

“Damn God! Damn humanity!” He launched an entire crystal decanter filled with Loch Ness Blended Whisky into the fireplace which shot out flames upon contact.

“Yes, let’s do so.” A deep, sinister voice spoke behind Gamino, who whirled in surprise. His intoxication flooded away at the sight in front of him.

The man was beautiful. The strong facial structure framed by long golden hair enhanced the bluest eyes the mobster had ever seen. They gleamed with cold malice.

Gamino stepped back, almost losing his balance. “Who? What? How did you get in here?”

At his question, the henchmen outside his door attempted to enter only to be pushed back with a wave of the beautiful one’s hand. The door they’d tried to open slammed back into them. Their bodies, along with that of the servants, fell and they were dead before they hit the floor.

The full lips in the handsome face smiled at the gangster. “I think you know.”

“No, no, I don’t. Satan wouldn’t be beautiful.”

Satan suddenly transformed into a menacing horned creature with scaly red skin, a sharp, pointed tail, long claws, and yellow catlike eyes.

Gamino rushed toward the den’s double doors when the man’s words froze him.

“What is it you desire most in this world, Gamino?” Just as quickly, the intruder reverted to his handsome demeanor. “Your lost family, perhaps? What if I told you I could restore them to you?”

The mob boss whirled around, his eyebrows raised. “What? You couldn’t do that.”

Lucifer Morningstar smirked. “Of course, I could. I’m the one that took them from you. Didn’t you know?”

Gamino clenched his fists, let out a growl resembling one of a hurt animal, and charged, stumbling toward the devil. “Damn you!”

Lucifer halted the man in his tracks with a flick of his wrist. “I started the plague to challenge the damn vampires working for God. You see, my Father and I made a wager. Good versus evil, you know? Your family was merely collateral damage. I took ’em. I can return ’em.” A quick wave of his hand released the mob boss.

Gamino struggled to stand, weaved over to the chair by his fireplace, and slumped into it. “You can give them back to me?”

Lucifer smiled and polished his long, pointed nails on his three-piece black suit. “Well, of course. For a price, that is.”

“What? Anything.” The crime leader sank to his knees on his expensive tapestry rug.

“Well, I promised God not to mess with his beloved vampires, but I didn’t swear not to screw with his pitiful humans. So, the cost is your soul, of course.” Lucifer’s smile widened on his face, and his blue eyes turned red.

Gamino nodded. “Is that all?”

“Well, you’ll be working for me, of course. In Florence. You see, the place is a mess. Its inhabitants are confused and weak. I want to wreck them and their beloved city. You’ll be my instrument of destruction.”

Gamino stared into the face of the devil. “But why would you want to do that?”

The fallen angel threw back his head and laughed. The vibration from his voice shook the room. “Why, because I can. What else?”

“And, for this, you will return my family to me?” The gangster stood. His eyes narrowed. “No tricks? No bait and switch? You won’t bring them back like those people in Stephen King’s Pet Sematary? They’ll be like they were before the plague?”

“Yes, yes... such details.” Satan dismissed the thought with a wave of his hand. “You’ll do it? Give me your soul to use as I wish?”

“Yes. If you restore my family... as they were before you took them... to me.”

“Awh, there’s the rub. You must first work to get them. Get it?”

“Yes. I get it,” Gamino said as his den faded away, then vanished, and he found himself standing in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence.
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JAMES AND REIGN

James intrigues me.

Like my mother before me, I am fascinated by a vampire, and not just any vampire. My four paws pad along silently some twenty yards behind him. Spring has brought little green buds up through the dark earth. I take pleasure in almost floating over them so as not to crush them. I am wolf-born, so life in nature is precious to me.

James is not like the other vampires in our family. Kane, our leader, is intelligent but fierce. Zandra, his mate, is beautiful but deadly. Her ten brothers, the Morettis, are equally loyal to both but terrifying. James once had been Kane’s servant. Zandra, at Kane’s request, had turned him into the hybrid vampire Lycan he wished to be.

But now that his lifelong goal has been achieved, he wanders listlessly through the forest. After he fought with his master’s family for God the Father and won over Satan, Kane’s vampire family was granted everlasting peace.

This has not worked well for James. He is meant to serve. He longs for a new master, a real purpose.

As kindred, he lusts for the blood of battle. He tends to be more like the ten Moretti brothers. Peace and quiet bring them little pleasure. It’s hard for me to imagine the meek, gray man Zeb Moretti swears James once was. As a hybrid, he is tall and somewhat handsome in his human visage but seemingly void of purpose.

James stops, turns toward me, and gives me a wistful smile. He sits on a fallen log and motions for me to join him. He speaks to me through telepathy. Come, Reign. Sit beside me, miracle creature.

I sniff the air, lick my chops, and wag my tail.

I approach and press my salt-and-pepper-colored fur against his knee. I press my nose against his arm hoping for his fingernails.

He scratches my head. Kane is right. You shouldn’t exist, but you do.

My icy-blue eyes search his slate-gray ones. Why do you say I shouldn’t exist?

His smile is wry, barely visible. Because you are the product of the mating between Moon Blood, Kane’s vampire-wolf progeny, and Enzo, her spirit wolf. Such a coupling has never occurred.

I stand, alerting to the sound of quickly moving footsteps.

James springs up as well, and we both spy a human male running through the forest toward Kane’s Tuscany wine estate.

James and I, with our vampire speed, are on him in an instant, blocking his progress further. James holds out his hands, palms facing the balding, older man.

Tears stream from the man’s brown eyes, and the crazed look on his face raises the hairs on the back of my neck. Growling, I crouch and bare my teeth.

“Whoa!” James commands. “Where are you going?”

The human tries to get around James, who stands at least a head taller and blocks the man’s passage again. The
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