"Ok, I'll see you guys later! Layla, call me, k?,"Vera called over her shoulder as she went down the steps from her friend's apartment.


"Bye Vera! Be careful!",one of her friends yelled out the door.


"I will!",Vera replied and smiled to herself.


"I'll call you tomorrow.",Layla shouted over the voices of the girls behind her.


"K sweety, bye!",Vera said and scooted out the building.


It was chilly out and Vera pulled her knitted scarf from the inside pocket of her leather jacket and wrapped it around her neck. The wind nipped at her nose and cheeks. Her handbag thumped against her hip as she walked down the sidewalk. 


Vera sighed and thought backwards into past things. Two months ago, she had graduated from highschool, and moved down to Charleston, SC to go to college at Charleston University in the fall. She was going to share an apartment with her cousin, Court Sharp. She was a little scared about college, she didn't know what it would be like, maybe like highschool, but tougher. She kept wondering what the future held for her. It was to bad she wasn't phsycic.


Vera passed by the monstrous library, and decided if she cut through it's parkinglot, and through the gardens and the battery, she could get to her apartment in no time. Vera stopped as she rounded the corner of the building and looked up at the tremendous brick wall. The whole wall from top to bottom had a mural painted on it. Vera backed up into the middle of the parkinglot and stared up in awe at the enormous painting. 


In the center was a young woman sitting on a stack of books, dressed in a greenish-blue, wrap-around. In her lap was a golden book, and all around her were walls of books. The books were stacked high around her, making archs for windows. They looked like ancient Roman ruins. 


Vera heard a grinding of pavement under foot, and turned her head to look in the shadows. There, leaning against the corner of the huge building, stood a young man with spiked, blonde hair. His stature was strong and firm, but relaxed. He wore a black cotton trenchcoat, a white t-shirt underneath, black pants, a studded belt, and boots. His face was masked by shadows. Vera suddenly felt fear wash over her. What if he was going to rob her?


She could run for it...


"There's no need to run, dear.",the young man said casually.


It was as if he had heard her thoughts..Vera widened her eyes to see better under the neon light of the streetlamp.


Vera stiffened, but then lowered into a fighting stance.


"Why not??",she growled.


The young man held his hands up, showing he meant her no harm, but she couldn't be sure of that.


He chuckled and said,"I promise, I won't hurt you, love. Trust me.",he said and smiled warmly as he walked towards her.


Vera swore he was listening to what she was saying in her mind.


Vera studied him, now that he was close enough to where she could punch him if necessery.


He was English, she could tell by his terrific accent. His eyebrows were highly arched that gave him a wisely wicked, sexy, dignified look, cold grey eyes, a narrow, soft-ending nose, smooth, thin, beautiful lips, a wonderful jawline, and a handsome, dimpled chin. Vera found him quite handsome, and her fear began to diminish. Maybe he was just trying to pick her up. But what was he doing out here at the library at 12:30 a.m.? Maybe the same thing she was doing, coming  home from a party..Or making a drug purchase.


"Are you always this cautious about guys?",he asked, rubbing a bit of stubble on his chin.


"Only ones that come out of the shadows at twelve-thirty at night..",Vera replied, relaxing a little.


"Oh..I'm very sorry if I scared you..I always scare people at first..Maybe it's my entrance...",he said and stuffed his hands in his coat pockets.


"Yeah, well..What's your name?",Vera asked, lightening up a bit, seeing he was indeed, harmless.


"Haden..M' name's Haden Kareem. And you?",he replied.


'Sounds familiar..He looks so good...',Vera thought. 


"Vera Blue.",she answered, and accepted his hand, giving it a small shake.


"It's great to meet you, Vera.",he said warmly.


"You're name sounds very familiar...But I can't seem to place it.",Vera ventured.


"Oh yes, I thought you might recognize it. My father runs a chain of very extravagant hotels, called the Kareem Hotels. There's one here, in Charleston, the best of them all. My father personally runs it. I live there now.",he replied, nonhesitantly.


"Oh, wow...You must be pretty wealthy. That place is huge..I've never gotten the chance to visit, but I've heard it's very pretty inside.",Vera said.


"Well, yes..",he chuckled.


"So where did you live before? You said you live there now like you moved from somewhere..",Vera said, adjusting her totebag.


"England, with my mother. I've lived here for a year, this is my second. I've already made friends, to, lastyear was my freshman year of college. My three bestfriends live at the hotel with me, in the rooms my father set aside for us. It's like living in an apartment building, but being able to have a party every night. It's really great. My dad doesn't mind us drinking or anything as long as we clean up after ourselves and don't bother the guests.",Haden said.


"Oh, that's awesome..You might know my cousin, Haden. He just finished his freshman year. His name's Wicket Sharp.",Vera said, smiling.


"Bloody Christ! I do know him! He stayed in the dorms. We always used to go up there, me and me boys, we'd go for parties up there in his room.",Haden exclaimed, practically jumping up and down.


"Oh my god! I knew it! He mentioned four guys that he made friends with, and he must've meant you and your crew.",Vera said, grinning. 


She'd have to call Wicket up and tell him that she met the party boys.


"College sounds like fun. I think I'll like it.",Vera added.


"It is..And I must say, you have a beautiful smile, Vera..", Haden said, his eyes seeming to sparkle.


"..Oh,..Thankyou..",she murmured, feeling shy all of a sudden.


Haden cleared his throat and looked around.


"So where's Wicket gone to, aye?",Haden asked, rocking on his heels.


"Back to Hilton Head, to stay with his family. You know..",Vera said and crossed her arms.


Haden nodded and then looked buggeyed all of a sudden.


"Hey! Why don't I show you the inside of the hotel? You could see where I live, and meet my friends!",Haden spoke with excitement bumping his words.


"I don't know..It's pretty late..",Vera remonstrated.


"C'mon then, love, we could get to know each other, be friends! We'll party, me and you, and me boys! It'll be a blast! Please, Vera, don't let me down! Afterall, I did hang out with your cousin, your favorite cousin all of!",Haden pleaded perssuasively.


"God, Alright! Are you always doing this?",Vera asked as he gently took her by the arm and began walking her across the parkinglot.


"Doing what, dear?",he asked innocently.


"Doing..this!",Vera said and laughed a little.


Her laugh made him chuckle as he said,"What? Trying to make friends with the opposite sex?"


"Oh, nevermind! Talk, I want to know all about you before we get to your place.",Vera said, enjoying this new (oddly appearing) company.


"Oh dear, I don't know if I'll have enough time for it, love.",Haden chuckled devilishly.


"And why not?",Vera asked curiously.


"We're taking a shortcut.",he replied as he swung her to the left and pulled her into the bushes.


Vera began to think maybe she should've run when she had the chance. She felt like she was on some sort of rollercoaster all of a sudden. She felt like she was moving so fast, she couldn't even feel her feet touching the ground!


"Here we are, then.",Vera heard Haden say, realizing her eyes were squeezed shut.


She opened them and saw an enormous cream-white colored, stucco building before them. Vera realized it had only been two heartbeats ago that Haden had spoken last. Vera felt faint and weak. She leaned on Haden, trying to regain her balance. 


"How the--did we?--Where are we??",Vera began in shock.


"Now, now, I told you we were taking a shortcut, and so we did..",Haden said, holding her up.,"Which shortcut we took doesn't really matter, now does it? All that really matters is that we're here! Right?", Haden said. He grinned and steadied Vera, gently taking her arm again and leading her into the darkness.


"Well..Yes, I suppose...",Vera mumbled, sensing something very different and..odd, about Haden.


He was different than other guys she met...First of all, the way he just showed up at the library, the way he seemed to know what she was thinking when she first saw him. And it was pretty cool that he knew her first cousin.. And now..this. 


'A shortcut, yeah, right...But..I like him..Maybe it's because he's different..',Vera thought.


"Right, right. C'mon then, love! We'll go through this side door over here.",Haden's voice was distant through her thoughts, but his touch brought her back to reality.


"Are you alright?",he asked, touching her arm.


"Yes, I'm fine, I was just..thinking.",Vera said and smiled meekly.


"C'mon, love. Door's over here.",he said and smiled warmly, revealing an excellent row of pearly whites.


They circled around a wall of rose bushes, and an iron fence, and then stopped in front of a gate.


"Damn, I forgot about this gate being here. Don't worry, I'll unlock it.",he said, keeping his voice low.


He knelt down to the lock on the gate and fiddled with it. 


"Hand me that peice of metal there by your foot..It looks kind of like a crowbar..",Haden said, pointing back at her, not taking his eyes from the lock.


Vera looked around at the dark stones under her and spotted a rusty stake underneath a bush. It must've come off the gate, for the iron gate was topped with long sharp stakes to keep out unwanted visitors, she guessed. Vera picked up the stake and handed it to Haden.


" 'Preciate it, love.",Haden thanked her.


Vera couldn't see much in the dark, but she heard a snap and Haden curse under his breath.


"What's wrong?",Vera whispered, touching his shoulder as he stood back up.


"I broke the damned lock..",Haden muttered angrily.


Vera giggled. He pulled the chain from around the bars, pushed open the gate, and threw the stake near a bush beside him. Vera's nostrils were filled with the aroma of the many roses on the bushes. She stepped past the gate and into a beautiful hallway of deep green, and red. The bushes grew overhead, making an arched hallway. Underneath Vera was a cobblestone path. Moonlight spilled through openings in the bushes, casting splotches of pale light in certain places. Haden stepped up to her, touching her mid back with his hand and motioning for her to go.


"It's so beautiful in here..",Vera whispered.


"Isn't it? It makes me think of poetry..See that bench there?",Haden pointed to a little black iron bench against the wall of bushes.


Vera nodded.


"I sit there sometimes and write poems..This place inspires me so much..It's strange because..You seem to..fit here. Like you belong. The roses match with you..Know what I mean?",he whispered, standing next to her.


"Yeah, I guess. You fit here, too..Like it's the kind of environment I'd picture you in if I thought of you..I guess that's the only way to describe it, huh?",Vera whispered, smiling to herself in the shadowy realm.


"Aye.....",Haden murmured, his eyes flashing wickedly.


They stood in an uncomfortable silence for only a few seconds, but for what seemed an eternity....Then,"Let's go inside then, shall we?"


"Yes..",Vera answered, feeling akward.


Haden walked past her and around the corner. Vera knew she was alone, and blinded by unfamiliar darkness. She looked around, hoping to see him looming by a door. But, she didn't, ofcoarse. She sighed.


"Haden? Haden where'd you go? Damnit..",Vera called, looking around in the dark.


"I'm here.",his voice rang behind her and she cried out.


"Oh God, you-! You scared the crap out of me!",she yelled and hit his arm.


"I'm sorry! Bloody Christ..Heh heh..C'mon love, door's over here.",he said, laughing.


He felt for her arm, accadently touching her stomach, and down her arm, grasping her hand in his. 


"Hm..eh, Let's go.",he muttered, smiling.


Vera grinned and followed him. 'He's to cute', Vera thought.


They rounded a corner and bumped into a door.


"Ooo..Ergh..that hurt.",Haden mumbled, hearing Vera giggle. 


He fumbled with his set of keys, which was a set of plastic cards, and three keys. Most of the locks on the doors of the hotel were electronicly locked, and had to have a plastic card to slide into the slot on the little box over the handle on the door. 


Haden finally found the right one and pushed the door open after the light on the box turned green.They walked in, squinting their eyes from the light, since they had become accustomed to the dark outside.


"Oh, wow...Look at this place! It's beautiful.",Marveled Vera.


"You'll get used to it. I have..Actually I'm almost sick of it.",Haden said sourly.


"How can you get sick of a place like this?",Vera asked.


The room was absolutly baffling. It had a domed glass ceiling, so you could see the sky above. The carpet was a light green, and the cushions on the oak chairs were a cherubly blue. On all four walls, were two paintings, some portriats, some landscapes. Against one wall was a fancy table with tea and coffee cups, spoons, and three silver pitchers. One was labeled 'hot water', the other 'coffee', and the last marked, 'decaf'. In a small gold colored basket were many teabags, of assorted flavors, and packets of sugar and cream.


"Would you like some tea, love?",Haden's voice interrupted her admirance of the room.


"Oh..Do you have coffee?",she asked.


"Ofcoarse...On second thought, I think I'll have coffee, too.",Haden said, pouring the coffee in a cup and handing it to her. 


Vera looked over her shoulder at the few people in the room, some stood, talked, sat, drank wine or tea, or coffee. She fixed her coffee to her liking and she and Haden sat and talked in between sips.


"You'll love Shiloh, Nivik, and Feyd. The guys I told you about..Their party animals though. I wouldn't doubt that they're drunk right now. Be prepared for that, though, ok Vera?",Haden rambled.


"Don't worry..I'll be prepared. How old are they?",Vera returned.


" Shane's twenty, Joel's nineteen, and Feyd is also nineteen..They all just finished their freshman year, except for Shiloh. He's goin' on to be a junior.",Haden informed.


"Wicket and I are going to share an apartment by the battery. He hated the dorms, and I sure don't want to be stuck in some tiny room an' all. Plus it'll be easier for us both, seeing how we'll split the rent, which isn't that much, right down the middle.",Vera told him.


"That's really cool. I met Wicket at the same time I met Shiloh. Shiloh and Wicket are really good friends. It's Shiloh, Wicket, Nivik, Feyd, and I..We're the badboys at the school. There's these real jerks at the school, richie guys, they're all in this frat group. Alpha-kiss me, I'm Irish, or something, you know..",Haden said, pausing while Vera laughed. 


"I'm sure you'll meet them, they like really pretty girls like you. They'll try and pick you up. But, you probably won't have to worry about them if you stay with me..and the guys. But yeah, I really like Wicket, he's a really cool guy. He's a skateboarding freak, though! He's crazy! Lastyear after school, he broke his ankle trying to jump off the gym and slide down the slanted tin roof that's on the side of it, and then grind down a rail! It was so  funny because the next day he came to school with crutches and everybody was tellin' him how awesome he was and poeple were pattin' him on the back and all. It was so good!...But..I'm sure you heard..Heh heh..",Haden said, chuckling every few seconds.


"Oh, yeah I heard about that. He called me and told me about it. He was laughing his head off when he told me, ofcoarse.. He sent me some pictures of him flying through the air off of the roof! They're at the apartment..",Vera said, trying not to laugh.


Haden chuckled and nodded.


"I took those pictures.",he said, grinning while his eyes glittered as he remembered.


Vera laughed and studied Haden as he sipped at his coffee.


"Let's go to your rooms now, I'm anxious to meet the guys.",Vera said gingerly.  


Haden nodded, and grinned. Together they got up and headed out of the lobby, and towards the elevator. Vera thought about her cousin Wicket and smiled to herself. Crazy kid..


Vera suddenly felt nervous about meeting his friends. But, somehow, she felt she already had met them, as if through Haden and Wicket's stories, she'd come to know all about them. Vera began to wonder if maybe by hanging out with these strange college guys, that Wicket himself had gained a sense of oddness about him. Vera's aunt and uncle had questioned Vera about Wicket's sleeping habits lately. They asked if she knew anything about why Wicket would sleep through the day and go out at night. It was rare to see him go out during the day, unless it was imperative. 


Vera shook the thoughts from her mind as Haden slowed his pace and they stopped in front of a set of french doors at the end of a long hallway.


"This is it. Listen, if we end up getting drunk, I want you to know, you can by all means stay here. I would much rather not see you go walking the streets with your blood full of alchohol.",Haden said, his grey eyes flashing wickedly when 'blood' escaped his glistening lips. Vera suddenly longed to kiss those lips. She narrowed her eyes and wondered if that longing really came from her. She sighed and smiled.


"That's nice of you, Haden..Were you..planning for us to get drunk? I mean..I can..nevermind.",Vera said, reluctantly.


"Trust me?",he said quickly, finishing off her sentence.


"What?",she said, suprised.


"You were going to ask me if you could trust me..Because you think I'm planning to get you drunk and take advantage of you. But that's not true. I would never do that..to anyone. You can trust me.",he said.


Vera looked up at him with wonder and amazement in her bright eyes. She didn't understand how he could just know what she had in mind. She knew some people were very good at analyzing people until their thoughts could be expected, but this was rediculous.


"I should go, Haden, it was nice meeting you.",Vera said suddenly as she turned away.


"Wait! No! You can't leave, you haven't even seen my place yet!",he called after her.


"No, no, I think I should go home now. It's really late and I--",Vera started.


"Vera, love, I like you. I want you to come in with me..only for a while. Just meet my friends. Hang out with us. I like you!",he pleaded sweetly, seeming so gentle and harmless. 


His eyes sparkled with friendliness, but it seemed so counterfeit. Vera studied him closely, as if she were trying to see behind a mask that wasn't there.


"C'mon, love.",he lured her, his hand gently clinging to her elbow.


"Ok! ok..",she cried, throwing her hands in the air.


Haden grinned and walked her back to the door. He knocked and then opened the door. Music filled her ears, dance music that was loud and hypnotic. He took Vera's hand and led her inside. 


It was dark, and a few candles were lit, casting strange unfamiliar shadows on unrecognizable furnishings. Two young men sat together on a leather couch and stared at them with drunken grins plastered to their faces. Vera could hardly see them. She only knew one was blonde and the other had his shirt off. 


" 'Ello boys, I brought a treat home.",Haden said, smiling to them. 


They nodded and chuckled a little. Vera felt very awkward and tried to smile. 


"Vera, this is Joel and Shane. Shane's there on the right. Guys, this is Vera Blue.",Haden introduced them.


"W'sup",the managed to say.


"Do you want a drink or anything?",Haden asked.


Before Vera could answer, three girls and guy walked into the room from an unseen hallway.


"Oh, Vera that guy there is Feyd.",Haden said softly to her.


"Oh. Great. Um..I wanna go..somewhere else.",Vera said under her breath.


Haden looked at her and nodded. 


"I'll be right back, two seconds and I'll be back.",Haden said and ran off to Feyd. 


Haden whispered something to Feyd, and Feyd's eyes switched over to Vera. He nodded and looked back at Haden. The girls were practically in their underwear and they looked indescribably drunk, or on some sort of narcotic. One stood attatched to Feyd, looking as if she could hardly hold herself up. The other two had gone to vist Shane and Joel. The whole scene seemed odd and unnatural. Vera felt as if the place was derived of some evil. She didn't like the way it felt. Vera stood alone now, in front of them all like a feeding mouse in front of a horrible serpent, ready to strike.


"So Vera..Are you having fun with Haden tonight?",asked Feyd, as the girl at his side stroked at his chest.


"Ah..As much fun as one can have with someone they just met..",Vera returned with nervousness shaking her voice.


The boys laughed and Vera again, cracked a meak smile. She clutched at her bag, the only familiar object in the room. Vera looked at one of the girls who was laying against Joel. She didn't move, it didn't even look like she was breathing. Vera lowered her brow as she caught sight of a dark substance on the girls neck. It was mostly covered by her hair, but sure enough, Vera could see that the girl had blood on her neck. Suddenly Vera became tremendously uneasy and took a step back, immediately bumping in to Haden.


" 'Ello!",Haden started as he looked at her. He noticed the unmistakeable fear in Vera's eyes. "What's wrong then, love? Not enjoying yourself?",He said, sounding as if he were teasing her.


Vera shook her head.


"That girl over there, she's bleeding..",Vera whispered to Haden.


"Ofcaorse she is. That's what they're here for.",Haden responded, smiling slowly down at Vera.


Vera looked up at him, at his bright smile and saw a truely unnatural event take place. Two long, ghastly incisors slipped down from Haden's gums, and flashed their appearance proudly.


"What the--",Vera stammered in horror.


She turned around to see all of Haden's friends feasting ravenously on the poor girls. Blood was all Vera could comprehend.


'Run! RUN!', a voice inside her screamed. Vera obeyed and bolted for the door. She ran faster than she ever had before. Down the long hallway she ran, past an old woman and her old husband, past the tea stand, underneath the domed ceiling and to the employee door in which she'd entered this Dracula's castle. Vera tore out of the door and into the pitch black night. The only thing she recognized was the cold stench of all those roses she had smelled earlier. She turned in circles histarically, trying to find the opening where Haden had ended his 'shortcut'. 


A noise. A door quietly closing. Vera froze, unable to move. Haden was there, she could feel him. Vera stood in terror like a deer in headlights. Her ears strained for the sound of him, but the only thing she heard was her own breathing, and her racing heartbeat.


"Vera..",Haden said as he stepped around a corner in front of her. Vera wondered if maybe she'd gotten turned around somehow and was now facing the way she had come out of the hotel. But, she hadn't, Haden was standing in the way of which they had entered the rose hall earlier on in the evening.


"Vera.",he said again, sounding like a child taunting another child on some distant playground.


"I'm sorry I scared you..I only want you to join me..I want you and I to be together. I've been searching for you, Vera. Now you're here.",Haden spoke with wickedness underlining his words.


"No..",Vera sobbed weakly.


"Remember what I told you earlier about how this place inspires my poetic side? Many times have I written about you, my love.",he said softly, almost gently.


His voice seemed to reflect that of the gentlemen she'd met earlier. Vera felt drawn to him now, and her fear faded, her sobbs subsiding.


"That's right, I want to share a poem with you. Are you ready?",Haden asked gently, approaching her slowly.


Vera nodded, tears persisting and running down her cheeks. She felt her will weakening to him and she knew he was overcoming her. He was to strong for her.


"Thou art the eyes with which I see..Thou art my sweet serenity..",Haden said, almost whispering as he stepped closer and closer to her. Each step he took, Vera took a step back. 


"If thou be pollen, I'll be thy bee. If I hurt thou, then I hurt me..",he continued, still moving Vera back and back. She knew she wouldn't be able to go on, there was a fence somwhere behind her cloaked in roses.


"Two vines intwined, grow as a tree..Which part be thou? And which be me?


Parted from thou, I cease to be..".


Vera hit the spongey wall of roses and squeezed her eyes shut, and opened them again, only to find Haden's horrible, icey eyes looking back. Haden's lips were so close to hers', she could feel his mouth moving as he spoke the last lines of the fatal poem.


"If thou should die, I die of thee",Haden whispered. Then he kissed her with a wicked power. Vera opened her eyes and suddenly the poem made sense!


"You can't hurt me, can you?",she said loudly, pushing him away.


"What are you talking about?",Haden said, looking around wildly.


"You're poem! It's like a..A key or something. If you hurt me, you hurt yourself..Two vines..The roses! If I go, you cease to be..That is if I can resist you.",Vera said, seeing clearly now.


"What? No! You can't possibly!",Haden retorted angrily. His blood teeth tore out and he hissed furiously at her. 


Vera, however, did not flinch. She only smiled, pleased with herself, for now she knew she could resist him. She knew how to beat him now. Vera looked around for anything that would serve as a weapon. The stake..She remembered there had been a stake Haden had used to open the lock on the gate. She bolted for the gate, and found herself tackled by Haden in the darkness. She screamed and looked behind her towards the gate. Vera swiped Haden across the face, gashing his cheek with her ring. He howled and eased his grip just enough for her to slip out from under him. She crawled wildly to the gate and again was covered by Haden. He hit her face and she cried out. Her hand pushed up under his chin, and she thrust and locked her arm to keep him up. His hands groped her throat and squeezed at it, choking her. Her eyes widened as she struggled for air. Her eyes switched to the stones behind her head and there she saw the stake. Her free hand flailing above her head, she grasped the metal stake and drove it into Haden's back. He cried out in pain and stood up. He looked at her, straight in the eye, with an animalistic glare. Vera pushed herself up as she coughed and gagged for air. Haden's arms stretched out to either side as he swiveled round. Vera plucked out the iron weapon from his back and she heard a horrible garggle escape him. Vera walked to the front of him and faced him. She stared into his eyes as his hand grabbed her shoulders to brace himself. He really did look like an animal now.


"You were right. If you die, you die because of Me !",she hissed bitterly and thrust the stake into his heart. Haden fell to the ground, dead. His grey eyes staring blankly towards the pale a.m. sky.


Vera jumped as she saw Haden's three ghouls come scurrying out of the building. Vera lurched for the stake and held it, daring them to come any closer. Blood was smeared all over the three young men.


"You freed us! Oh thank God!",they cried, hugging each other.


Vera quirked her brow and looked at them. They noticed the look and fell silent. 


"He ah..turned us all..you know, into vampires. It's a long story..",said Feyd, hanging his head.


"Very long.",added Shane, Joel nodding in agreement.


"Did he turn Wicket to?",Vera asked.


"Yeah, he did.",Joel told her.


"Well, maybe you guys could tell me all about it at my place over some coffe..",Vera said with a warm smile. 


She figured that even if they were vampires, they would catch fire on the walk home, seeing as how it was about twenty minutes away from dawn.


The boys nodded in thankfulness and they walked all the way home with her, not catching fire.


