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EPILOGUE
Part I

Staring down the barrel of a cocked and loaded snub nose .38 Special revolver is not how I had planned start the night.
“Your money … now!”
The pistol shakes in an unsteady hand. My mugger for the evening is wearing designer jeans, a hooded jacket, and a t-shirt with an ironic slogan on it: “I got L.A.id.” Cute.
He’s probably an out of work actor, but that label would apply to half the population of Los Angeles. The dilated pupils suggest someone coming down off a high and looking to prolong it in any way possible.
“You’re on the wrong side of town to be mugging somebody, aren’t ya?”
The lack of concern in my voice seems to be agitating him. Of course, the Cheshire Cat grin on my face might also be what’s doing it. Fuck if I care.
“Well, well. An Aussie sheep-fucker. Gimme your cash before I put a bullet between your muttonchops, Dundee.”
That one stings a little. He obviously envies my sideburns, but I have to set him straight on my accent.
“First, I’m Irish and I have never fucked a sheep sober. Second, I got no cash. Third, I am in a hurry, so let’s speed this along, Dinner.”
The cold barrel of the pistol presses against my forehead.
“Dinner? What the fuck are you talking about? Fine. I saw your leprechaun ass park over there. People in L.A. who drive mint-condition ’68 Camaros have cash. Don’t try and feed me that shit.”
My laughter echoes in the top floor of the parking garage. A man and a woman both dressed in cocktail attire avert their eyes and hurry into the elevator. People’s concern for their fellow man really warms my heart.
My mugger seems to be getting antsy, so some small talk is in order.
“What type of shit would you like me to feed ya?”
The barrel presses even harder against my forehead as he replies. “Fine, smartass. I’ll go through your pockets after I put a new hole in your head. Like I give a shit.”
Apparently, this guy is in that special place where he won’t remember killing to get his next fix. He doesn’t seem to notice that I am still smiling. Even if he did, I doubt it would change anything. His mind is made up.
His eyelids close in the instant before he pulls the trigger.
That’ll do.
My hand slams into the gun before his eyes reopen. I knock the weapon loose and send it flying towards the nearby wall.
He opens his eyes and stares at his bruised and empty hand. We both look toward the wall. The pistol is there: embedded barrel-first into the concrete.
“Wh-what the hell are you?” Even though he barely chokes out the question, the drugs are making him far braver than he ought to be.
“Do you really want to know?”
In a rare moment of clarity, he processes enough of the situation to inspire him to run. As he turns, I grab his wrist and jerk him back to face me.
“Oh no you don’t. No running. Not now.”
My left hand finds the collar of his hooded jacket as I pull him closer, bringing us nose-to-nose.
His eyes widen as the drug-induced haze begins to fade. I smile as a tiny bit of lucidity sneaks back into his face, and the scent of fear reaches my nostrils.
“My oh my … what big pupils you have, Dinner. How do mine look?”
My eyes burn as the glowing crimson light seeps into them.
The doomed mugger knows what to do next.
He screams.
* * *
Fifteen minutes later, I am sitting at the bar.
I glance down at my hand with a frown. It is damn near impossible to get blood out from under your fingernails once it dries. Oh well.
My third beer tastes almost as good as the first two did, but my thirst seems to be drawing attention. Looks like the entire wait-staff is taking bets on how long it takes me to pass out. I hate to disappoint them, but I can hold my booze pretty well.
It is almost eight o’clock. I’m so terrible at time that I figured I might as well come in a little early. Otherwise, I might forget to show up at all. My little run-in with Muggy the freshly dismembered mugger almost made me late.
When my watch shows eight on the dot and my cell phone rings, I know something is wrong.
She is the poster girl for punctuality. If a meeting is set to start at twelve thirty, she’ll open the door and take her seat at twelve twenty-nine and fifty-nine seconds. If anyone tries to get in her way, figuratively or literally, they’ll end up in a broken pile in the corner, figuratively and literally. Yep, Lucy is a force to be reckoned with.
I run a hand through dark, shaggy hair as I peer at the display on the back of the cell phone. It’s her. Looks like I’ll be dining alone tonight.
“Something unforeseen has altered my plans.”
After all these years living in a thousand different places, her husky voice still has a hint of an accent. Spanish? Romanian? No one can really guess her origin beyond the fact that she is not from around here.
“It’s been a month, Lucy.”
“I know, Wolf.” There is a pause. She sounds genuinely sorry. I have to stifle a laugh. She doesn’t feel regret or contrition. It’s part of her “curse,” though it’s more of a blessing if you ask me. She sometimes forgets that I know her far better than that. When the well-practiced dramatic pause is over, she continues.
“I need you to do something for me. I have been summoned to a meeting at nine o’clock. I want you to go in my stead and deliver my warmest regards.”
“You really know how to cheer a guy up.”
Her laugh is short, but sincere. That is one thing she has a hard time faking: laughter.
“I thought you might like that. Come see me when you are done and I will show you just how grateful I am.” That purring voice makes me forget I’m in a crowded restaurant. I reply with a low growl of approval.
The couple who just sat down at the table nearest the bar is staring a hole in me. Maybe the growl was a little louder than I thought. I give the wife a smile and a wink. She blushes. Her husband fumes. The waitress laughs, oblivious to the scene.
Everyone here but me is dressed like they just walked in from the roaring twenties. I always forget about the dress code. The doorman knows I come here with Lucy, so he usually doesn’t usually hassle me about my old leather jacket and jeans. Plus, people generally don’t hassle me about much.
The husband at the nearby table is still glaring at me. I raise an eyebrow and meet his gaze, widening my smile to give him a view of one of my slightly larger than normal canine teeth. His eyes dart around nervously before settling back on the fruity little cocktail that just arrived for him. Maybe he knows an old wolf when he sees one. Good call, hubby.
“Wolf, are you still there or are you frightening the sheep again?”
I laugh as I press the phone a little tighter to my ear. “Can’t help it, Lucy. It’s just too much fun.”
“At least behave yourself for a few more minutes. I am sending Nash and Christopher to pick you up.”
“No promises. Wait … who’s Christopher?”
“Christopher is new. Be nice.”
“Lucy, you know I hate new gits and … when am I not nice?”
She ignores the question. It’s probably for the best.
“Silly wolf. If I do not see you at midnight, I shall be most disappointed.”
“That makes two of us, darlin’.”
I close the phone and slide it back into my pocket.
My ride should be along momentarily. If she is sending Nash, it can mean only one thing: wherever I’m going, somebody is going to die.
In that case, I think I’ll have another beer.
“I have a special task for you, Christopher.”
When she spoke those words, I was absolutely ecstatic. She finally trusted me. Maybe I would actually become something more than a lowly, nameless peon within the Romana organization. My day had arrived!
Then she told me what she wanted me to do and now, I doubt I will live through the night. There has to be a way to make this work, though. I want to be part of her inner circle. I’ll do whatever I have to do to win her over. For starters, I’ll get through this.
Less than five minutes after our conversation, I am riding alone in the back of her black luxury sedan. The driver hasn’t said a word. In fact, he has yet to speak at all in the three months I have been a part of the family.
His name is Nash, and he is my employer’s personal bodyguard and driver. At first glance I thought he was in his late twenties, but he must be far older than that. Given that he is at least seven feet tall, I am curious how he fits in this car. An ill-tempered giant in a ten thousand dollar suit certainly makes an impression.
Despite the luxurious ride, my stomach is in knots. The man we have been sent to retrieve is something of a legend in the organization. Supposedly, his skill is only exceeded by his temper. Surely he must have some redeeming qualities. After all, he has Lucifera’s trust, if not more.
What a name: Lucifera Romana. I have had bosses who seemed like they could read my mind, but she is the only one who actually can. In our first meeting, my eyes wandered as she spoke. I found myself gazing at her curvaceous bottom. She did not even turn around when she addressed my lusty gaze that day: “Christopher, if your eyes prevent you from giving your full attention to my words, I shall gladly pluck them out of your head for you.” You have to respect an employer who lets you know where you stand.
We pull up to the curb outside of Lucifera’s favorite restaurant, the Cicada Club. It is surprising that she does not prefer someplace more expensive. I myself no longer have any use for restaurants, or food for that matter. Rumor has it that Lucifera would often meet our guest at this very place. Supposedly, she and this man sometimes stay after dinner and dance on nights when the restaurant has its twenties-themed balls. Such interaction between a master vampire and a werewolf is scandalous, to say the least. Immortals stick with their own kind. That was one of the first rules I learned.
I am still new to being immortal. Finding out that monsters were real was a pretty big deal. Becoming one was even bigger.
From all accounts, Lucifera’s werewolf is absolutely insane. He killed a fledgling vampire just for speaking her name. The tales of his exploits are often repeated, but separating fact from fiction is a difficult task. Rumor has it that he once killed nearly twenty vampires single-handedly when Lucifera had been deposed by a treacherous plot among her most trusted members. I don’t know what to believe.
He has not made it out of the restaurant yet, so we sit here at the curbside by the entrance and watch the beautiful people walk by. Though I doubt I will get much of an answer, I decide to ask my silent chaperone his opinion.
“Mr. Nash, sir, have you met this guy?”
His eyes lock with mine in the reflection in the rear view mirror. The glass surface reveals aspects of his nature that humans cannot see with the naked eye. Pale, dead flesh and glowing green eyes peer back at me. I will never get used to that.
He doesn’t say a word or make any move. After about a second his gaze returns to the road in front of the car.
I’ll take that as a yes. Nash is not one to mince words, so neither will I. “Is he going to kill me?”
The bodyguard’s eyes drift back up from the road and lock with my own with a look that that can only be described as amusement. Almost imperceptibly, he tilts his head slightly to the side, and then returns to peering intently ahead.
Great. He doesn’t know, and that amuses him for some reason.
I am far from prepared when the rear door across from me opens. His description would have called for the man to look like the Devil himself. What slides in is around five foot ten, and maybe 175 pounds. His hair is dark and, for lack of a better term, shaggy. The best word to describe him is “average.” His only somewhat memorable feature is the longer-than-average sideburns. He has to be an Elvis impersonator on the weekends.
“Evening, Lurch.”
Whoa, he’s Irish. Interesting. She left that part out. He addresses the giant like they are old friends, though if Nash hears his snide greeting, he doesn’t let on. The stoic behemoth remains motionless, with eyes fixed on the road as he pulls away from the curb and into the flow of traffic.
It is time to make my introduction. I extend my hand across the back seat towards him. He turns his attention from the back of Nash’s head to my open palm.
“I’m Christopher. You must be—”
That is as far as I can get. The words have barely left my lips when a quick motion from the new passenger slams me back in my seat. The shifted claws of a werewolf are digging into the flesh of my neck, pinning me to the auto’s black leather upholstery. It is true what they say about these beasts. Though they are not as fast as my kind, their strength is terrible.
He holds me fast with only his left hand. I struggle with his wrist, but it is no use. Though his face looks no different than when he entered the car, his wrist and hand have grown a thin layer of fur, and his nails have lengthened to the razor-sharp talons that are currently embedded in my neck.
I can only stare in horror as he looks me up and down. Dogs drool over T-bones with the same expression he has on his face right now. The look does not change as he pokes me in the ribs with his free hand.
“Interesting. Cold, but not icy. Flesh is firm but not hard … not so old. You were turned, what, six months ago?”
If my throat and windpipe were not completely closed by his grasp, I would have answered that I became a vampire seven months earlier. He would not have been listening anyway. As he leans in close to my face, the smell of alcohol and blood floods my nostrils.
“Let’s get something straight, uh, Charlie? Chevy? Whatever. I would just as soon rip your chest open and feast on your heart as I would look at ya.”
The car comes to a screeching stop. The werewolf glances forward, seeing the icy gaze of Nash in the rearview mirror.
He laughs. Apparently he does that a lot.
“Sorry, Stretch. I forgot. No killing in the car unless absolutely necessary.” My attacker looks back at me with a frown. “Well, Chico, I’ll have to kill you another day.”
The clawed hand releases my throat. I grab my injured neck, taking in a deep breath of sweet oxygen, purely as a reflex. The werewolf is quite amused by this, and laughs heartily as he settles into his seat.
“You’re already dead, Chuckles. The dead don’t need to breathe, or did ya forget?”
I really do not like this smiling bastard. I don’t know if he’s getting my name wrong on purpose, but he’s right about my breathing. It is merely the memory of my humanity that causes me to take in air as the humans do. They say the need will eventually pass. I hope I live to find out.
“Of course.” My voice is hoarse. If I were human, I’d be in the hospital for a week with a crushed larynx. My vampiric healing will make me whole in a few hours, but I am still in a great deal of pain. Regardless, I have instructions to relay to this … thing.
“Lucifera was to meet with a master vampire from the Old World named Emil Vladu. She said you would know what to do.”
The werewolf’s smile fades into a scowl. He was doing a fine job of frightening me before, but his violent behavior pales in comparison to the eerie red glow of power bleeding from his suddenly brooding glare. Though I am still young in vampire terms, my nature gives me more awareness of supernatural energy than humans possess. The sensation of feral malevolence emanating from him makes my skin crawl. I am officially scared shitless.
“Yeah, I know what to do.”
His words are more akin to a snarl than anything else. At least he is looking out the window and not at me anymore. Thank the Devil for small favors.
The rest of the ride passes in silence. The once-jovial werewolf does not utter another word.
Nash pulls the car over in an upscale Beverly Hills residential area. The house is a two-story Tudor, positioned about fifty feet up a grassy hillside from the curb. It is nice by human standards, but hardly what I expected for the temporary home of a visiting master vampire and his coven.
The werewolf opens his door and steps out of the car. Before he begins the walk up the hill to the house, he turns back and peers inside towards Nash. Apparently his infinitely annoying werewolf sense of humor has returned.
“Nash, you talk too much.” Again, if the silent vampire hears the werewolf’s jab, he does not let on.
He turns his attention back to me. “It’s my job to give you a hard time, Christopher.” A slight nod of my head is the only acknowledgement I give him. Hopefully that means he will not be killing me.
“I’ll kill you next time.” Though he says it with a wink, I still cannot tell what is in this one’s head.
He slams the door and begins lazily climbing the steps to the house. Nash pulls the car away from the curb and turns to take us away from whatever mayhem awaits this quiet neighborhood.
After we have driven for several minutes, curiosity gets the better of me. Though I know the giant at the wheel will not answer, I still must ask the question.
“Nash, did we just drop that, that beast off to face an entire vampire coven, alone?”
His only reply is a quick look in the rear-view mirror, capturing my gaze for an instant before returning his eyes to the road.
“Surely we just took him to meet his death?”
This time, Lucifera’s trusted bodyguard and driver does not look back. His reply comes in the form of a shrug of his shoulders. From my spot in the back seat on the passenger side, however, I can plainly see that he is smiling.
I am honestly not sure who is more deserving of pity: the werewolf … or the vampires.
* * *
With our werewolf friend left to do God knows what, I stand outside the front door of the massive Romana estate in the hills outside of the city. I turn and watch the taillights of the car grow smaller as Nash speeds away in the distance. He had no further instructions from Lucifera, so I guess I am done for the evening. I slide my key into the twenty-eight foot tall front door. It opens inward without a sound.
The Shadow Hill estate looks like something out of a late ‘90s music video. In addition to the forty-two thousand square feet of living space, a three thousand square foot inner sanctum lies within the very rock of the mountain beneath the main house. I don’t even want to know how much that cost or what construction crew was charged with the task. I suspect that the builders may have ended up a snack for the customer.
I can’t help but feel like I’m in a damn soap opera when I look at the building from the front. Maybe it’s the three-tiered fountain or the twenty-foot-tall windows surrounded by marble and gray mortar. The place certainly fits the bill as the home of the reclusive chief executive officer and heiress of an extremely lucrative, ancient shipping empire. On a clear day, you can even see the LA skyline, including the top floors of the Romana Tower in downtown LA from the balcony out back.
The human staff must have left shortly after dusk. Most of them have never met their employer. They are paid enough that they realize that questioning the daytime habits of their benefactor would be financially detrimental, distasteful, and, most importantly, hazardous to their health. Those who have been lucky enough (or unlucky enough) to meet her realize that it is best not to look a gift horse in the mouth … especially when said horse has fangs.
It still blows my mind that just eight short months ago I was fresh out of college. My entire life was ahead of me. Now, I’m dead. I guess the technical term is “undead.” I have no pulse. I don’t need to eat or breathe, as the werewolf pointed out, and I crave blood.
Mom and Dad were thrilled when I pulled a 1580 on the SAT and a 35 on the ACT. Whose parents wouldn’t be? Those scores just about guaranteed me a free ride to my pick of colleges. Harvard, Cornell, Yale, Stanford, and MIT all accepted my application and offered me scholarships.
There was only one problem: those schools had absolutely nothing I wanted to study. Since my fourteenth birthday, my interests had become somewhat … macabre. To my parents’ disapproval, I had seen every vampire movie ever made, twice.
I remember the day everything changed. I was separated from my folks on the way out of the movie theater in our hometown in Gary, Indiana. Deciding it would be funny to sneak up on Mom and Dad from the back of the theater, I headed around to the back of the old brick building while the crowd went left to the parking lot.
What I saw when I rounded the corner to the alley behind the theater would change everything I thought I knew.
A dark-haired woman pinned a theatre usher against the brick of the building by his throat with only her left hand. Her right hand was smearing something on the wall. The man was limp in her grasp. A few more steps and I understood why. His abdomen had been ripped open. The substance she was smearing on the wall was the man’s blood.
I stood there, frozen. Ten feet away, the woman placed the finishing touches on a message written in crimson with the tip of her index finger. She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled. She then moved to the side, revealing her work. The words “You’re welcome” were scrawled in quickly-drying blood.
She was a little over five-feet in height, so I looked her in the eye at the time. My interest in the macabre and my young age made me much more willing to accept the truth of the situation than most would have been. The glowing green eyes and fangs registered with me immediately. This was a vampire in the flesh.
She spun her body around to face me with the dead man still in her grasp, her shoulder-length black hair sweeping out in a wide arc. She crouched to her knees and dropped the corpse to the pavement. She blew me a kiss, then dug both hands into the man’s neck and ripped his head off in a shower of blood, torn cartilage, and bone.
The police found me in the alley sitting against the wall. All I could do was stare at the dead man’s head on the ground. The woman hadn’t laid a hand on me. I told them what I had seen, but who could possibly believe a hysterical fourteen-year-old kid who was raving about vampires? They decided it was a freak bear attack and left it at that. After a couple of years of counseling, the doctors decided I was okay, but I would never give up on my new dream: I wanted to find out everything there was to know about vampires.
Cryptozoology is the study of and search for creatures that mainstream biology considers to be nonexistent. After that night, I became a cryptozoologist in practice, if not in profession. My love for vampire movies, books, and folklore only grew over the years. I even branched out to werewolves, demons, and other such things. My parents tolerated my unusual interests because of my good grades.
When the time came to settle on a college, I scoured the course listings throughout the US. Much to Mom and Dad’s dismay, I passed over the offers from Ivy League schools, and settled instead on a full scholarship to UCLA. They thought I wanted to party my education away. The truth was that UCLA had opened a cryptozoology degree on a limited basis.
As far as the folks knew, I was studying biology with the intention of going to medical school. The truth was, I was taking some biology and zoology classes and working with the faculty on a cryptozoology degree that they eventually regretted even offering. Thanks to an anonymous financial supporter I was able to continue my studies and get the degree even though I sometimes had to make up my own classes. I traveled all over the world on someone else’s tab, researching everything about vampires that I could. It was unorthodox to say the least.
The benefactor turned out to be Andrew Morgan, the LA master vampire who preceded Lucifera. He paid my way through school and funded my research as a way to potentially increase his own knowledge and power. Not long after I graduated, he paid me a visit, and before that evening ended, Morgan made me his unwilling undead servant. When Lucifera took his life, it was the first time I had been out of my cell in his estate in months. Though I suspect she would have killed me if I declined her offer to serve her, I accepted immediately of my own free will. I knew she was not the vampire from that night at the theater, but she seemed so similar that I could not resist her charms.
Lucifera took an immediate interest in my studies. She has given me unlimited resources to continue my research. I have yet to provide her with anything of use, but I know that will change soon enough.
Though I have researched my vampire kind extensively, I have neglected the wolves. That changes tonight.
I have mountains of books and interviews on the subject of werewolves. I will pore through my collection of knowledge on the subject. Before the night ends, I will be an expert. Specifically, I will gather up anything I can find that sheds light on how to kill werewolves.
Knowledge is power, and I aim to be more powerful the next time I see my werewolf tormenter.
There is Always a Choice
Donovan doesn’t see me sitting in the passenger seat as he walks to his car. Though I am over six feet tall in my boots and look like the current stereotypical male Hollywood vampire with my dark suit and wavy blond hair, one cannot really blame the young vampire. It is truly beyond his control at this point. I saw to that the last time we met. He does not remember me, but we have encountered each other on three other occasions in the past two weeks.
Younglings are all so predictable. At first they think they are powerful. By comparison to their former human selves they are. Soon they meet someone like me, and they realize just how pathetic and insignificant they truly are. It is extraordinarily easy to bend their will and guide them to do my bidding. All one needs to do is give them a tiny glimpse of power and promise them a share.
He opens the door of his red Corvette ZR1 and slides into the driver’s seat with the kind of unnerving grace that only the undead possess. He slams the door shut and freezes in his seat. I believe he has just noticed me and is cursing himself for being so careless.
“Hello, Donovan.” I say it with a smile. After all, we are old friends by now.
His expression does not change, but I can tell he is weighing his options. It would seem that he has no idea who I am. Excellent.
“Good sir, to what do I owe this honor?” Ah, Donovan. If I have learned one thing about you in our few meetings, it is that you are ever the diplomat. You sense I am your superior in power, and you immediately show your submission. That’s a good boy.
“Why, I came because you asked me to, of course.” He is both terrified and confused. He makes no move to reply. The scene plays out exactly as it did when I came to him days ago.
“Our time is short, so observe. All of your questions are about to be answered by the one who knows you better than anyone else.” I place a small video recorder no larger than a wallet in the palm of his right hand and press the play button. The young vampire’s body grows rigid when he sees his own face on the video playback display.
“Yes, it really is me. See?” The Donovan who appears on the tiny screen tilts his head to the side and folds his left ear forward so the camera can see a tiny scar in the skin just behind his earlobe. The Donovan who sits in the driver’s seat unconsciously touches the same area. I do believe I have his undivided attention now.
“The vampire with you is Master Emil Vladu. I have heard it mentioned that Lucifera was defeated once in the past. Emil is the one who accomplished that.” The vampire looks up from the screen and into my face. I smile and give a nod. It is always nice to be given credit for one’s accomplishments.
“He has devised a plan to get rid of her. Of course, he wishes to take her place as Master of Los Angeles, but with one fundamental difference: instead of keeping me a virtual prisoner as Lucifera has done, Emil has promised me my own small coven outside of the area. I have even met with the vampires he has promised me on the very night I am recording this video. They are young and beautiful. They are all less powerful than I am, but they have all sworn their allegiance to me.”
Even on the video, I can see that little spark of fire in Donovan’s eye. I gave him just a tiny taste of power, and he is drunk on the mere thought. A quick glance at the Donovan who sits behind the wheel shows me that he has that exact same spark in his eye. Sometimes this is truly too easy.
“All Emil asks in return is that I report back to him on what I observe of Lucifera’s daily dealings and actions, as I have done this night. The fact that you do not remember any of this is proof that Emil’s plan will work.” I can no longer tell if Donovan is even listening to himself on the video. I would wager that he is so enraptured by the idea of ruling his own tiny coven that nothing else can enter that steadily swelling head of his.
The playback stops, and he hands the device back to me. I place it in my pocket and say nothing. Donovan is once again more than willing to do the talking.
“She does not seem to be pleased that you are here. She suspects that you wish to cause trouble for her in some way, though I do not think she knows what you might do. Surely she does not know that it was you who harmed her in the past.”
“Donovan, I did not offer you the gift of your own coven in exchange for broad generalities. Specifics, dear boy. Else I may decide not to come to you again.” His face falls at the thought of not receiving his promised prize. Yes, the young are so very predictable.
“Of course. Excuse my ignorance my lord. I have seen some things that may be of use to you. This very night, I know that she was supposed to meet with you and your entourage. However, before I entered her office I overheard her calling someone else and instructing them to go in her place.”
Her treachery is hardly a revelation, but Donovan’s confirmation does two things. First, it affirms that he is ready and willing to betray her to get what he wants. Second, this lets me know that Lucifera has likely found out that I was the one who vanquished her so long ago. That adds a level of complexity to the equation, but it should really only serve to make things more interesting. She will fall again, and I will gladly occupy her seat when I am rid of her. This time, however, she will give me what is rightfully mine.
“Donovan, I see I made the right choice in coming to you.” He nods, then glances over his shoulder. He is nervous, and rightfully so. “Tell me, what has become of your associate, Frederick?”
His eyes grow slightly wider. “Lucifera believed him a traitor and had him placed on the top of her office building to die in the morning sunlight.” There is no remorse in his words. The hint of Frederick’s blood that I sense indicates that Donovan himself played at least some part in his former comrade’s fate.
“A regrettable turn of events, but it is also somewhat fortunate. You see, I made Frederick a similar offer through one of my servants. The difference was … this.” I hold up a tiny vial of clear liquid.
“After each of our meetings, I have given you one of these. It is a special substance that suppresses the memories of the past hour. My servants did not give poor Freddy this little dose of medicine. That was by design. I wanted to see just how effective Lucifera’s mental abilities are, and now I know. Never fear. You have earned this.”
I hand him the vial along with an unsealed envelope with a letter inside. “Place this in the mail. Drink the contents of the vial after I take my leave. The letter outlines the directions to the house in northern California that I am giving you. The deed is in the envelope as well. You will find your new vampire servants waiting for you there. It will take the letter two days to arrive at your apartment by mail. By that time, my plan will be completed and Lucifera will no longer be a factor.”
Donovan greedily pockets the vial and looks through the envelope. After he is satisfied that it contains all I have said, he looks back to me and bows his head.
“It has been a pleasure doing business with you, Donovan. When next we meet, it will be as fellow masters. I know I can count on your obedience in the future.”
I open the door and step out of the car. Even if he were to go straight to Lucifera and tell her of our meeting, she would place him alongside Freddy on the roof. He knows that. I have no doubt that my newest servant will do the right thing.
I move far too quickly for him to see. When I am nearly a block away, I turn back to look at where he was parked. The corvette pulls away, but swerves over to the nearest street side mailbox. He drops the letter inside and drinks the contents of the vial. He then tosses the vial in the gutter, gets back in the car, and drives away. Perfect.
The cell phone vibrating in my pocket is an unpleasant but not unexpected distraction. I would wager that it is my faithful lieutenant Peter. He and his team are obediently waiting for Lucifera’s emissary to arrive at the rental house in Beverly Hills. Neither I nor Peter expects the master vampiress to show. We both hypothesized that she would send several of her fiercest warriors in her stead to make a statement by wiping my group out. After all, this is her first visit from another master since she took over this noisy little town from that weakling who held the place before her. Andrew Morgan was not my favorite creation, but he did hold on to this city for far longer than I ever dreamed. A pity Lucifera killed him before I had the chance.
I do not bother to look at the phone as I answer it. “Hello, Peter.”
“Master.” He is one of my most loyal servants. What he lacks in intelligence, he makes up for in sheer fighting prowess. I cannot help but notice the confusion in his voice.
“Peter, what is it?”
“The female did not come, as we expected.”
“I trust you have killed the warriors she sent, then?”
“No, sir. She sent no warriors. That is why I have called. She sent only one, a man. Right now he is standing outside the front door looking at his watch and talking to himself. He looks rather normal, albeit a bit … shaggy.”
“Shaggy?”
“Yes, sir. Unkempt hair, two-day stubble, Elvis sideburns.”
Damn her. I did not know she still kept the company of that filthy mongrel. This certainly complicates things.
“Sir? Should we bring him inside and kill him?”
A simple question. If only the reality were that simple.
“Peter, listen to me very carefully. I want you to hit him with everything you have before you open that door.”
He is obviously confused further by my strange request. “I see. Yes, master. Is there anything else?”
“Yes. Try and stay alive until I get there.” I hang up the phone and dial the number for my other lieutenant. It appears I will need him far sooner than I expected. It is a shame to lose Peter and his men all at one time, but it cannot be avoided now.
Oh how I hate that wolf of hers.
“Try and stay alive until I get there.”
The Master’s words sting my heart. I have served Emil for over sixty years—ever since he discovered me. In that time, my warriors and I have killed no fewer than three thousand of the enemies of Herr Vladu.
While impressive, this is far less than I can claim credit for in my human life. As a member of the SS, I worked very closely with Heinrich Himmler. We all had our specialties in those days. Between 1940 and 1943 I was entrusted with the task of exterminating those who were not deemed worthy of participating in the Fuhrer’s plans for a perfect race due to their physical and mental defects. Aktion T4 was my life during that time, and I took great pride in it.
I helped set fire to our esteemed leader’s corpse in 1945 as the Soviets closed on our position. I was prepared to take as many of those misguided Russians to the grave with me as I could, but fate intervened. Emil grabbed me as I left the bunker, and carried me miles away from the fighting. He told me he had been watching me for years. It seemed that my dedication had not gone unnoticed. He gave me the gift of my second life in vampiric bliss. I would die for Herr Vladu as I would have gladly died for Mein Führer.
From the appearance of the man who stands outside I do not see why my master is so alarmed. With a short hiss, I summon the eleven warriors who are scattered throughout the house. As we ready our automatic weapons in the foyer and great room, the fool outside announces his presence with a thundering knock.
We were expecting a sneak attack by a group of vampire mercenaries from the Romana bitch’s forces. My team is outfitted for just such an attack. Our weapons are Soviet-issue AK-74 assault rifles. All are upgraded to be fully automatic. The ammunition is lead mixed with silver shards. The combination is painful for a vampire, but will hardly kill. The bullets are meant to slow our quarry down and cause as much pain as possible. After all, they might have something useful to tell us before they expire. We carry machetes strapped across our backs to administer the death blow when they have outlived their usefulness.
“Little pig, little pig, let me in.” The voice from outside the door is tinged with madness.
“I am sorry, sir. I have seen you outside and your erratic behavior frightens me. I have already called the police. Please leave, or they will surely arrest you when they arrive.” Whether he believes me or not is irrelevant. I just want him to stand there for a few more seconds while my men get into position to take their shots.
At my signal, three men line up beside me and aim their guns at the door. The other eight split into two groups and line up at the windows on either side of the door. Unless this fool can fly, he will be cut in half by our crossfire. The stranger ignores my empty threat. I see his shadow in the curtains, moving in the doorway. Very good. Come closer, dead man. Your fate awaits you in a rain of bullets.
Something is not right. His behavior is odd, but there is something else. Even through the door, I can see the heat produced by the flow of blood through his veins. His body temperature appears to be far too high. Perhaps this is some human caught in the grip of an insanity-causing fever.
He leans in closer, putting his hands on the door. His face inches closer and he sniffs deeply, once, then again, before speaking.
“In the story there are only three little piggies. I smell at least eleven, no, twelve little piggies in your house. That’s too many. Let me see what I can do about that. It’s been far too long since I feasted on vampire flesh.”
Mein Gott. The trepidation in my master’s voice. The unnaturally warm blood. The stranger’s reference to feasting on undead flesh. The facts finally piece themselves together in my head.
“Werewolf.”
With that one word, I may have doomed us all. A chuckle escapes the lips of the beast in human form that lurks outside our door. He heard me.
“Fire!”
Not fast enough. Even as we unleash a stream of bullets, I see the shadowy form disappear. The glass windows and door explode outwards. Round after round of the deadly slugs fly towards the spot where the werewolf should be. The twelve of us create a crossfire that would disintegrate anything caught in its path. I hold up my fist and bring the barrage to an end. The only thing left to do is open the door and confirm what I already know.
I step forward and turn the battered knob. The door swings open, dropping fragments of broken glass as it moves. I step onto the small porch. There is no body. My shock gave the beast plenty of time to move before we fired. A single drop of blood more putrid than the Dachau crematoriums lies on the dark brown wood at my feet. The stench of unclean wolf mixed with human burns my nostrils.
The vampiress keeps an unchained werewolf. I can only assume that Emil was not aware of this. Had he known, surely he would have advised us of it. In truth, I have never even encountered such a beast. Few living vampires have.
Though I knew these things still existed, I had heard that they were far rarer than they had been in the past. We have all heard the tales of how my vampire ancestors used the werewolves as slaves. In truth, very few vampires were powerful enough to tame these monsters. The few who were kept their pets locked up, only releasing them to kill, then locking them away until they were needed. Emil told me the stories only in passing. Had I known I would come face to face with one of them, I would have asked more about their weaknesses. If the folklore is true, at least we have silver covered tonight.
On any other occasion, I would have my men fall back in a strategic retreat so we could better plan how to face this new enemy. My orders, however, were explicit: kill Lucifera’s envoy, whoever it may be. I know if the werewolf does not kill us, my master surely will if we do not impose his command, regardless of the circumstances.
The mercenaries follow me to the yard. We break into two teams and prepare to search the perimeter of the house, but before we can move, the sound of breaking glass above our heads draws all twelve guns up to point at the second floor storage room. Two dark objects fall from the gaping hole where the storage room’s window used to be. They land at my feet with barely a sound. The two small piles of tattered clothing indicate that our situation has grown even worse. The beast has shifted to his werewolf form, and he wants to be sure we know.
I signal for my men to return to the house and split up to drive the monster out. I will climb up and follow him through the attic. Before we begin our hunt, the night air is disturbed by a thundering crash of splintering wood. The beast must have broken through the wall.
Fortunately for me, my warriors are blindly obedient. The master saw to that when they were turned. They were all chosen specifically for fighting prowess coupled with their low intellect and lack of ambition. If I told them to march into the sun, they would do it with a smile. With what awaits us in that house, I may as well have told them to do just that.
As the others file back into the house, I leap up through the second-story window and into the attic. Inside, there is a hole in the sheetrock nearly as big as a doorway. The creature must be enormous.
I step towards the hole, but stop well short. The stench of wolf has filled the entire floor, making it impossible to track the beast by scent. I strain to hear any movement. I can detect the calm, slow beat of the monster’s heart, but I cannot discern where he is. Blast.
Five of my warriors make it up the stairs. They signal to me that the first floor is clear. The werewolf must be up here. We regroup in the storage room, and I signal them their assigned rooms to check. Still there is no sign to lead us to the creature.
A slight shuffling sound draws my attention back to the bedroom. One of the troops must have wandered too close, and I turn just in time to see a massive black fur-covered hand grab the vampire’s vest and jerk him backwards out of the room.
“Here!” My shout summons the other four to the hole, where they open fire. After a three-second burst, they stop and move into the room. I follow them and look all around the guest bedroom. There is no sign of the vampire or the werewolf. One of the men nudges my arm and points to the bedroom doorway. The smell of vampire blood hits my nostrils. A wide crimson trail extends across the hall to the closed doorway of another bedroom.
We are in formation outside the room in less than a second. I kick the door in as our bullets rain through the doorway. The dark form inside the room absorbs at least two hundred slugs before I signal for cease-fire. When the barrage stops, I find the bullet-ridden, headless body of my own vampire lying on the floor. Curse the day this werewolf was born
I keep my rifle at the ready and step further into the room. The beast must be in here. The other men fall in behind me as I search under the bed and check the closet. One of them signals me, pointing to a door on the side of the room across from the closet. A bathroom connects this bedroom to another bedroom. God damn that creature.
I glance back to see where my men are. I count three as we enter the bathroom.
Three? Where is Samuel?
I turn back towards the bedroom we have just left in time to see the young vampire as he is thrown into the bathroom with us. Though he still lives, his throat has been ripped out of his neck. Two of our silver shard concussion grenades have been activated and shoved into the bloody hole below his chin. His eyes are wide with terror as he falls into the three vampires behind me.
They are too shocked to do as they should. I, however, am not. I kick the closest of them in the back, sending him into the others as I dive out of the bathroom and scramble around the corner. The two grenades go off in unison, surely blowing all four unlucky vampires’ heads off and showering the entire room with razor-sharp silver shards. The explosion is loud, but probably still not enough to draw the neighbors’ attention. Not that I care about that anymore. I am far more concerned with staying alive until my master can arrive with reinforcements.
The irony that my own thoughts mirror Emil’s last words to me is one that I could have done without. This monster has killed nearly half my men and I still have not even gotten a look at it. Damn. Damn. Damn.
I must get downstairs and escape. Perhaps I can use the other six vampires to occupy the beast long enough to get outside. I should be able to outrun him. At least, I hope I can.
I stand back up and place my rifle at the ready. I can still hear the monster’s heartbeat, but it is somewhat fainter. He must be at the other end of the level. The stairwell should be just outside this door.
I open the door slowly, being careful not to make a sound. The smell of vampire blood assails me again. The severed head of the werewolf’s first victim has been placed on the floor directly in the doorway. The bastard wants me to see it. He is taunting me.
In my ninety-five combined years of human and vampire life, I have never been this terrified. Even as the forces closed in on our position in the bunker I did not feel this close to death. As Emil drained my blood from me on the day he gave me my new life, I knew I would yet live. Right now, my immortal hands tremble. Will my head be the next to be ripped away?
The sound of shouting from downstairs breaks me from the grip of terror. Muffled gunfire is drowned out by a thunderous crash, followed by snarling that must surely be coming from the beast. More gunfire breaks out, cut short this time by a roar, then the screaming of a single vampire.
If the monster is downstairs, then, perhaps I can find my salvation in the same broken window through which I entered the second floor. I sprint towards the storage room, no longer worrying about stealth. Through the sound of my own pounding footsteps I hear the downstairs door open. Damn. I cannot think about that now. I must escape.
I burst into the room, pausing for a moment at the window to see if I can hear any movement either within the house or just outside. I look back towards the doorway. The scent of the monster is everywhere. I can hear its heartbeat like a drum. It is here, somewhere.
Damn it, Emil. Where are you, my master?
My gun is forced down, carrying me with it by the strap over my shoulder. My eyes return to the rifle to find a hand grasping the stock of the weapon. It holds me fast, but I feel no further attack. I stare at the massive fingers. The talons at their tips are easily three inches long and covered with the blood of my vampires. Black fur covers every inch of skin on the hand and continues up the massive right arm.
Though I know it is not a natural wolf the instinct to not make a sudden movement remains. At last, I look upon the face of the beast. Its head is very similar to that of a wolf. Only the size gives away its unnatural origins. The snout and jaws are large enough that it could bite off a good portion of my head if it chose to do so.
The creature’s other hand reaches forward and grasps my neck. It drags itself in through the window, holding my rifle and my throat in its grip. The thing stares directly into my eyes with glowing red orbs of its own. Even a werewolf should fear the mesmerizing gaze of a vampire, but this one does not. I make no move to attack as the beast finds its footing and stands up to its full height, lifting me up to its eye level. I hold on to its monstrous wrist to relieve some of the pressure on my neck. I glance down at the floor. The thing is easily seven feet tall, if not taller.
I am a warrior, but I am not a fool. I have seen five of my best men killed, and likely heard the demise of another six at this beast’s hand. I would much rather live on as a coward than die a hero.
I release my grip on the rifle and allow the beast to take it. I also drop my pistol and the utility belt containing my extra ammo and grenades. Perhaps I can reason with this thing. I have to try.
“Tell me what you want, monster, and my master will make it so as long as you do not kill me.” Will the beast know I am lying? I have to buy time enough for Emil to arrive. I have to. I do not want to die.
The gigantic wolf’s head leans in closer to my face. I wince as the stench of vampire flesh and blood from its breath blasts my nostrils.
The thing laughs right in my face. I thought the appearance and stench of the creature were horrid, but even those things do not prepare me for its voice. I have never in my life heard a voice that deep.
“What I want? Let’s see … right now, I want to open you up and see what color you are on the inside.”
The timbre is not the worst part. With every syllable, I am hit by the sensation of rusty razor blades being dragged across a chalkboard. This voice was never meant to be heard by the creatures of this world. My very skin crawls at its words.
The monster tosses my rifle into the corner of the room. It brings its hand up in front of my face and flicks the razor-sharp talons at my eyes. A few drops of my fallen men’s blood spatter on my cheek as I begin to struggle against the massive hand that holds me. This cannot get any worse.
“I didn’t say anything about killing you.”
The monster’s horrid, soul-breaking laughter drowns out the other sound that now fills the room-the sound of my flesh and muscle being torn by its claws.
There is also another sound: my weeping.
As soon as I arrive, I know that my vampires are dead. Peter is as tough, ruthless, and completely unscrupulous as they come, but this task was far too great for even a truly dishonorable wretch as he. I chose him for those very traits so long ago. Now I fear I will have to find myself another despicable soul to undertake the tasks I find distasteful. Sometimes my immortal life can be so difficult.
This evening, the cause of my difficulty is still within that house. Lucifera’s monster has made trouble for me in the past. Allowing him to live has been something that has haunted me for nearly two hundred years. I would love to remedy that and relieve him of his worthless life, but I believe he can be far more useful to me in other ways.
I step out of the black Chevy Tahoe and onto the curb in time to see three identical vehicles pull up and park. My newly appointed second-in-command, Marrick, was most appreciative of his new post. He desires to take my place, but he knows he needs my influence for a very long time before he can even dream of making a move.
He lived his life as an albino in a time when humans regarded that trait as a mark of their god’s displeasure. Even before I turned him, his hatred for humanity was prodigious. The bastard is power hungry. That attribute alone makes him a very safe ally for me.
I turn to him as he gets out of the driver’s seat. “There are five houses in this cul-de-sac besides this one. Jam the cell phone signals, cut the phone lines, and burn them all to the ground. I think that a gas leak is an appropriate explanation. Make it happen in ten minutes and not a second sooner.”
“Yess, Emil.” Marrick’s lisp makes him sound like the faithful serpent he is. A loyal snake? I must ponder the thought later.
He begins to direct the twenty-four vampires that have been in his charge for the past twenty years. Eight of them come to me, while the other sixteen follow Marrick.
“The house’s heat pump is on that side. You know what to do.” The vampire closest to me springs into action at my command. As in most homes in this neighborhood, the air conditioner runs constantly even though the temperature is quite comfortable by human standards. That will give me all the opportunity I need to dispose of the mongrel inside.
The vampires move as quickly as their undead flesh will allow. They both fear and hate me, but their fear outweighs their hatred. That emotion is the best motivator there is.
Two of my group head towards the heat pump. The other six follow me up the steps to the house. There are shards of glass and splintered wood all around the door frame. Bullet holes cover the wall. Apparently, Peter heeded my advice and tried to destroy the beast before it ever came inside.
I give the vampires a nod. In unison, they put on full-face gas masks that cover their eyes, noses, and mouths. It is overkill as these things go. I, myself, put on a pair of shades and cover my mouth with a purple handkerchief. It is a shame when I must soil my own hands like this, but such is the life of a master vampire in this day and age.
The door is already partially agape. A nudge from my toe sends it open all the way without making a noise. It doesn’t really matter, though. I am sure our foe could smell us as soon as we opened the door to the house. That is exactly what I want him to do.
The stench of dried blood and torn vampire flesh assails our nostrils as we step inside. My kind, superior though we may be, give off the foulest of odors when we meet our demise.
Next to my foot lies one of Peter’s best men. At least, part of him is by my foot. He has been torn completely in half. It appears his heart was ripped to shreds in the process. A toothpick has been shoved into the remaining piece of the organ. Very cute. I see the werewolf still has his legendary sense of humor.
I walk slowly on the thin layer of dried crimson blood that coats the entire surface of the hardwood floor of the foyer. Three steps past the first victim, I come upon a severed head. The bones of the neck are still exposed, but enough of the body was ripped away to cause mortality. The beast was being sloppy on purpose. It seems he enjoys causing pain as much as I do.
I do not bother to look back at the six vampires who follow me. I am sure they have both seen and participated in far worse massacres than this. The only difference is that this one involves not humans, but their own kind. Friends of theirs, in fact.
Perhaps it is good that they see this, lest they go on thinking they are truly immortal. No one is above the cold grip of death, not even us.
Well, not even them. I, however, do not plan to go down so easily. In fact, I plan on bringing the beast back with us alive. One simply has to know one’s enemy.
The vampires fan out and explore the first floor. The carnage is uniform throughout this part of the house. One of the men trips over something and calls us over to see what it is. The vampire had stumbled upon a pile of four right arms that had been pulled from their sockets. The bastard wolf took the time to arrange the fingers on the hand of each dismembered arm so that the middle finger was pointing upward from a closed fist. I know for a fact that the monster is over three hundred years old, yet he seems to act with the maturity of a thirteen-year-old.
In all, we find the remains of approximately six vampires downstairs. I can only guess at that, as we are not able to recover enough limbs or heads to make up all six.
One of the troops signals me silently to ask if they should continue up to the second floor. I impatiently wave my hand and send him and his comrades up the stairs. I know full well that if the beast wanted to attack us by surprise he would have done it already. This was all a carefully staged message.
As we climb to the second level, the unmistakable stench of wolf fills the air. The other vampires are spared the putrid aroma due to their gas masks. The odor is so strong that it easily permeates through the handkerchief to my nose. The carnage downstairs smells like dandelions compared to this beast.
The men creep down the hallway, checking each room. Within twenty seconds, all but a final bedroom and the storage room have been covered. One headless body is recovered from the first bedroom by the stairs. The head had been placed outside the bedroom door for some reason. The body itself was filled with hundreds of rounds of our own ammunition. Likely the beast was taunting the survivors before he struck.
The bathroom is filled with the scattered remains of several vampires. This was the work of one of our own grenades. Peter’s men had been made to look like fools by a filthy animal.
We are all vaguely aware of the sound of the monster’s heartbeat and breathing. The six troops gather outside the door of the storage room with firearms drawn. The closest to the room awaits my command to kick the door down and open fire. He is both shocked and horrified when I brush past him and open the door.
“What took you so long, Emil? You stop to lick your boys’ blood up off the floor?”
The voice of a werewolf was not meant for this world. The vampires behind me are cringing with terror at the very sound of it.
The monster is sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall on the other side of the room, looking quite relaxed. Its gigantic black wolfish head is drooling on another form that is reclining awkwardly in its lap. I can make out the shape of Peter, but something is amiss.
Contrary to what I had initially suspected, Peter is not dead, though he probably wishes he were. The humerus bones of both of his upper arms have been broken so violently that they protrude through the skin. Muscle and cartilage are the only things holding them onto his body. The femur bones of his thighs have also been cracked and twisted so that his upper legs are both resting at forty-five degree angles to his knees. He is so broken that he could not even set his own bones to allow them to heal if he had the strength to do so.
I step on something wet and squishy as I move further inside the room. My eyes trail down to my foot. A grayish-purple tube-like mass extends out from under my meticulously-polished black shoe. The tube has been spread so that it follows along the edge of the wall in a big square around the room. The tube finally comes to an end at the gaping, ripped-open abdomen of Peter. The werewolf has gutted him and spread his intestines around.
The monster speaks again. “We found out that Peter’s entrails are exactly twenty-six and a half feet long, didn’t we Pete?” It playfully slaps my servant’s face as it continues to sit with him draped across its lap like a giant rag doll.
Peter’s glassy, dull eyes rise to meet mine. “Help me, Emil.” His words are barely audible. I am surprised he even has the strength to form them. Wretched creature.
“Finish what you started, wolf, he is of no use to me now.” I can see the hope leave Peter’s eyes at my words. It is unfortunate for him that I am without pity, even for the loyal.
The monster lazily shrugs its shoulders. It then reaches inside Peter’s still-open abdominal cavity with its enormous claws. There is a sickening sound of tearing muscle and cartilage as it rips Peter’s heart away from his body. My former lieutenant’s eyes roll back into his head as his life leaves him.
The werewolf brings the bloody heart up to its giant maw and takes a bite as though it were a juicy persimmon. It chews twice and then spits a piece at my feet before throwing the dead heart against the wall.
The monster’s voice fills the room again. “Yuck. You must have made this one, Emil. He tastes like rotten cabbage.”
His horrid laughter echoes through the house. I remove the handkerchief from my face and smile, knowing that with each breath he takes, the beast seals his own fate.
The werewolf tosses Peter’s remains aside and stands on its hind legs. The sheer size of these beasts is enough to make most beings run for their lives. Its head is only half a foot below the eight-foot ceiling in this room as it stands to its full height.
“The masks are a nice touch. Might I ask what kind of gas you’re going to try and hit me with? Tear gas can be fun. I have had good experiences with sarin, but it’s too damn slow to work on me, isn’t it? On second thought … it doesn’t really matter.”
The monster turns his attention from me to the men who stand behind me with guns at the ready. “You guys look bright enough. You saw what I did to twice as many of your little buddies out there. Do yourselves a favor and fill Emil full of bullets and then scurry away like good little cockroaches. I promise I won’t kill you tonight if you do that.”
I can sense that at least three of them are contemplating its half-serious offer. I will assuredly deal with those later, but I have lost enough men tonight. Luckily for them, they get their thoughts under control and continue to aim at the werewolf.
“Impressive, Emil. They fear you more than they fear me. I think we will have to do something about that.”
The monster takes a step forward. My men tense. I raise my hand and bid them to hold fire. It is all about timing, and the beast’s time is up.
The werewolf coughs. Then, it coughs again, and brings one of its enormous hands up to its mouth. The black fur-covered appendage is quickly soaked with the beast’s own blood from a series of convulsing coughs that bring the giant wolfish creature to its knees.
I smile as I kneel down next to the weakened beast. I speak to him through the handkerchief covering my mouth. “This is no gas, nor is it any chemical used in modern warfare. It is a little something I had cooked up especially for your kind. It seems that the field of alchemy is alive and well, even today. While you gloated and laughed, my servants pumped a potent blend of dust-like silver particles in through the air vents. It is imperceptible, even by you. The remarkable property of this substance is the fact that once a few particles get into the lungs, they begin to attract the others from outside your body. I’d say that about half of your lungs are coated with a thin layer of silver right about now.”
The monster begins to tremble. As I suspected, the influx of silver has left it unable to retain its monstrous shape. Black fur recedes. Claws shorten back into fingers. The behemoth shrinks, from epic proportions back into a very ordinary, very naked, man.
The once-mighty werewolf struggles forward towards me on its hands and knees. It looks up at me as I crouch even closer. Inexplicably, it is smiling at me with its human face. The creature breaks into a fit of coughing. After several seconds, it stops the coughs long enough to speak.
“Nice move , Emil. I have some friendly advice for you : Kill me while you can. Kill me while you can, but bury me deep. ‘Cause I will dig me way out of Hell just to kill you.”
The vampiress’ boastful little werewolf promptly vomits blood all over my new shoes, then collapses in a pool of its own sick and vitae.
Oh how I hate that wolf of hers.
The way things are going
For some reason, the Beatles’ last number one hit in the UK is stuck in my head as I wake up.
The world is still black to me as I return to consciousness with a coughing fit. Make that a fit of coughing and spitting blood. Damn.
It feels like my lungs are full of battery acid. What the hell? I’m a werewolf. I don’t get sick. I shrug off poison and bullets. I don’t have to worry about any human ailments like cancer or the gum disease called gingivitis. Heh heh … Ow. Coughing hurts, but laughing hurts more.
Okay. If I am such a supernatural monster, then why do I feel like I am drowning in my own blood? I am gasping for breath like a six-pack–a-day smoker on top of Mount Everest.
Now it’s coming back to me. Emil’s little concoction has filled me full of silver. That explains why my lungs feel like they are soaked in hydrochloric acid. My head is throbbing. Every part of my body hurts: my skin, my joints, my eyes. I must have taken an unhealthy dose of silver into my bloodstream. I should probably be dead right now.
“You should be dead, doggy.”
Did I not just say that? Oh yeah … only to myself.
That voice would not have been my first choice of sounds for a wake-up call, but there it is. From the weight of his power pressing against my skin, that has to be Emil. Though he is trying to sound confident, I can tell there is a little bit of relief mixed in with the venom.
I try to open my eyes, but the lids just won’t obey me. I take in the scents of the room, wincing as my lungs are forced to bring in the air that is pushing microscopic silver particles into my blood as I lie here. I mainly smell my own blood. I must be covered in it.
Another fit of coughing overtakes me. Between the spasms in my silver-damaged abdominal muscles and bit of blood and silver that I spit out, I somehow manage to take a deep breath through my nose. I smell Emil and one other vampire.
I try again to open my eyes. This time, my lids reluctantly part, letting in a painful dose of fluorescent light. The burning in my eyes has made everything take on a slight reddish glow to me. Maybe that’s just the blood. Who knows? Who cares?
“Emil …” My voice is weak and raspy. I struggle not to cough as I nod my head to the side, bidding him to come closer. If I could reach up and stick my thumb in his eye socket, I would. Unfortunately, I lack the strength at the moment. He must realize my weakness because he leans down next to my face with a smile.
“Emil, could you tell the waiter that he is getting a shitty tip if my tea is not here in one minute?” He laughs at my lame joke. It is a warm and comforting sound. Master vampires are always able to pretend to be alive when they want to. Emil is no exception.
They can also hit like a freight train.
Emil is no exception there, either.
His fist comes from nowhere and crashes into my solar plexus. The only thing that keeps it from going through my body and into the wooden table is the fact that he pulls it at the last instant. Shit. That actually hurt a little more than I thought it would. He removes his hand and generously allows me to roll over on my side and spit out a mass of blood onto the floor. As the glob of red semi-coagulated material hits the busted old tiles, I see a tiny chunk of silver. That’s not all that’s in there, but its removal will definitely help my chances of survival. Thanks, Emil. Thanks a heap.
I roll onto my back, wheezing and coughing as I struggle for a breath. I guess Emil must think he is the villain of the story, because he starts in on the whole condescending bad guy to captive routine. Surely, he hasn’t mistaken me for a good guy.
“I must say, dog, you are quite remarkable. My men inadvertently pumped twice as much silver into that house as I had instructed. We gave that much to one of the test-subject werewolf mongrels, and it died in less than an hour. You have survived for over eighteen hours, and have actually shown signs of dramatic improvement in the last two hours. I can only assume that the silver particles begin to break down and lose their effectiveness over time.”
From the way that stuff is still burning in my lungs and in my veins, I know that ain’t it. I don’t know why I’m getting better. Don’t care either. All I know is that the chunk I spit out makes a world of difference in my breathing. I can actually take in a breath of air with one of my lungs.
I guess Emil has someplace to go, because he heads for the exit. He stops in the doorway and waves a hand at the second vampire.
“Dog, this is Marrick. He likes to torture people. It was his hobby even before he was a vampire. He’s quite good at it. I want to know whatever you have to share about your mistress Lucifera: her power, her operation, her people, her home… anything interesting at all.”
I finally take a look at the other vampire. He is about the same size as Emil. I’m guessing he is about five foot eight, but it’s hard to tell from where I’m lying on this huge, wooden table. But his height is hardly his most memorable feature.
If this guy was ever human, it doesn’t show. His skin is pure, bleach white. He looks more like an alabaster statue than a living being. His fangs are so long that they hang out from under his lip, even with his mouth closed. His pale yellow-white hair would be normal enough if not for the ponytail that hangs nearly to his waist behind him. His eyes are blood red. I can’t even see any white to them at all.
Marrick speaks to Emil as his master leaves the room. “The mongrel and I will get along famoussly, Emil. I will have all the ansswerss for you, or I will have hiss head.” If he is trying to sound like a snake, he’s doing a good job. Even with the lisp, I can tell his accent is European. He has spoken English for a very long time, so that makes his country of origin a little tougher to figure. Hungarian, maybe?
Emil smiles with his mouth, but not with his eyes. His glare is directed towards the albino vampire, and it is meant to reinforce some previously agreed-upon plan. I’d be willing to bet that his instructions include making sure I live through the interrogation. In fact, I am going to bet my life on it.
The master vampire leaves and Marrick closes the heavy, metal door. I take the opportunity to survey my surroundings. The walls are cement block coated with three layers of cream-colored paint. It has the look of an old veterinary office or school building. From the bars on the three blacked-out windows that I can see, I’m guessing that it wasn’t a school. A little too much care has been taken to make this place look like a dungeon.
Marrick wheels over a small table. I can just make out the instruments lying on it.
“What do you have there? Silver spikes, scalpels, a couple of long needles, a hammer, and an aluminum baseball bat? Come on, Marilyn. You can be more creative than that. Personally, I like to start with the fingers when I torture someone. Sometimes, simple is best.” I laugh. Then I cough. Then I spit out a little more blood.
The vampire has a sparkle in his eye as he picks up the aluminum bat. “Fingerss? I believe we can do better than that.” He brings the heavy tip of the bat down, directly on the spot where Emil had punched me earlier. I roar in pain from the blow, causing my other lung to shift enough that the semi-coagulated mass of blood around a piece of silver breaks free.
I expel the piece along with some more bloody tissue from my lung. I don’t think that Marrick hears what I hear as the glob hits the floor. The sound was barely perceptible, even to my supernatural ears, but it was unmistakable to me in my dire situation. I heard the tiniest tap of silver against tile as the piece landed.
Marrick is paying me no mind at the moment. He places the bat on the table and picks up a pair of leather gloves. They are black and match the assault gear outfits that he and the rest of his cronies are wearing. As he finishes putting on the gloves, I try flexing my own fingers for the first time. Amazingly, I can feel a little of my strength returning. I am nowhere near healed, nor will I be any time soon. The silver is still weakening me, but maybe, just maybe, I can do something to improve my situation.
Marrick grabs my right hand and forces it out to my side on the huge wooden table, cutting my thought short. I glance over just in time to see him place one of the silver spikes halfway down my upturned forearm. It is then that I notice the spikes are shaped like huge nails, with wide, flat ends and sharp tips. He digs the pointed end into my flesh, and then picks up the hammer.
I try to grab him with my left hand, but the searing pain from the toxic metal against my skin stuns me just long enough for him to drive the spike through my arm and into the wood of the table with a single blow. The albino vampire wastes no time in taking another spike from the table and grabbing my left wrist. Even as the strength leaves my right arm, I can feel it returning to my left. If I were at one hundred percent, my strength even in human form is far greater than that of a vampire. Even now, Marrick is struggling with both hands to pin my left arm down.
“Guardss!”
At his word, six uniformed vampires burst into the room with assault rifles drawn and ready. They quickly assess the situation and move to assist their leader. He releases his grasp as two of the other vampires hold my arm in place on the table.
With a smile, Marrick grabs the second silver spike and places it on my left arm. This time, he pounds it home very slowly. I growl and groan with each successive strike as he taps the spike once, twice, three times. My struggling stops when I am completely immobilized with my arms nailed to the table. The flat heads of the silver spikes rest on top of the two bones of my forearms, preventing me from sliding my arms off from the front.
“There. That’ss better. You can let him go now. He is quite done. Aren’t you, dog?”
I hate to admit it, but the little bastard is right. No werewolf can pull himself free from a silver bond. I guess the tiny bits floating around in my blood are slowly burning their way out through my skin, but the spikes in my arms are a completely different story. They are burning my flesh, but not the bones, leaving me pinned in place. I’d like to think I have a pretty high pain tolerance, but silver causes a different kind of pain for my kind.
I don’t know where we came from in the beginning, but whoever made werewolves put in silver as the failsafe. It sears our flesh and saps our strength. In the old days, humans believed it was because silver is “pure.” That’s not it at all. It’s more likely that we have a severe allergy to that element. No matter the cause, it feels like those two spikes are sucking my life away.
Marrick’s question doesn’t register for a minute or so. When I realize what he said, I decide he’s not going to get the satisfaction of drawing my anger unless I know it can end with his death. So, I grin through the agony and reply as I normally would: like a smartass. “I’m not gonna lie to you, Marrick. Being pinned to a table, naked, with six guys standing over me is not how I hoped to be spending my evening.”
He is not amused.
The white-tressed vampire kicks a lever below the table and swings it forward, bringing me up into a standing position. My personal table of torture locks into place. I am still too weak to stand, so my weight is held in place by my outstretched arms. Suddenly, Paul and John’s lyrics are ringing a little too close to home for my taste.
Marrick retrieves his aluminum bat. He smiles at me, then swings it and connects with my groin. Fuck! My eyes roll back into my head as my body attempts to double over from the pain, but I am held firmly in place by the silver spikes. I take a deep breath as the full pain from my newly injured cock and balls slowly registers, triggering yet another round of coughing and blood spitting.
The vampires all think this is fucking hilarious. Their laughter fills my ears.
Marrick leans in close to me, still laughing. “How are we doing now, puppy?”
I spit out another mouthful of blood. I can taste a burning sensation that indicates a little more silver was expelled. The pain is excruciating, but I have had worse. I take a look at my mangled genitals and do a quick count. Yep. Everybody is still there. I’ll heal. I take my time, breathing in slowly so I do not cough again before I reply. “That’s just mean, man. Just because mine is bigger than yours, that’s no reason to go smacking it around.”
The vampires behind him snicker, but Marrick silences them with a glance over his shoulder. He turns back to me, but his smile is gone.
“I am glad to ssee you have not losst your ssensse of humor, dog. What elsse do they ssay about wolvess in that children’ss sstory?” He nods to the vampire troops. Four of them step towards me and thrust their hands into my face. My head slams against the wooden board behind me. Another set of hands forces the lids of my right eye open and holds it in place.
“Ah, yess. I remember what the little girl clad in red told the wolf who wore her dead grandmother’s clothess: ‘What big eyess you have.’”
I am no mind reader, but it doesn’t take a psychic to see where this is going. As my tormentor turns to face me, I see that he has one of the long metal pins in his hand. It looks like an ordinary sewing pin, except that it is four inches long, and far too thick for holding fabric in place.
I have endured this type of torture before, and I do not care to experience much more of it again in this lifetime. I struggle against the silver spikes holding my arms in place, but the only thing I feel is more pain and weakness from the toxic metal.
Marrick is enjoying his little show, brandishing the pin like a tiny cutlass as he takes a single step towards me. He inches closer, keeping the point directly in line with my right eye. He begins to hum some tune as he draws near. Beethoven, maybe? I’ll have to ask him before I kill him.
He pauses with the needle a fraction of an inch from my eye. “Feel free to sscream all you like. That only makess it better for uss both.”
He continues his humming as the point remains poised for the imminent strike. I can see he is getting annoyed with my lack of response. He is used to pleas for mercy. He’ll get none from me.
The tip of the pin touches my cornea, but I do not move. Marrick looks at me and frowns. He, then, begins to push forward again.
A white-hot pain shoots down the side of my face as he punctures my eyeball just below the pupil. I grimace at the sensation, but still remain silent. He stops pushing and looks at me again. A smile forms on his face.
He pushes the pin in a little further. My vision in that eye turns to a sea of black and white spots as the tip of the pin begins to scrape my retina. The pain has moved from my face to the center of my brain.
“You know, wolf, Emil has gracioussly promised me the pleasure of raping your dear mistresss’ body before we tosss her headlesss corpsse out to roast in the ssunlight. Doesn’t that ssound delightful?”
I know his words are spoken only to provoke a reaction from me, but I cannot contain the fury brought out by the mental picture Marrick has painted. The snarl and roar that explodes from my lips startles the vampires who hold me, but they do not let go.
Marrick laughs with sick pleasure at the sound. “Oh yess! There it iss. Ssweet agony. Howl at your fate, dog. There iss naught you can do to change it.”
I am similar to a dog in one respect: my loyalty to my mistress. I would gladly die for her, but I would much rather kill for her.
I arch my entire body forward, struggling against the two silver spikes that are still searing the flesh of my arms. Marrick wiggles the pin, ripping my retina and destroying the vision in my right eye.
I continue to roar as I feel a surge of strength returning to my arms. I should not have any energy left. By all rights, the silver spikes should keep me held fast. A werewolf alone could never possess the power to remove them. Yet, as I struggle against them I can feel the spike in my right arm begin to work free from the wood. I do not know where my strength is coming from, but I have neither the time, nor the desire to ponder it at the moment.
My right arm tears the spike free from the wood. Marrick is so engaged in damaging my eye that he is totally oblivious to my newly free hand. As I reach for him, my nails lengthen into claws. I grasp his throat and dig my fingers deep into the dead vampire flesh. As one of my nails scrapes against his spinal column I know that there is no way he is getting away from me.
I am enjoying the feeling of ripping Marrick’s flesh so much that I barely even hear him shouting in that shrill lisp of his: “Sshoot it!”
The two vampires who are not still trying to hold my head against the board aim their guns at me, but hesitate. Marrick is wrestling with my hand and kicking me in the chest, trying to make me let go. Even with the pin still embedded in my eye, I smile and growl as I drag him closer to me with one arm.
The armed vampire to my right speaks in a hushed tone to the flustered and choking Marrick. “But sir, the master’s orders …”
I let out a laugh as I see Marrick mouth the words, “Shoot him, now.” The poor wretch can’t talk. I have crushed his windpipe and larynx.
The men are not thrilled about disobeying Emil’s orders. They are trained to follow the chain of command, though. That practice dictates that they follow Marrick’s directive despite their reservations.
The four who hold my head release it and step to the side. A barrage of lead bullets hits me from both of the assault rifles. They shoot my thighs, then fire on my abdomen. My grip does not waver. As a last resort they fire nearly a dozen rounds into my chest.
The lead bullets hurt, but they will not kill me. Besides, I want to kill this little freak far too badly to let him go now. The vision in my remaining eye blurs, and the blood flows freely from my legs and torso, but the smile remains on my face as I continue to squeeze.
Marrick’s flailing has increased to near-manic proportions. His eyes fixate on something I have forgotten: the silver spike protruding from my forearm. He digs his gloved fingers into the flesh around the still-burning area that is in contact with the silver in my arm. I hardly notice as he rips the spike free.
He plunges the sharpened silver implement into my body. I try to ignore the injury, but my hand begins to grow numb. I will it to crush his neck again, but it does not do as I wish. My arm falls back by my side as I look into Marrick’s eyes. What is happening? Why has my pain stopped? The agony I have been in since I awoke in this makeshift dungeon is gone. In its place I feel a growing numbness and cold overtaking me.
Marrick’s eyes are wide with terror as he releases the spike and backs away from me. The vampires on either side of me lower their guns and back away as well.
I look down to survey the wound for the first time since Marrick stabbed me. The flat of the silver spike is flush against the left side of my chest, directly over my heart. That explains it.
“Damn.”
I cannot count the times I have gambled with my life only to come out smelling like a rose. I guess I rolled the dice one too many times.
Darkness is pulling me down. I do not want to go. I do not fear death. I do not fear Hell or nothingness or whatever awaits me. I simply do not want to go because I know my Lucifera will not be there.
The last thing I see before my eye closes is Emil as he reenters the room. The last sound I hear is Emil’s voice.
“Marrick, what have you done?”
The shock in his tone lets me know that I was right. They weren’t supposed to kill me. That hardly matters now. I’ll be the rightest damn werewolf in the cemetery.
I am growing cold … so very cold. I can no longer hear. I can no longer see. I can no longer feel. My heart has stopped and she must face them without me.
I have failed you, Lucifera … again.
Ants.
That is all the people of this city are to me. They go about believing in the significance of their lives when in truth they are nothing more than delicious treats. Their blood is the only thing that even makes them worth the carbon from which they were crafted.
I am known as Lucifera Romana. This is not the name my parents gave me.. It was given to me by one of the few beings I cared about during my human life. Over time, I have grown fond of it. I have actually been known as Lucifera for over one thousand, nine hundred and six years, so perhaps enough time has passed for me to consider it my true name.
Though I am rarely seen by the public, I occupy the office of chief executive officer of Romana Incorporated. Our business is the importing and exporting of exotic and rare goods. Our clients pay very well. In reality, they have little choice, as our discretion and expertise come with a hefty price tag.
Few beings know what I am. If a vampire grows complacent, her inhumanity can become all to obvious. I pride myself on being able to pass for human with my actions and mannerisms alone. I often wear dark fashion somewhat reminiscent of the Victorian age, but my manner and methods are quite modern.
Last night, my Wolf did not make it to our planned rendezvous. I had not truly expected him to be there, nor had he.
Many years ago, he asked me to allow him the first opportunity to kill Emil Vladu, should he ever resurface. That is what I did. Though he would be very happy to accomplish that task, my wolf knows that Emil is quite crafty. We have accounted for the possibility that me might fall into Emil’s clutches. This is of little concern. Emil would follow the generally accepted vampire practice of allowing me the opportunity to barter for someone in my employ.
Most vampires have nothing but disdain for werewolves. Emil is no exception. He took everything from me once before, though he has never had the courage to meet me face to face. Our only contact has been through written correspondence.
Why would I allow him to capture my Wolf?
The answer is simple: because my wolf would have it no other way. Also, I know that Emil would recognize the significance of having my wolf in his hands. In his mind, there is no bigger bargaining chip that he could hold. For that reason alone, I know that he will be quite safe with him for the time being.
In recent years, I have grown horribly, terrifyingly, and devastatingly … bored. I could have stood by and allowed the weakling, Andrew Morgan, to believe he controlled Los Angeles, but I decided it was time to act. I walked into his own home, removed his head, and took his position as master of the city. He was fearful and weak, choosing never to engage me directly. He tried to have me killed several times by his servants and associates, but he lacked the courage and power to challenge me openly. I have no such deficiency.
With Morgan gone, the arrival of his master and maker, Emil, was inevitable and welcome. Emil had manipulated circumstance in 1757 and destroyed my vampiric family. He did so without ever revealing himself. My wolf discovered he was the one over the course of my half century of exile. I look forward to meeting Emil very soon. His death will bring me great joy, whether it comes at my hand or the claws of my wolf.
I gaze out the window of my office on the thirteenth floor. The glass of the window extends from the floor to the ceiling showing me the kaleidoscope of light and color that is the Los Angeles skyline . The city is so alive.
I turn away from the window and wipe a piece of dust off of the black granite top of my desk. My eyes drift across the reflective surface, coming to rest on the phone. I suspect Emil will be calling me to gloat about his captive. Patience was never his strong suit.
The phone’s flashing lights and barely audible ring disturb the tranquility of my office. Only two vampires outside of my inner circle have this number. Earlier today I revoked the executive lounge privileges of Morgan’s former servant, Frederick. I see that reducing him to a pile of dust was a good decision. Once a traitor, always a traitor.
I stare at the phone as it continues to ring. It annoys me that I must lower myself to speak to these people.
I lift the receiver from the cradle and place it to my ear. Lisping laughter comes through as though the caller feels he has accomplished some great feat in obtaining my number.
“Luccifera, you naughty girl. You musstn’t keep your men waiting like that. We might losse interesst and look for another playmate.”
Again, his hoarse laughter. It sounds a bit forced.
“If only I should be so lucky. Who may I thank for giving you my private number, so I might chop them up into tiny bits and send them to you as a memento?”
“Now, now. There iss no reasson to be nassty. I am calling you with an offer from my masster, Emil Vladu.”
Something is wrong. Even a coward of a master vampire loves to hear the sound of his own voice. Emil would not intentionally miss an opportunity to taunt me.
“I still recall your master’s previous offer. My answer will likely be the same this time. I have no desire to share my wealth with one who lacks the courage to see or speak with me. Must I teach you the same lesson I taught the previous emissary?”
The line goes silent for several seconds. He has heard certainly the tale of Emil’s offer to combine our lands in the early seventeen hundreds.
“You removed his eyes and his jaw and returned him to us.”
I smile. Happy memories.
“Yes. That was my way of letting your master know I was not interested in his offer. I thought you knew that. Was I being too subtle?”
“A bit. Perhapss you will be more warm to hiss current propossal. I think we have ssomething that belongss to you.”
Straight to the point. Not like a master vampire at all.
“Oh really? What might that be?”
He hesitates. Emil fears me and, therefore, so does his new emissary. And rightfully so. That fear, however, should never be this apparent. Still they hesitate.
“It’ss a rather sscruffy-looking fellow. I might guesss werewolf, but he may be a were-Labrador or ssome other ssuch atroccity..”
“I see. And why is it that you believe this creature belongs to me?”
The vampire hisses into the phone. “My masster proposed the thought becausse, in his wordss, the creature reekss of a bloody Roman sslave tart.”
He laughs.
I do not bother to reply. Few know anything about my past. The ones who do should also know that such petty insults will hardly bother me. The statement was made on purpose to send me a message.
“Oh, Luccifera. Do forgive me. Pleasse understand: thesse are my masster’s wordss and not my own. I trusst that this doess not make you think ill of me?”
“On the contrary. If your master knows something of my history, then he should also know that this will end in his death.”
“We have your preciouss pet. Come to our home outside of the city. I am sure you can find the placce. We will gladly return your wolf to you once you have heard my masster’ss offer.”
I sigh audibly. This game is becoming tiring.
“I am very busy. I shall, however, out of the kindness of my heart meet with you and hear your offer. Now let me say hello to my wolf and I must be off.”
The laughter is back. This time it is obviously forced.
“I must apologize. I am unable to honor your requesst yet again.”
My façade of civility is now gone.
“That was not a request. I will speak with my wolf, henchman. Now.”
For once, there is no hesitation as he speaks.
“I am afraid that is not possible, Luccifera. No more games. Meet uss tomorrow night, or we have no deal.”
This time, I pause. I run my tongue over a fang as I ponder his words. This vampire is not an accomplished liar. He always hesitates, even if it is for only an instant. The last words he spoke were the most truthful of this entire call.
“Yes … you certainly should be afraid.”
“Luccifera …”
I do not know what he is about to say, nor do I care. The force with which I hang up the receiver crushes the phone in a tiny explosion of black plastic and electronic parts.
My wolf.
The caller was quite certain when he said it was not possible that I speak with his captive. There was unspoken truth in those words.
I close my eyes and open my mind. I have not done this in years, but I must put to rest the thought that this call has put in my head.
“Wolf, come to me.”
The words leave my lips as I reach out for him with my power. He has always been able to hear my call, no matter the distance between us.
I never fail to sense his presence if I try. Where my own power is based in the cold of death, the heat of a werewolf’s life force is like a roaring fire.
Tonight is different. There is no warmth. There is no indication that he is out there. I have reached out for him and felt nothing.
Nothing.
He has always been there. The warmth has always been there.
“Wolf, come to me.”
I call to him with my entire being. But there is no answer. No heat. No life. Nothing.
There can be only one reason for this. I do not wish to form the thought, but there is no other to take its place.
My wolf is dead.
My nature has left me with few emotions. Sympathy, charity, and contrition are things I do not experience unless I feed upon another being and take those feelings from them for a fleeting moment. I can feel happiness, jealousy, pride, anger, and rage, with ease.
My mortal body died in 102 AD, but I have never felt more dead than I do right now. I do not know what is happening to me. My wolf brings me pleasure on occasion, and he is a skilled and powerful warrior. Now, he is … gone.
I now know why his absence pains me so. I turn my chair to face the window and lean forward. He is not just another servant, companion, or toy.
A single tear of blood runs down my cheek. I did not even know that I still had the ability to cry. The most fearsome of vampires cower in my presence. What would they think if they could see me now?
Emil Vladu is responsible for this.
I wipe the crimson tear off of my cheek and lick the blood from my palm. The sadness is gone. In its place is pure fury.
“Emil.”
The faceless name hangs in the air. I long to sink my nails into the flesh of the one who has taken my wolf. I ponder the physical torments I will inflict upon him. Then the reality hits me again:
My wolf is dead.
A shockwave of energy explodes outward from my body. Chairs crash against the wall. A vase shatters into a thousand pieces. Papers, pens, pictures are all scattered in every direction, leaving me sitting in my chair at the center of the crater my office is becoming. I am barely conscious of the destruction until the huge window in front of me shows a hairline crack down the middle. I make no effort to rein in the dark energy. The glass gives way, showering the street below with jagged shards as it explodes outward from the building and into the night.
I take a deep breath that I do not need. It serves only to calm my nerves slightly.
If what I sense is true, plans must be made. Emil must suffer.
I feel the presence of a young one. He hesitates outside of my office door. It is impressive that any have the courage to even approach it after my unfortunate display. Surely it was felt throughout the forty-story tower.
“Come in, Christopher.”
The young one is startled, but works through his fear and opens the door.
“Lucifera, are you—”
“I am fine, Christopher. Fetch Nash. Now.”
I stand and face him. Though I have regained most of my composure, my eyes are surely glowing with the cold, green flames of my power.
He nods curtly, turns and leaves. I walk over to the ledge and kick a small piece of glass out the side of the building where my window once separated me from the night. My human staff is already cleaning up the mess below. Order cannot wait to rear its ugly head after chaos’ turn is done.
No one was outside the building at the time, therefore there were no humans harmed as the glass rained down on the sidewalk. A pity. I would have taken joy in knowing that even a small fraction of my pain had been passed on to others.
My anguish will be shared with those who caused it. It will be given out a thousand times greater than I have felt it.
I feel another presence behind me at the office door. This one is far older and more powerful than Christopher. I turn to see the vampire I trust more than any of my remaining servants. Nash is standing there, silent and stoic as ever.
“Make the arrangements. Tomorrow night I have someone to kill.”
Part II 
Though it would fill me with pleasure to kill Emil this very night, it is, sadly, impossible. Even now, the first rays of the rising sun are brightening the sky. Caution dictates that I seek refuge in the shelter of the underground rooms of the Romana corporate tower.
I have spent the better part of two thousand years alone. I have shared the last two hundred and fifty years with a being my contemporaries would say is beneath me. I have never cared for their opinions on such matters.
Though I knew Vladu would come for me, I never believed he would be foolish enough to do this. My Wolf was not supposed to die. That was never part of the plan. I am not supposed to be alone … again.
I will not spend my daytime slumber in a makeshift crypt beneath the office today. Many years ago, my Wolf gave me a coffin big enough for two. He meant it as a joke. No self-respecting vampire sleeps in a coffin in this day and age. Little did I know that he and I would be sharing that coffin more times than we could count in the fifty years I have had it. That is where I will sleep.
As we speed towards my home outside of Los Angeles, Nash is fighting the effects of that accursed light. As we pass through the gate and pull into the garage, we are mere moments away from the deadly sunrise. It would be a strange sight indeed if there were any humans on my estate who could see me in my five-foot, four-inch glory carrying the seven-foot giant who is my bodyguard into his room. He has lost consciousness by the time I close his door. My strength fades as I retire to my bedroom. I close the lid of the coffin with the morning sun driving away the evil power that animates my body.
The sleep of a vampire is not like that of a human. We ancient ones can fight the weakening effects brought on by the sun, but we must still seek shelter from its deadly rays. I could survive far longer than a freshly turned vampire, but I would still be reduced to a pile of ash were I caught out in the daylight for an extended period of time.
Darkness envelops me. My body appears as dead as a corpse when I am in this state. My mind is the last thing to succumb to the black of death. On this dreadful day, I am barraged not with dreams, but with memories of times past.
* * *
Western Hispana, Roman Empire—May 25, 86 AD
“Bellona! I have a gift for you!”
We had little money and few possessions, so I had no idea what my father could have possibly brought me. Like most eleven-year-olds would do, I leapt from my spot next to the stream where my mother and I were washing our linens, and ran towards father’s voice. When I saw what he had, I could not believe my eyes.
I exclaimed in the Latin dialect of our place and time, “Father! A puppy!”
To most, the gift of a pet might not be an extraordinary occurrence. For my family, however, it was quite an event. Though we lived inside the boundaries of the Roman Empire, we were not citizens.
Father had been a citizen once. He was a soldier, but he found that it was far more lucrative to be a mercenary and work for one’s self than to fight for the political whims of the empire. For many years, he fought for the highest bidder. He might have done so until his death, had he not met my mother. In what would be his final mercenary job, he was part of a group that had been paid to rescue her from a band of foreign raiders who had pillaged the coastal town where she lived.
After a daring and bloody rescue, my father was the only one of the group who survived. On the way back to her home, he began talking to the damsel he had rescued for another. To my good fortune, Mother decided that she preferred her hero to the fiancé who had paid someone else to save her.
Father gave up the mercenary trade, but they both knew they could never really settle down. She was still promised to another man , a rather wealthy one. My father’s exploits as a mercenary had left him with a hefty price on his head.
He had a chest full of gold, but not much else to show for his life. Mother could never have gone anywhere that her former fiancé’s associates wouldn’t track her down. In that part of Hispana, there was a small group of traders who traveled from place to place, peddling their wares. They rarely stayed anyplace for more than a few days, yet they seemed perfectly happy with their lives. My father met with their leader and traded some of his gold for a place in their migratory community.
For fifteen years they lived as nomads, moving from town to town. They were peaceful and happy. My parents adapted to the life quite well. Father made leather armor and some weapons. Mother learned to sew and made dresses fit for the noblest of ladies.
Neither was concerned with riches. The only thing they wanted was a child. For fifteen years they tried. After the first two years, Mother began to pay offerings to each of the Roman deities hoping to win their favor and conceive. She made sacrifices to Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Apollo, Neptune, and Diana. She honored a different god any time they found a temple. Father was right there beside her.
For years they made offerings. They honored the major gods each month. It became almost like a game to seek out obscure deities. Mother would pray to them and implore for their help in having a child. Eventually they gave up hope, but they did not stop trying to conceive, nor did they stop giving offerings.
In the spring of my mother’s fortieth year, they came upon a small temple in the side of a rock wall beside the ocean. A single old man maintained the tiny rock structure. My father gave the grizzled caretaker a leather vest to replace the tattered one he wore. The man was so appreciative that he asked them to stay while he conferred his goddess’ blessings upon them.
Mother wished to make an offering, but had nothing to give. She had a thought that seemed harmless at the time.
“If it pleases your goddess, good sir, I will gladly name my child after her if she can help me to conceive.”
The old man was quite happy. “Nothing would please her more. Have faith, kind lady. The warrior goddess Bellona will show favor to both you and … your daughter.”
My parents wished the old man well and returned to the camp. They laughed about the certainty of his words, but thought no further about his declaration.
Nine months later I was born. At that time, it was unheard of for a woman of my mother’s age to conceive. Most women were already grandmothers by the time they were forty. As such, she always viewed me as a gift from the goddess. True to her word, she named me after the ancient deity who stood at the right hand of Mars as the goddess of war.
She also made sure that along with the tasks that she taught me, such as cooking and tending to the matters of the home, my father taught me how to fight. Mother said that even in the womb it felt like I could punch like a man.
As I grew, I learned various forms of hand-to-hand combat under the guise of playing games. My father taught me to grapple and wrestle, using my opponent’s own strength against him. He showed me how to use the straight-bladed gladius sword and its companion knife, the pugio. My weapons were always wooden toys, but the techniques were no less deadly for it.
I don’t know if I have ever been as happy as I was when I saw that little black puppy. “Is he really mine, Father?”
My father laughed and placed the small, fuzzy dog in my hands. “Of course, Bellona. This is no ordinary dog, though. He is a wolf pup, just like Veci was.”
Veci had been my best friend. He followed my mother home when I was barely a year old. To her horror, she found me playing with that tiny wolf puppy in my crib. He must have lost his own mother, but he bonded to me instantly. We were together constantly until he died earlier this year.
I looked that tiny animal in his big, golden eyes. “You are small now, but you will grow strong like Veci. I will call you Fortis.”
Father laughed and mussed up my long hair from behind. “A fine name for such a good-looking pup, indeed. Now it’s time for our games. Fetch your sword.”
“Aw, Father, do we have to today? I want to play with Fortis.”
“Yes, sweetie, we do have to. One day you will be glad we did this. Bring your little friend along, though. I am sure he’d like to be near you.”
The sun must have appeared dim next to my beaming smile. I put my puppy down and took a few steps towards the field where father would train me further to use a gladius.
“Come, Fortis!”
The little wolf looked around for a moment and then bounded towards me with his tail wagging in the air. He would remain by my side for the rest of his days.
I always had a soft spot in my heart for wolves. Though I did not know it at the time, that affinity would carry on even after my death.
Death Becomes Me
I’m dead.
Yep.
There is no mistaking it. I saw that silver spike planted directly in my ticker. I felt the life leave my body. I did not, however, see a bright light like they always talk about on TV. Then again, somebody like me wouldn’t see that. If there is a heaven, I’m pretty sure werewolves who feast on humans are not exactly welcome there.
That would suit me just fine. I’d rather laugh with the sinners anyway. I have found that the flesh of the truly malevolent usually has more flavor. The goody two-shoes are usually too busy worrying about the invisible scorekeeper upstairs to bother to live. That would explain why they all taste vaguely like unseasoned, canned chicken.
I kind of hoped I’d go to Hell or something. I always figured I’d have to answer for my foul deeds one day. Instead, all I have is a big, fat pile of … nothing. There is no light, no sound, no hot, no cold. If this is Hell, then somebody isn’t really trying very hard to make it unpleasant. It’s more boring than anything else. Something about it also feels vaguely familiar. Maybe this is just what happens in the instants before death. Yeah. That’s probably it.
I guess my life should be flashing before my eyes. I have always been a little on the impatient side, so I take the opportunity to think back on a few memories of my own. I wasn’t always a monster. If I try, I can even remember a time when I was just a regular little kid.
* * *
Athenry, Ireland – November 15, 1704
“Lily! Stop it! My arm!”
I was seven years old and she was still six. Lily was my favorite cousin, but she had the nasty habit of beating the living crap out of me. She was a cute little girl, but somehow she’d ended up being nearly a head taller than me and all the other boys my age.
At that moment, she was sitting on my back as I lay face-down in the grass. I didn’t think she would really break the arm she had pinned behind my back, but that didn’t stop it from hurting like crazy.
“Ha! Don’t be such a sore loser, Mickey. Just say it.”
What she was asking me to do was a bitter pill to swallow for a seven-year-old boy. Still, it felt like she was about to pull my little arm right out of its socket.
“Okay! Okay! I’ll say it.”
I grimaced and tried to wiggle free one more time, but there was no use. I had no other option.
“Lily, you … you …”
She was on the verge of exploding with laughter. I could tell. It was just like the previous dozen times she had done this.
“I’m listening, Mickey! Say it!”
I swallowed the last bit of pride and spoke as softly as I could.
“Lily … you win.”
“Ahhhhhh!”
In a flash she was off of me and pulling me to my feet as she did her victory dance. As usual, she gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek before laughing her head off.
“See? That wasn’t so hard. Better luck next time!”
Thankfully, she refrained from kicking my tiny butt when the other kids were around. Usually I was a pretty good sport about it, but I must have just been in a bad mood that day.
“Lily, you’re a horse.”
I was mad. I was seven. She had just shoved my nose into the ground and made me declare her the winner in our little wrestling match. Sure, it wasn’t a very nice thing to say, but there were far worse things I could have called her.
Her eyes went wide and she stared at me with fists balled. I realized my mistake too late. I had just insulted someone who was a lot tougher than myself. It wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. I figured she was about to pound me good.
She stood there for several seconds. I just knew she was going to charge me at any moment.
“Mickey …”
Her voice, which was usually loud and shrill, was uncharacteristically quiet.
“I know I’m bigger, but I am not a horse. That was … just … mean.”
Then, she did something I did not expect. My cousin, Lily Farrell, the toughest little kid in southern Athenry, started to cry.
“I’m telling Uncle James!”
She took off running for the path that led back to my house. The little clearing where we were was only about a half a mile away. Lily wasn’t only bigger, she was also faster than me. I knew I had little shot at catching her, so I did my best to reason with her.
“Lily! Wait! I didn’t mean it! I don’t think you’re a horse! I’m sorry! Please don’t tell Dad!”
I ran as fast as I could, but there was no use. With every step through the woods on that foot-worn path, Lily pulled farther and farther ahead. Dad was outside gathering up firewood when she reached him. He was wearing his brown jacket and brown pants. I guess I inherited his shaggy dark hair. Despite his lanky physique, Lily and I both thought he was the strongest man in the world.
“Hello, Lily! How’s me favorite niece?” He grabbed her up in a bear hug and tossed her from side to side before placing her back on her feet. Lily’s dad, my uncle John, had passed away a year earlier from what started out as a mild cough. After his death, Lily and Aunt Brigid had moved into a tiny cabin about a mile away. Dad had tried to step up and help his little sister out when he could.
“Favorite niece? Uncle James, I’m your only niece!”
Dad laughed as he went back to gathering up the wood.
“So you are.”
I finally made it up to them, but I was too out of breath to say anything. Lily, who had inexplicably stopped crying, spoke up immediately.
“Uncle James, I beat Mickey at wrestling today. Made him give up!”
“That’s me girl! You’ll have to give Mickey a few lessons now won’t you?”
He turned to me and winked. “Well, Mickey, sometimes you win, and sometimes you get beaten up by a girl.” He then pretended to tap me on the head with a piece of wood. We all had a laugh.
“Attention, little people. It’s getting late. The sun will be down in an hour or so. Mickey, walk Lily home and be quick about it. I want you both to be inside before it gets dark.”
“Ok, Dad.”
Lily grabbed my dad and gave him another hug. “Bye, Uncle James!”
He kissed her on the cheek, then gave her a playful shove to get her going on her way. “Tell Brigid that Aunt Mary has some potatoes for her to pick up tomorrow.”
She nodded emphatically, then grabbed my hand and dragged me along to the road that led to her house. The treads from our horse-drawn cart had made that trail much easier to walk than the path to our play area in the woods.
Neither of us said a word until we were halfway to Lily’s house. I was the first to speak.
“Why didn’t you say anything, Lily?”
She shrugged her shoulders and stared at the ground as we walked.
“I would never betray you, Mickey. I thought you knew that.”
I’d felt bad before for calling her a horse. Now I felt about two inches tall.
“I’m sorry, Lily.” I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, but I had known Lily my whole life. She wasn’t just my cousin. She was my best friend. “Tell you what, though: I’ll always look out for you. You’ll never have to worry about a thing as long as I’m around. I’ll always protect you.”
She stopped and turned to face me with a big grin as we got to the clearing in front of her house.
“Well, that sounds great, Mickey. You’re forgetting one thing though.”
“What’s that?” I was honestly perplexed. I was also very gullible.
“I’m the tough one.”
With that, she punched me in the chest, knocking the wind out of me. Her laughter echoed in my ears as I sat down in the grass to catch my breath.
“See you tomorrow, Mickey! Watch out for that nasty wolf that’s been killing the sheep!”
I gathered myself up and brushed the bits of grass off my bottom. Lily was already inside the house when I started walking back down the road.
She was just repeating what our parents had told us over and over. I wasn’t scared at all of wolves. They were far more wary of people than we had to be of them, at least that’s what Dad always said. Still, he wanted us to be home well before it got dark.
“Who’s afraid of the big bad Wolf?” I laughed before answering my own question. “Not me. After all, compared to Lily, how tough could he be?”
Tarraco, Hispana – Roman Empire – June 7, 88 AD
He was sixteen. I was thirteen. He was the son of nobles. I was the daughter of a mercenary and a disgraced noblewoman. His family was well known throughout the province. My family was a band of outlaws who roamed from town to town.
I had been out for a walk with Fortis when I encountered him by the stream. His voice was rich with the tone of someone used to commanding others, even at a young age.
“Who are you?”
Perhaps it was my lack of deference that caught his attention. I gave him a single word as an answer.
“Bellona.”
He laughed.
“Like the old goddess? That’s a silly name. But you are very pretty, so I won’t make too much fun of you for it.”
I was so shocked by the boy’s flattery that his insult did not even register in my mind. That may have been the first time someone other than my parents complimented me on my appearance. The other children in our gypsy community were all younger than myself.
I had inherited my mother’s ebon hair and my father’s olive skin. No matter where I went in the Roman Empire, the darkness in my blood made me stand out. I had my mother to thank for my physical attractiveness. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.
“I am Titus Aurelius. My father is the governor of this province. Who are your parents?”
Such questions were typical of those of higher status. They were given preference because of their family, and they looked down upon those who they perceived to be of lower station.
“My father is Decimus Tarquin Valerius and my mother is Lucrecia Donatia. We are traders and craftspeople.”
His abrupt laughter made me jump.
“Vagabonds no doubt. You are probably not even citizens.”
I was not familiar with the term “vagabond.” I had known no other life. It had never occurred to me that we were different from anyone else.
“I should turn you all in to the guards, but I will make you a deal. I’ll leave you be … for a kiss.”
It was so obvious what he was doing. At least, it should have been. He was used to dominating others, and he played on my ignorance with his skill at flattery to get what he wanted. I had blossomed a year earlier at the onset of puberty. It would not be the last time a man would try to use me in this way.
The fact that I was quite taken with his blonde hair and blue eyes was certainly a factor as well. Above all else, I was thirteen years old. Had we not been a small society of nomads, I might have been preparing for marriage. As it was, I had never even kissed a boy before, and my heart leapt at the prospect.
“Please, do not turn us over … I will consent to kiss you.” I knew little at the time of true Roman society or what a dire threat Aurelius had made. All I knew was the handsome boy I had just met was about to kiss me.
Even his self-satisfied smirk was lost on me as he grabbed my upper arms and pushed me backwards. I let out a grunt as my back came up against a tree. A low growl sounded from a few feet away. My pet stood nearby in the grass, watching the entire exchange.
“Shush, Fortis.”
The wolf sat and stopped growling, but he was clearly not happy.
The boy leaned in closer to my face. With no warning or pause, he pressed his tightly pursed lips against my mouth.
I had long wondered what it would be like to kiss. This was certainly not what I expected. Still, I was so thrilled to be kissing a boy that I did not care that it was not as enjoyable as I had hoped. I stared at the boy’s closed eyes and wrinkled brow for several seconds, then I closed my own eyes.
I was beginning to wonder exactly what was supposed to happen next when I felt him fiddling with the front of my tunic. Before I could protest, his hand found its way inside and grabbed my left breast.
His rough and careless actions were starting to scare me. I moved my face to the side so I could speak.
“Titus, please stop, I don’t like this.”
He paid no attention to my plea. His other hand opened the front of my dress further and grabbed my other breast.
By this time my father had taught me virtually every form of combat that he knew. He had done so with the directive that I was never to harm another person unless there was no alternative. The way I was feeling, I really did not have a choice at that moment.
I pushed his body away from mine with both hands. When I had made a little space between us, I threw a punch directly at his nose with all of my thirteen-year-old might.
“I said stop!”
The blow connected with its target. I felt a soft crunch against my knuckles and then Aurelius was lying on his back in the grass with blood pouring from his freshly broken nose.
“You stupid little vagabond bitch!”
I quickly covered myself. What had started as a magical experience had ended as something vulgar and ugly. I was not about to let it continue.
“Fortis.”
Just by uttering his name, I had instructed my wolf that the boy was now our enemy. He began snarling and growling and lunged at the boy.
Aurelius realized the seriousness of the situation. He got up, holding his bleeding nose, and ran as fast as he could.
“I’ll get you and your family for this!”
I thought his shrill threat would be the last I would hear of him. I had no idea just how wrong I was.
“Fortis, come.”
My wolf stopped his pursuit and returned to me. I knelt in the grass and put my arms around his neck. How had this happened?
I cried into Fortis’ fur for nearly an hour. He was my best friend and my protector.
“You tried to tell me, but I didn’t listen. I’m sorry.”
Fortis neither needed nor wanted my apology. He was simply there for me because I needed him.
* * *
When I arrived at our makeshift village, my father was putting the finishing touches on a leather vest one of the people in a nearby town had ordered from him on the previous day. Though he had become the leader of our community, he continued to work just as hard as anyone else. Shortly after I was born he had taken a more active role, using the knowledge of Roman politics he gained as a soldier to steer us clear of potentially troublesome areas. His skills in diplomacy quickly won everyone over.
He saw me walking back towards our tent with Fortis and his face lit up with a smile.
“Hello, Bellona. I trust you didn’t get into any trouble.” He returned his attention to adding the trim to the leather vest, quite confident that my response would be the same as it always was.
When I didn’t answer right away, he stopped his work and placed the vest on the table. He stood up from his bench and took a step towards me. “What’s wrong, child?” My eyes must have still been swollen and red from the crying.
My mother heard him and came out of the tent.
“Bellona?”
She put her arms around me and led me to my father’s bench. I sat and took a deep breath. Then I recounted my entire meeting with Titus Aurelius. I am not sure why I expected my father to be angry with me. When I told him how the nobleman’s son had touched me against my wishes, I thought the vein on the side of his temple would explode. Finally, I told them that I had bloodied the boy’s nose with a punch even though I knew I was only supposed to do such things as a last resort.
My father was a big man. He was well over six feet tall, which was far above average for that time. His shoulders were broad and strong from nearly sixty years of fighting and hard work. His shoulder-length black hair and neatly trimmed beard had only recently begun to turn gray. Those who had known him as a mercenary in his youth would have been astonished to see the tenderness with which he knelt down in front of his daughter.
He put his finger under my chin and raised my face to meet his gaze. The disappointment I expected to see in his eyes wasn’t there.
“Bellona, I am proud of you.”
For some reason, his kind words spurred me into another round of crying. He leaned forward and I collapsed into his shoulder. His giant, leathery hands patted my back as he tried to comfort me. I forced the tears away and spoke.
“But, Father, I told him who we are. Will they come to take you away? Wasn’t I wrong to do that?”
His hands grasped my shoulders firmly and held me up so I had to face him.
“You did nothing wrong. Never be ashamed of who you are, what you are, or where you came from. There is greatness in you, Bellona. You will do great things, and this spoiled little boy cannot change that. Now, think no more about this.”
He stood up and kissed me on my forehead, then, turned and kissed my mother. Though they had been together for thirty years, they still acted like young lovers when they kissed. I could not help but wonder if I would share that with someone one day, myself.
* * *
The following morning, two men arrived at our camp just after dawn. Father was packing the leather vest away to deliver it to its owner. Mother and I were preparing the fire to cook breakfast. The six other families in our village were all doing the same. As was our custom, they ignored our early morning visitors and went about their business.
One of the men was a city guard. He wore the fancy armor of a Roman soldier, but he did not carry himself as such. He appeared imposing enough with his sword, spear, and bronze helmet, but the hesitation in his steps was most telling.
The other man was smaller and wore the fine linen garments of a politician. When I saw him, my heart sank. Surely they were sent by Titus’ father. The two men stopped directly in front of us, standing ten paces from my father.
The smaller man opened a scroll and began to read. “Attention, Tarquin Valerius: By order of the honorable and noble Rector Provinciae Brutus Aurelius Maximus, I hereby order you to return to the city hall of Tarraco to await your trial for the charges of murder, extortion, thievery, assault, and conspiring to commit treason. You are to bring your daughter, as she is wanted for assaulting our honorable and noble Rector Provinciae’s offspring with … some sort of war hammer.”
My father burst into laughter.
“War hammer? I heard that she punched him for trying to carnally violate her. I can understand how a lad might be embarrassed to have been beaten so badly by a female, especially one that is much younger and smaller than he, but he should really give credit where credit is due when such a female proves to be his superior.”
The two men looked at each other. They must have known my father’s age, and they had clearly expected to find an old man who would comply meekly with their demands. The present turn of events had them at a loss.
“Y-you are both to return with us at once.”
The administrator stood as tall as he could, but my father easily towered over both men. He casually walked over to stand less than two paces from them..
“If you know who I am, and you know what I have done, then you should also have known that you would need far more than a single frightened soldier to bring me back. Go back to your master and tell him to leave us be. My people will leave his province and we shall not speak of how badly my young daughter embarrassed his pathetic son. Now, run along.”
The administrator turned to his escort and nodded towards my father. The escort looked up at the much bigger man and shook his head. He then turned and began to walk back down the path. The administrator lingered for an instant, and then ran to catch up with the guard when his tiny bit of courage ran its course.
My father turned to face us with a smile. Though he winked at me as he went to tell the other men in the camp that we had to pack up and leave as quickly as we could, I could plainly see that the smile on his lips did not reach his eyes.
* * *
My father was notably absent as we packed up our things. The other men helped my mother and I take down our tent. As we put the last of our belongings on the cart, my father appeared and placed his own heavy oak chest in its usual spot next to my mother’s things.
He was wearing his bronze breastplate and helmet. His sword was in its sheath on his back, and he held his long spear and shield at the ready.
“Father?”
My voice was barely audible.
“I am sorry, Bellona. This is how it must be. I have run from my past for many years. Now I must face it so it does not consume us all.”
My mother joined me and slipped her arm around my waist. Her eyes were already red from the tears that she would not allow herself to shed.
Father removed his helmet and placed it on the ground. He set his shield and spear next to it and then looked into my mother’s eyes. He stepped closer to her and kissed her. She buried her face in his shoulder, much as I had done the day before. I could see her body tremble when the dam of tears finally broke.
My father leaned down and whispered something in her ear. He spoke for several minutes, and she nodded in agreement.
She touched his face a final time and turned to follow the other families who were already leading the horses and carts down the path that would take them away from this place. My father turned to me and smiled.
“You are our gift from the goddess, and you have made me more happy than I thought possible. I hope I have taught you well. Your mother will need you in the coming days. Take care of her.”
I lunged forward and grabbed him, hugging him around the waist.
“What is going to happen to you, Father?”
He put his arms around me and hugged me just as tightly.
“I will go to meet my accusers. This time they will send a group of real soldiers instead of a man who barely fills his armor. I will not let them take me, as they have no intention of giving me a trial. I have too many enemies for that. They will taste my steel and I will know battle one final time. They will not follow you. Once the governor hears the truth of his son’s wounds, he will not pursue it out of fear of bringing that situation out into public view.”
Though I knew this was the last time I would ever see him, the tears did not come. Somehow I knew that I would have to show the strength that he had always possessed if my mother and I were to survive. That did not make the harsh reality of the situation any easier to take.
“I love you, Father.”
“And I love you, Bellona. Now go.”
He hugged me a final time, and then gently nudged me off. I reluctantly let go of him and began to follow after the others.
I could hear him pick up his helmet, spear, and shield, but I did not turn around. Step after step carried me closer to the others. I knew I could not look back, lest I run to try and stop him. My loyal wolf had remained by my side the entire time. I believe that he knew how much mother and I would need him, now.
After several minutes I caught up with my mother as she walked beside the cart. The crash of metal against metal in the distance stopped us. My father’s battle cry was barely audible.
Athenry, Ireland – November 15, 1704
The walk home from Lily’s place was as uneventful as usual. Our next closest neighbors were several miles away, so we rarely saw them. Though we lived near a main road, there was little traffic in the afternoons. That meant it was just me and the sound of rustling autumn leaves.
The sun was already below the tree line by the time I made it back to our tiny, four-room cottage. I had to stop for a minute before I went in. I knew Dad was piling up the firewood, but I had no idea it was so much. That stack was three cords across, six feet high, and twenty feet long. I figured it must have taken half the forest to make that much wood. My head quickly filled with hopes of Dad trading some of that in for some meat. Potatoes were all fine and good, but they got more than a little old eating them every meal.
Our house was about average for the time. “House” may be a bit of an overstatement. “Shack” is probably a better term. It was all wood. Dad had built it with his own hands. Mom helped him as much as she could. Apparently, they were pretty happy with it because I was born exactly nine months after they moved in.
Theirs was an unusual history to say the least. Grandma’s family had moved to Ireland from England in the early 1600s, and she grew up speaking English in their Protestant home. It never sat well with her that her parents had inherited the land after it was confiscated from the Irish who had lived there their whole lives. She eventually married my granddad, who was a Catholic Irishman, much to the horror of her family. He converted to the Church of England, of course. Otherwise the government wouldn’t have allowed the union. Still, the stigma was there.
Despite her family’s disapproval of the marriage, she was still their daughter, so they coughed up the dowry they would have paid to a natural-born Protestant husband. That money came to Dad when they died. It was what allowed him and Aunt Brigid to live in decent houses on bigger plots of farmland instead of in the shoulder-to-shoulder hovels that could be seen closer to town.
Despite the “conversion,” Dad still considered himself to be Catholic. He and Mom weren’t that religious, but we would go to secret Roman Catholic services out by the old rock outside of town when we could.
Even though most of our neighbors spoke Gaelic, Mom, Dad, and Aunt Brigid always figured that Lily and I should learn English. We could speak both languages, but they spoke English around us. They told us that while it was good to remember our roots, we could not turn a blind eye to the fact that we would need to be able to speak English if we ever hoped to be anything other than farmers.
That day, I opened the front door to find Mom and Dad already seated at the wooden dinner table that sat at the edge of the kitchen. Dad turned around to look at me with his beaming smile.
“There’s me boy. It’s about time. Guess what we’re having?”
I didn’t say anything; I just walked over to my seat at the table.
“Potatoes!”
I laughed and punched him in the arm as I sat down.
“Dad! We always have potatoes.”
He reached over and messed up my hair.
“Right you are, and we are very fortunate to have them to eat. Tomorrow I will trade for some other fresh fruit and vegetables and, possibly, some meat!”
My eyes lit up and I turned to Mom. We never were able to afford anything but potatoes. She smiled and nodded as she served the potatoes.
“It’s true. You saw the wood pile out front. Your father was quite ambitious today.”
Dad shook his head, but continued to smile.
“No, no, I can’t take the credit. I just stacked it. It was the fellow I met in town this morning that did all the work. Liam was his name. Seemed like a nice enough guy. Just a bit down on his luck. He said he was passing through and wondered if I knew of any work to be had. You know how tough times are. I told him I didn’t know of anything, but the poor guy just looked so hungry. I offered him a few potatoes in exchange for cutting some firewood. I don’t know how he did it, but that beanpole of a fellow cut more wood in a few hours than I could have cut in a solid week.”
Mom leaned down and kissed my cheek as she served my potatoes. “Well, I hope you at least offered to let him stay the night if he had no place to rest.”
Dad nodded.
“I offered. He said he had a camp a few miles away. I am going to try and find him tomorrow. If he can do that sort of thing all the time, I bet I can help him find a decent job in town. At the very least, we can have him over for dinner. He should enjoy the fruits of his labor along with us.”
Mom served herself and sat down. She took my hand and reached out for Dad. He took her hand and we all bowed our heads. Dad began to recite our mealtime prayer. Little did we know how prophetic the words were.
“Bless, O Lord, this food we are about to eat; and we pray You, o God, that it may be good for our body and soul; and if there be any poor creature hungry or thirsty walking along the road, send them to us that we may share the food with them, just as You share your gifts with all of us. Amen.”
Dad and I immediately began stuffing our faces. Mom cleared her throat and took a very civil bite of potatoes. Dad swallowed his massive bite and nodded to me.
“Um, slow down and chew your food, Mickey. Don’t want you getting a stomachache before bedtime.”
Mom smiled and finished chewing and swallowing her own bite before addressing me.
“Did you have fun with Lily, today?”
I shrugged my shoulders and finished choking down my mouthful of potatoes.
“I guess.”
“I thought you always had a good time together.”
I decided it was time to share my humiliation with the family.
“Lily beat me in wrestling today.”
I hung my head and stared at my potatoes as if my revelation would bring some great shame upon our house.
Dad just laughed.
“Mickey, you already told me that. Of course she’ll get lucky now and then and win one.”
“No, Dad. We wrestle seven or eight times a day, and I usually win once a day … and I think she lets me win. It’s just horrible. I don’t know what to do.”
Dad reached over and patted me on the shoulder. He looked up into my mother’s eyes with a smile.
“Do you want to handle this one, Mary?”
Mom put her hand on my other shoulder.
“So you wrestle several times a day and Lily usually wins. What happens after she wins?”
I had to stop and think about that one.
“Well, she helps me up and tells me what to do next time to get out of whatever hold she put me into. We usually laugh and joke, then go again. She’s just so big and strong, though.”
“Wasn’t another older boy picking on you a while back? Did Lily do anything to help you?”
I bit my lip. I had forgotten about that. Actually, I had tried to erase it from my memory.
“Lily beat him up and told the other kids I did it.”
“So you have fun wrestling Lily, she is a gracious winner who sometimes lets you win, and she even helped you with a problem you couldn’t handle and made you look like a bigger man. Why does she do that, I wonder?”
I didn’t realize at the time that Mom already knew the answer. My seven-year-old brain had to take a little more time to process it.
“Maybe … because she … wants me to have fun and feel like I’m doing well. Maybe she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. Maybe she is … great.”
Ouch. I still remember when the weight of that revelation hit me. Earlier, when I thought I couldn’t feel any lower than I did for hurting her feelings, I had been wrong. Lily was always good to me, and I had been so mean to her lately.
“It sounds like Lily is a pretty good friend in addition to being your cousin. You know, Aunt Brigid said that Lily comes home from lessons sad sometimes because the other boys tease her about being tall. They don’t understand that sometimes girls grow up a little faster than boys. Have you ever seen them tease her?”
By that time, I was on the verge of tears. I had been a horrible cousin.
“Yes, I’ve seen them, but she just beats the stew out of them and they stop.”
Dad made a sound that was an awful lot like a laugh, but he put his hand over his mouth as if it were a cough. Mom just glared at him and motioned towards me with her head.
Dad nodded and wiped his mouth before sharing some wisdom of his own.
“Mickey, even though Lily may be bigger and stronger now, she is still a girl. It is never ok to be mean or disrespectful to a girl. Since her dad is gone, it’s up to you and me to look out for her.”
By then my eyes were full of tears. Dad tossed a napkin in my face before I could start crying.
“Here, you have something in your eye.”
I gratefully accepted the cloth and held it in place for nearly a minute as I let the moisture soak from my eyes. After I had time to compose myself a little, Dad spoke to me again between bites.
“So what are you going to do the next time somebody makes fun of Lily?”
I put the napkin on the table and stared at my potatoes. I had been a terrible cousin but that was going to change.
“I am going to stand up for her. I won’t let anybody hurt Lily again.”
Mom wiped away a single tear that I had missed.
“Lily is lucky to have you as a cousin.”
I shook my head.
“No. I’m the lucky one.”
Our conversation was interrupted by a thunderous crash. It sounded like the massive woodpile outside had exploded. Dad hopped up and headed for the door. By then it had gotten dark outside. The candles illuminated our dining and living area, but nothing more. The full harvest moon hung low in the horizon, though, providing a lot more light than normal in the area around the front of the house.
I dropped my fork. Mom slammed her glass onto the table in surprise. Dad glanced back at the door, but somehow managed to choke down one more bite of potatoes.
He hopped up from the table and headed to the cabinet next to the front door without hesitation. He opened the bottom drawer and removed his old flintlock pistol, a single lead ball wrapped in a thin layer of cloth, and the container of gunpowder. He knelt down by the door and placed the implements in a row on the floor.
Mom stood and looked out the window by the front door.
“James! What was that?”
Dad didn’t look up from his task. He poured a bit of gunpowder into the flared barrel, and then dropped the ball into the privateer-style Dutch pistol. Leaving the powder container by the door, he stood up and moved the hammer to the half-cocked position.
“I don’t know, hon, but I’m about to find out.”
He put his hand on the doorknob, but stopped.
“I’m sure it’s just some of those teenagers giving me grief for being a converted Catholic. I’ll just go out and talk to them. Still, you and Mickey go in the bedroom. The language might get a bit … colorful.”
He opened the door and stepped out. I stood and ran to the door, keeping it from closing completely.
Mom tried to stop me with a whispered yell.
“Mickey!”
There was no way I was going to miss the chance to see Dad give a bunch of older kids what for. He stood a couple of steps away from the door. I moved forward just enough to see the woodpile to the right of the house’s entryway. I heard my dad swear, but not at any delinquents who were vandalizing our yard.
“Fuck.”
Half of the twenty-foot pile of wood looked as though it had exploded all over the front yard. There was no way anyone could have spread that much wood in less than a minute.
I was even too startled by the scene to laugh at Dad’s taboo obscenity. “Dad …”
He turned to look at me just as the thing came around from the other side of the remaining woodpile.
“Thing” was the best term I could come up with to describe what I was seeing at that moment. It looked like a wolf or dog, but I had never seen one that big. It was easily taller than my dad. I couldn’t tell its color even in the bright moonlight. All I knew was that we were in trouble. I weakly lifted my hand and pointed at it.
Dad turned back to see it. The thing was crouching low, but walking on its hind legs like a man. My brain still did not want to accept what I was seeing.
Dad began to back away from it, moving closer to the front door. He spoke to me without turning away from the beast that was stalking him. I will never forget his voice. It was so calm, even in the face of death.
“Mickey. Get your mom and go to the bedroom. I’ll come get you in a few minutes.”
Mom didn’t say a word, but I could feel her hands wrap around my waist. She pulled me backwards away from the threshold and nudged me along until we were both inside the master bedroom of our tiny home. She stood by the bedroom door, but did not close it. We could see Dad standing just inside the front door.
He raised the pistol and fired the gun in a flash of smoke and flame. We couldn’t see if his shot hit its mark, but Dad appeared to think so. His laughter was the next thing we heard.“Got it in the chest! It went down like a tree trunk. Must have been a damn bear. I’m going to go check …”
Dad’s sentence was cut off by the sound of growling coming from outside. He stood there in the doorway for several seconds, watching whatever was going on outside. Then, without warning, he stepped inside and slammed the door shut, pulling the oak beam in place to lock it.
“It isn’t dead. Go in the bedroom and lock the door.”
Mom tried to close the door, but I wouldn’t move out of the way. I held on to the doorframe and watched as Dad dropped the pistol. Apparently, he didn’t think he would have time to reload it. He was right.
He reached around behind the drawers by the door and pulled out his axe. The growling outside grew louder as the beast scratched on the door. Dad moved around to the left side of the door and held his axe back, ready to strike whatever came in.
The growling stopped.
Dad remained motionless with his axe at the ready. Mom stopped trying to drag me into the bedroom. We all watched the front door with a mixture of fascination and an unmistakable sense of impending doom.
The front door exploded inward as the massive thing bounded through it like so much paper. The rush of wind that accompanied its entrance blew out the candles, leaving us in darkness. I could barely make out the thing’s outline as it slammed into Dad. I heard the sickening sound of his axe hitting the floor.
As my eyes adjusted to the light from the moonlight that poured in through the front door, I could barely make out the brutish beast as it shoved Dad against the wall. A massive paw swung at his body. Mom and I were broken from our trance by the even more sickening sound of tearing flesh and my father’s own screaming.
Our initial instinct was to run to him, but three things stopped us in our tracks.
The first was the wet, hot substance that had landed on both of us. Even in the dark, we could tell it was my father’s blood.
The second was Dad’s own voice. Despite the horrid sounds of ripping muscle and bone as the beast tore into him, Dad somehow managed to speak, albeit weakly. “Lock … the … door.”
The third thing that prevented us from trying to help him was the most horrible beast I had ever seen to that point in my life. The thing must have grown tired of feasting on the tissue of his abdomen and chest. It turned towards us and hoisted Dad up to its eye level, one paw dug into his hip and the other into his shoulder. It then ripped him in two, dropping his torso on one side and his legs on the other.
Mom slammed the door shut and locked the bolt. I turned to the side and threw up next to the wall. Mom grabbed a towel from the table next to the bed and wiped the sick off of my face. Despite the surreal horror that our night had become, she did not hesitate to try and save us both. She dragged me backwards and opened the door to their closet. She tossed the soiled towel over by the window, then pulled the closet door shut and locked it from the inside. She had always joked with Dad about the wisdom of putting a lock on the inside of the closet, but tonight she hoped it would keep us alive.
She moved to the back of the four-foot-long closet and pulled the clothes down from the hanging rack. She sat down in the corner and pulled me into her lap, then positioned the clothes on top of us so we would not be as easy to spot. She held on to me with all of her might. I held my breath and prayed I would wake up from the nightmare.
She released me with her right hand and began feeling along the floor. After a few seconds, she shoved a wooden object into my hands. It felt heavy, like a hammer.
She whispered into my ear.
“No matter what happens, no matter what you see, no matter what you hear. You do not move. Dad is hurt very badly.”
We both knew he was dead, but neither of us wanted to say it.
“He did what he could to save us, and I may have to do the same. You promise me that you will not move, no matter what happens. I’ll protect you, but you have to promise me that.”
I had lost my dad and it seemed I was about to lose my mom, too. I tried to protest.
“But …”
She held me even tighter.
“Promise, Mickey … please.”
I had never heard such fear and sadness in my mom’s voice. She was always so happy and full of life. I found her change nearly as scary as the monster that waited outside the bedroom door.
“I promise.”
She kissed the back of my head.
“That’s my strong little man. What I put in your hands is your father’s old hatchet. If that thing tries to get you, you hack it and hack it until it leaves you alone. Understand?”
I shook my head in the affirmative, even though I had no idea if I could even find the courage to lift the tiny axe.
We stayed like that for several minutes. The growling, ripping, and tearing sounds coming from the main part of the house were barely audible, but they all found their way into our hiding spot. Mom did not say a word, but the moisture I could feel on the back of my head let me know that she was crying.
The horrid sounds stopped. They were replaced by the creaking of boards as the thing walked to the bedroom door. It had finished with Dad.
The entire house shook with the sound of splintering wood as the beast came through the door.
Mom and I did not move inside the closet. We closed our eyes tight and tried not to breathe.
The moonlight was so bright as it shined in through the bedroom window that it cast a shadow on the floor. The shadows and the slow, noisy creaking of the floorboards let us know that the thing was on the opposite side of the room.
We could feel the very air inside the closet stir each time the thing took in a great breath of air through its nose. It continued to slowly move around the bedroom. It let out a grunt as it flipped the bed over to check underneath, sending the iron frame crashing against the wall.
The beast must have grown frustrated. It put its nose to the floor and sniffed around the room. We heard a growl as the monster found the towel that Mom had tossed away. It did not sound happy when it ripped the towel to shreds.
Another great intake of air made the beast pause. It stopped roaming around the room. I could see the shadow under the door had turned to face the closet.
The floor began to creak. It took one step, then another. It was still sniffing as it moved towards us. We still believed the thing to be some sort of bear, but the paws that I could see under the door, massive though they were, looked more like the paws of a dog–or a wolf.
A crash pulled my attention up from the floor. The beast had driven one of its massive forepaws through the top of the closet door. By then, my eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness. As I looked up through the clothing that covered us, I saw that the paw that reached through the newly made opening did not look like a paw at all. Despite the three-inch talons, it looked like a giant human hand covered with fur.
That hand grasped the hole it had made in the door, and the beast began to pull. The monster ripped the door off of its hinges and tossed it onto the overturned bed. It stood outside the closet, obviously puzzled by the scent that was coming from the clothes in the closet.
Then, it crouched down, inching closer to us. My mother gave me a silent kiss on the back of my head. Somehow I knew what she was about to do.
Mom sprang up from our hiding place, making sure that the clothes continued to hide me. Before the beast realized what was going on, she leapt towards it, scratching its eyes and screaming at the top of her lungs.
I wanted desperately to help her, but I remembered my promise. The hatchet felt even heavier in my hands as I watched the monster turn around and slam her to the floor. I watched through the stack of clothes in horror as it bit out my mother’s throat with a sickening, wet crunch. She convulsed once as the beast swallowed her flesh, then became very still.
I could not accept what I had seen. I wanted to leap out and begin hacking away at it with the hatchet. Instead I remained there and watched what was left of my little world drain away in a stream of crimson between the wooden planks of our home.
The beast was apparently satisfied with its kills. It stood and grabbed my mother’s body by her left leg. It started to walk towards the door. When it got to the broken door frame of our bedroom, it stopped. The giant canine head turned and sniffed the air of the bedroom again.
It dropped my mother’s body and stalked back towards me. It growled to let me know that the clothes pile no longer masked me. I would be this thing’s dessert.
A giant clawed hand brushed away the clothes that covered me. I looked up at the thing that had taken everything from me in the space of five minutes. It lunged down at me with jaws opened wide.
I rolled to the side, but the thing sank its teeth into my left shoulder. I screamed as I have never screamed before. I had never known such pain. I could feel its fangs scraping against my tiny bones. With little more pressure it could remove my entire shoulder.
I can only assume that the beast was not satisfied with its hold on me. It released me from its jaws for only an instant. I remembered the hatchet and my mother’s last instruction, and I drove the rusty blade of that tiny axe into the monster’s nose with all of my might.
The soft flesh of its black, wolf-like nose gave way to the hatchet’s blade. The beast’s blood squirted all over me as it moved backwards, holding its nose and eyes.
That is something I learned from Lily: no matter how big a bully is, hit him just right in the nose and he’ll bleed and cry at the same time, whether he wants to or not.
Despite my small victory, I was now bleeding profusely from my shoulder, in agonizing pain, and still stuck in the closet right in front of the beast. I stood up. Despite the pain, I knew if I stayed there I would surely die.
The monster was crouched right in front of me with its face in its hands. I tried to slide around it, but the beast moved forward, forcing me against the back wall of the closet. It removed its hands from its face revealing a visage that was nearly identical to that of a wolf, only enormous in size. This was the first time I was able to get a good look at the thing. Its head was nearly as large as a horse’s head. If it were to stand up fully on its hind legs, it would easily have been eight feet tall. It had to have weighed three times as much as my father, which would have made it nearly five hundred pounds.
The thing bared its huge, jagged fangs and growled as it leaned in closer and closer to my face. It was then that I saw its eyes were glowing with red light. I could also see the wound I had inflicted on its nose. The patch of flesh between its nostrils was cut in two.
At least, it had been cut in two. At first I thought my already strained eyes were deceiving me further. As I stared at the monster’s muzzle, I could plainly see that the cut on its nose was healing before my eyes. In a few minutes its torn flesh would have completely knitted itself back together. No bear or wolf could do anything like that, nor would a natural animal have eyes that provided their own reddish glow.
The hot, steamy breath from its bloody nostrils blasted me as its maw moved closer to my face. It stank of rotting flesh and blood. What struck me about the beast was its sheer size. The mouth looked big enough to take my head clean off of my shoulders.
I then knew what I was looking at. There was a Gaelic word for this thing:
Conriocht
… Werewolf.
I should have been terrified. I should have been crying over the loss of my parents. I should have passed out.
I did none of those things. Instead I stood there, transfixed by the jaws that were opening to end my life.
The beast’s growl ended as it prepared to make me its dessert. But before it could strike, the loud creaking of boards from the front of the house captured our attention. I glanced around the monster, hoping against hope to see my father coming to my rescue. The monster turned around to see who had interrupted its meal.
The growling that erupted from the bedroom door ended my hopes. The beast in front of me answered with a growl of its own.
A second werewolf had entered our home. Though it was even larger than the first, it seemed to move less like a mindless beast and more like a man. It also looked much darker in color than the first one, even in the dim moonlit bedroom.
By then, I was completely numb. The only thing I could feel was the vague burning sensation in my shoulder from the monster’s bite. Blood flowed down my chest and back. I figured if the monsters didn’t kill me, the loss of blood surely would.
I watched the two beasts, waiting for one of them to grab me and tear me to shreds. The second monster moved directly into the moonlight from the window. It turned its gigantic head and looked at me. Then, somehow, even with the wolfish features, it smiled.
What happened next is still a blur to me. The first werewolf must have grown impatient waiting for the second one to either leave or attack. It growled and snarled, then leapt towards its new rival with talons and jaws outstretched.
The second werewolf did not seem surprised. In a move that was far more humanlike than animalistic, it caught the attacking werewolf by the neck with its massive, furry hands and pivoted at the waist, hurling the monster through the bedroom window on its own momentum.
The glass of the window exploded outward, along with a chunk of the wall. The first werewolf flew outside and landed in the grass out of my line of sight. The second werewolf turned back to look at me. Its glowing red eyes scanned me up and down before coming to rest on the wound on my shoulder. Its gaze lingered there for an instant, then it turned back to the window and leapt out, head first.
I could hear the two monsters attacking each other just outside. They sounded like a whole pack of rabid dogs fighting over a newly discovered bone. Their roars were horrible. I have come to know that the roar of a werewolf is not unlike the roar of a full-grown male lion. At the time I had never heard such a thing. I just knew that it was the most revolting sound I had ever experienced.
My shock-induced paralysis began to wear off. I tried to take a step. My foot found the floor, but the blood loss had made me far too weak to even hold my own weight. I fell flat on my face. I wanted to lie there, but I could hear the two monsters ripping into each other outside. At one point, they crashed into the side of the house, causing a huge crack to appear on the inside wall.
I pushed myself up to my hands and knees and began to crawl. I kept my eyes closed and my head down. If I opened my eyes, I knew the reality of the situation would hit me and I would break down. I took several shuffling paces on my hands and knees.
My right hand brushed against a piece of fabric. Instinctively, my eyes flew open and I looked over to what I had touched. It was the collar of my mother’s dress. I found myself looking directly into her still-open brown eyes. They were just as beautiful as they always were. Her long, dark hair framed her face, and her cheekbones were still perfect. My eyes trailed down below her nose to find the horror the beast had wrought.
Her nose was still intact, but her entire bottom jaw had been ripped off of her head. Half of her abdomen was torn away and thrown against the wall. She had died instantly.
Her dead eyes still looked at me. I knew then that my entire world had been destroyed. I began to cry. As the tears streamed down my face, I reached over and brushed my hand over my mother’s eyes, pulling the lids down to close them.
Through my own sobbing, I could hear that the fight between the two monsters outside was moving farther and farther from the house. I would try and go get help.
I tried to push myself back up to my feet, but my tiny body had reached its breaking point. I fell on my face again. This time my tear-filled eyes closed against my will and did not reopen as the despair dragged me into darkness.
Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled.
North of Tarraco, Roman Empire – July 18, 88 A.D
I had planned to slip away secretly the night after my father’s death and return to Tarraco. I wanted to give myself over to them and await whatever punishment they had for me. Around midnight I had gathered a few things and prepared to make my escape.
I was met by my mother. She sat out in the moonlight, gazing at the lake by which we had made our temporary camp. She seemed as calm and at peace as the silent waters, though I knew this was far from the truth.
“Please, don’t go.”
I was more shocked by her words than the fact that she was waiting for me. Mother had always been clairvoyant. She would often dream of events that might come to pass. She also had a way of knowing what others were truly thinking. Once she told me that she had dreamed of my face for years before she became pregnant, even though she and my father had both given up hope.
I expected her to yell at me. I expected her to forbid me to leave. She did neither.
“Mother, I cannot let them harm you, or our people. They only want me.”
She rose from the bench and walked over to stand in front of me. With a warm smile, she stroked the side of my face as she had done when I was small. Her voice brought me almost as much comfort then as it did in my younger years.
“Bellona, I have dreamt of what happened to your father for years. His fate was sealed the day he married me. We both knew that. But we didn’t care. We only wanted to be together. We were able to escape the inevitable for many years.”
I was young and the guilt over my part in my father’s death was tearing me apart. I shook my head.
“But, Mother, I …”
She gently placed a finger over my lips to stop my words.
“Your father and I were … are very proud of you. It is admirable that you wish to be the martyr who saves our community from the Roman machine. That, however, is not your fate, my darling. Our community will not last forever. If you turn yourself in, I believe it will end far sooner than if you stay and help us.”
She removed her finger from my lips.
“Marcus is a good man, but he never wanted to be our leader. I surely do not want that position. We need you, Bellona. You are very much your father’s daughter. Ever since you were small, he has taught you, not only the ways of a soldier, but the ways of a leader. I do not care about the constraints our society has placed upon the female gender. Like me, you have the sight. When your gift is fully realized, you will be able to show us the way.”
I knew what she was saying, but it sounded preposterous. I was thirteen years old. How could I possibly lead our community?
Mother smiled and spoke the answer to the question I had not asked.
“Marcus will lead for now. You will help him. You will grow into a strong leader. Though I cannot tell exactly what your future will bring, I know that what you learn will serve you well. You are destined for far greater things. Please do not let your journey end here.”
I stepped forward and hugged her, placing a kiss on her cheek.
“Rest, Mother. It is far too late to speak of such things. We can discuss it in the morning.”
She returned the kiss on my cheek.
“Of course. Good night, my dear. No matter your decision, I love you. I will always love you ... and so will your father.”
She returned to the tent and went back to bed. I looked down to see Fortis sitting by my side. I knelt down in the grass and scratched his chin.
“What do you think, Fortis? Am I up to the task?”
He answered with a bark, then licked my cheek.
* * *
I had no idea how much was involved in keeping our little community together. Over the next few weeks, my mother and Marcus began to try and do what my father had done in the past. I had thought we simply moved from place to place and set up our tents wherever we wished. This was far from the truth.
I accompanied them on their first trip to visit the coastal city of Equus. The city itself was nearly fifty miles north of Tarraco. We made the trip in just a few days. Given the trouble we were leaving behind, we really had no choice but to put as much distance between ourselves and my father’s killers as possible.
Equus was a small city governed by a kindly older gentleman named Gaius Acilius. He was tall, like my father, with close cropped gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His calloused hands and scars indicated a man who was no stranger to work or battle.
I observed as Marcus paid his respects to Acilius with a gift of fine jewelry and a new robe, both crafted by members of our community. Though Acilius was concerned for the well-being of the citizens of Equus, my mother was able to win him over with her charm and assurance that our people would bring some much-needed trade to the town and cause no trouble.
Acilius proved to be more sympathetic than most. He allowed us to set up our camp less than a mile from the city proper. The residents were friendly and cordial, and we ended up staying there for nearly two months.
At the end of the second month, Acilius was notified that certain members of our community—including Marcus, my mother, and myself—were wanted for questioning by order of Rector Provinciae Aurelius. Our generous host had no love for the corrupt politician. He let us know about the order, and we moved on. Aurelius’ decree would force us to travel even farther from our home in Hispana.
I continued to observe the way my mother and Marcus dealt with each new set of town leaders. Most were reluctant to allow us to stay, but usually they came around. Though the men of our community were well trained by my father in the ways of combat and strong from years of hard work, we never resorted to violence.
I began to speak during our meetings with the town leaders. At first I merely parroted the words of Marcus or my mother. Soon, I began to take over my mother’s role. Somehow I knew exactly what to say and how to phrase my words so that the negotiations went smoothly.
The weeks turned to months as we trekked across the southern coast of Gallia. We normally spent a month or two at a town before moving to the next. The trading was good and we heard nothing more of Aurelius’ order. It seemed that fortune was smiling on us.
By the time I was sixteen, there was no longer any question. I had taken my mother’s place as the spiritual leader of our community. I realized that my ability to say the right things was more than just a skill. I couldn’t hear thoughts, but I could sense what others were feeling. Their own emotions guided my words.
I had truly inherited part of my mother’s gift. My realization had been gradual. By the time I fully understood what I could do, I was already quite used to the idea. I chose not to question my ability. It gave me an advantage that I used to the benefit of those who placed their faith in me.
I was thankful that I had not inherited my mother’s visions of the future. I saw how horribly they affected her. She rarely shared what she saw, but the knowledge of future events weighed upon her. She grew older each day before my eyes.
By my seventeenth birthday, she had become so frail that she could no longer keep up with our nomadic lifestyle. Our numbers had swelled to over fifty men, women, and children. They ranged in age from toddlers to those in their fifties and sixties.
Mother wanted to press on. She insisted we keep moving. I could tell that there was something she wouldn’t say. When I pressed her as to why she was so adamant about continuing despite her failing health and the wishes of the older members of the community, she looked at me with eyes full of love and tears and said sadly: “I suppose it is futile to try and outrun fate.”
After that, her attitude changed completely. She encouraged me to seek a spot where we might make a permanent settlement. By that time, we were moving through the northern lands of Italia. Marcus and I had just met with the leaders of the city of Aquileia. As we walked the city’s streets and saw its people, I knew that if we were to find a home anywhere, Aquileia would be that home.
I saw people from virtually every land within the Roman Empire conversing and trading with one another. There were fair-haired Celts talking with dark-tressed Greeks. The Hebrew people moved about, free from outward persecution. I saw a thousand different races all coexisting in Aquileia peacefully.
Trade was very strong in Aquileia because of its position on the road leading from Italia to virtually all of the northern and eastern Roman provinces. The Roman presence was large in that city, but the forces were more interested in keeping the peace and ensuring a steady flow of goods and services than in paying attention to the irrelevant orders of a faraway bureaucrat.
Later that day, I met with an administrator who was quite young, but set on the path to future power. Because of his short tenure, I was able to meet with him without an appointment. His name was Tiberius Caius Velina. He seemed to be quite enamored with me, so the information flowed freely from his lips. Before I left he had given me the names of a dozen towns around Aquileia that would be perfect for a settlement, along with a handful of places that should be avoided because they had fallen on hard times or into disrepair.
After I left Caius’ administrative office, I decided that the prosperous areas were best avoided. He had been able to provide me with one name that sounded very intriguing. It seems that there was a family that had lived a few miles to the west for longer than anyone could remember. They were simply known as “Romana.”
His explanation had been quite brief: “They own pretty much an entire village just off the main road. Once they were the biggest traders around. Now all that is left is an old man and a cart. The village is a ghost town.”
I exited the gates of Aquileia to find my wolf waiting patiently where I had left him. I scratched his head and began walking towards the area indicated by Caius’ statements.
We walked for half an hour at slightly faster than a leisurely pace. The springtime weather was comfortable and the travelers were friendly and cordial. A half-dozen full trader carts passed us during the short trip from town. Presently, we came to a lane that veered off to the left from the main road. A post stood next to the barely visible path. The sign that once adorned it had fallen into the tall grass long ago.
I reached down and lifted the wooden sign. Though the elements had done their worst to the material, the faded name could still be seen: Romana Trading Company.
“Romana.”
I spoke the word aloud. It had a nice ring to it. It was quite rare for a surname, yet it felt strangely familiar.
The path was overrun with grass and weeds, but the grooves left by a heavy wagon could still be seen. The trees and vines seemed to make a tunnel of vegetation around the run-down road. Whatever wagon that traveled this way had managed to wear the leaves and branches out, leaving a neat arch through which Fortis and I traveled.
We had been walking for about five minutes when the trees gave way to a clearing. Caius hadn’t exaggerated when he said the place was a village. The main house sat closest to the wooded path. Once upon a time, the brick building had been a fine dwelling. Now the red roof had caved in, and the bricks were covered in grime and mildew. Three other structures stood at the four corners of a large garden. The garden, much like the buildings, had seen better days.
Storage buildings were abundant outside of the quartet of houses. Chief among them was the stable, a massive structure with room enough for at least twenty horses or mules. Cobwebs and dust covered most of the decaying structure. Two old gray mules occupied the only two intact stalls. Three huge wagons were parked to the side of the stable. Two of them were missing the wheels. The third was well-worn, but appeared to still be functional. That had to be the one that kept the trees from overtaking the path. Almost all of the resources needed to run a strong trading company were present. Manpower was the only missing element.
I was startled from my silent observation by a deep voice.
“Lux ferre…”
Fortis growled and turned towards the garden. I slowly turned my head to face the speaker. I would not give him the satisfaction of knowing that he had surprised me.
About fifty feet away, a man sat on a stone bench among the fallen trees and weeds that littered the decayed garden. He was wearing the dark tunic of a travelling tradesman. His skin was bronzed by the sun, much like that of my people. Though he appeared to be near seventy, I could see that his shoulders were still broad from the activities of his youth. His gray hair and beard made him appear even older.
Lux ferre, light bearer? He spoke the very dialect of Latin Vulgate that my father had spoken. He chewed on a piece of stale bread, quite amused. He did not wait for me to speak before he continued.
“Yes, Lux ferre. Lucifera to make it proper. That would be a good name for you. But what is such a lovely young woman doing visiting me without the supervision of her father or husband?”
There was something very familiar about the man, but I could not decide what it was. His calm demeanor infuriated me somehow. I ignored his question and answered with a tone that bore far more contempt than the kindly old man deserved.
“Lucifera? Why do you call me this?”
I strode towards him, Fortis moving to his usual position at my side.
The man smiled and pointed over my shoulder with an ancient, calloused finger. I stopped and looked back in the direction he was indicating. The setting sun shone brightly through an opening in the trees. I turned back to find him still smiling and chewing on the bread.
“From where I sit, it looked like you were bringing me the setting sun on your shoulder. Forgive the musings of an old fool whose time is long past …" He stopped in mid-sentence and pointed at Fortis.
“That is a fine dog.”
I looked down at my canine protector and stroked the fur atop his head.
“He is a wolf.”
The old man nodded in agreement.
“Of course he is.”
Leaning forward in his seat, the man held out the last bite of his stale bread between two fingers as an offering to my wolf. I considered telling him that Fortis did not take food from anyone other than me unless he killed it himself, but I figured the man would find out soon enough.
To my amazement, Fortis did not hesitate. He stepped forward and took the bread. The man winked at me. My shock was not lost on him.
“Don’t look so surprised. I guess he knows another old soldier when he sees one.”
His smile faded into a look of puzzlement as he regarded my face. I was suddenly aware that I had been scowling ever since he first spoke to me.
“I have seen that very look before … who are you, girl?”
It was a fair question, and one I had grown quite used to sidestepping over the past couple of years. I had no real reason to trust the man. I had known him less than five minutes. Still, there was a voice deep down that told me I had nothing to fear from him. Instead my usual lies about being the daughter of a farmer from Hispana, I decided to tell him the truth.
“I am Bellona Valeria, daughter of Decimus Tarquin Valerius and Lucrecia Donatia.”
The man stared at me. His eyes showed the marks of his age as the smile crept back onto his face. He rose to his feet and looked me in the eye.
“Tarquin the Fierce. That is what we used to call your father. I never saw him back down from a fight, whether it was one man or a dozen. We fought side by side for many years.”
My eyes grew wide.
“Father said that he was the only survivor of the party that rescued my mother.”
He nodded.
“Primus Cornelius Romanus, at your service. I gave up the mercenary life when we were offered that mission. I had taken a wife, myself, and the idea of fighting just did not have the same thrill as it once did.”
The name was familiar, but it was not quite right.
“Father spoke of a Primus Cornelius Rusticus. That man saved his life more than once.”
He smiled sheepishly. He also ignored my statement.
“I wish you could have met my wife, Romana Tertia. She was quite beautiful, much like yourself, except her hair was yellow like the flowers she grew in our garden here. Her father’s failing shipping business came to us upon his death. We turned it around, she and I. We were very happy for a long time. Some things are more important than a name, don’t you think?”
For the first time since I met him, I smiled. He escaped the life of conflict much as my father had done. I suppose the same is true for all warriors: eventually, they tire of the fight.
He motioned towards an adjacent stone bench and resumed his seated position. I sat down, Fortis reclining lazily on the rocky path of the garden between us.
I did not need to ask to know that his wife was dead. I was certain that the business had fallen back into failure after her death. The dark circles under his green eyes spoke volumes. Despite his demeanor, Cornelius was a broken man.
I sat down and looked at the man who had once been a great warrior and one of my father’s closest friends. I was about to compliment him on his vast estate when he raised his hand, motioning for me to stop.
“All you have to do is ask, you know. I don’t have much, but I have managed to accumulate some riches over the years. It does me no good, now. You are welcome to it. Tarquin also saved my life more than once. It is the least I can do.”
I should have known that a warrior like Cornelius would cut to the chase. I smiled and opened my hand towards him. He glanced down and gingerly placed his work-hardened hand into mine. I had planned to negotiate a business proposition. I did not realize I would be conversing with an old family friend. It is funny how little that changed what I had planned to say.
“Cornelius, you are most generous, but I do not want your riches. Instead, I have an offer for you.”
He narrowed his eyes as the businessman in him began to reawaken.
“Alright, then. What do you have in mind?”
As was often the case, I knew before I spoke that he would agree to what I was about to ask. The older I became, the more I was able to read the feelings of others.
“From what I understand, Romana Traders was once the most respected shipping and trading company in this part of the empire.”
He nodded in agreement.
“Once being the operative word. My mind is not quite as sharp as it once was. I let all of the trade routes fall, save for one. The workers all moved on to other things.”
I would come to learn that on the day his Romana died, Cornelius had suffered what would have been called, in the twenty-first century, a stroke. His brain had become stuck in a pattern. Each day he awoke and ran the same trade route. Each evening he returned and sat in the garden where he used to converse with his beloved wife. It wasn’t that he wanted his business to fail and his estate to fall into disrepair. It was that he could not wrest his mind out of its daily pattern.
“Let me help you. There are sixty able-bodied men and women in my community. They are all talented craftspeople. We know the best trade routes. I have strong relationships with the leaders of many cities throughout the empire. We can help you rebuild your company.”
He nodded slightly, the pleasant grin revealing nothing.
“I see. And just what is in this for you?”
“Let us settle on your land. We will work to pay you for it. Your profits will more than make up for what we require. We can build the houses we will need. If you will teach me all there is to know about running such a business, you can sit back and enjoy your days while the company grows.”
He did not hesitate.
“No.”
I was surprised. Every feeling I got from him indicated that he loved the idea. Before I could ask why, he spoke again.
“No. There will be no repayment. The land is my gift to you. As far as the rest goes, you have yourself a deal.”
I moved from my bench and put my arms around his neck, planting a kiss on his cheek.
“Thank you Cornelius. You will not regret this!”
He hesitated, caught somewhat off guard by my spontaneous display of gratitude. After a few seconds, he returned my embrace.
“No thanks are needed, girl. I feel like you just woke me up from a five-year sleep. I have a feeling that it is I who will be thanking you.”
We released the embrace and I returned to my bench. Everyone would be thrilled that we had found a home. There was much to do.
The old warrior was giving us the gift of a new life. I would never be able to truly repay him, but there was one thing that I knew I could do right then.
“Cornelius, I would very much like to hear about your Romana. Won’t you tell me about her?”
His face could barely contain the joy that filled his eyes.
“I would love to!”
Athenry, Ireland – November 16, 1704
What was that smell? I vaguely remembered Dad saying something about getting some meat the night before. Visions of hunks of beef with a few eggs danced around in my head as I lay there. I didn’t know what kind of meat he had gotten. All I knew was that it smelled delicious. I could not wait to devour it whole.
I kept my eyes closed tight. I knew that Mom would be coming to wake me up any minute. As much as I wanted to eat, I was still so tired. What had I done the day before?
I remembered playing with Lily as usual. I remembered her beating the crap out of me as usual, too. That wouldn’t make me feel this tired, though.
I became vaguely aware that my bed felt much harder than normal. Despite my desire for continued sleep, I forced my eyes open. Instead of looking down at the sheets of my bed, I found myself looking at a wood and dirt floor. I also realized that my knees were up against my chest and my hands were locked together around them as I lay on my side in the fetal position.
Why the hell was I lying in Mom and Dad’s room? I should have been asleep in the tiny loft where my bed was. I pushed myself up to a sitting position to get a better look at things. It was then that pain shot through my left shoulder.
The events of the previous night began to trickle in. That thing had bitten me! It nearly killed me! I pulled my shirt collar to the side so I could see how bad my wounds were.
There was a large purple bruise on my collarbone, a few scratches, and two puncture wounds. The bruise was nearly gone. The scratches could have been made by a kitten. The puncture wounds would not even leave a scar. Something was wrong. The monster had nearly taken my entire arm out of socket with its jaws. It wasn’t possible unless…
Had I dreamt the entire thing?
Yes. That had to be it. I would go find Mom and she would confirm that everything was just fine. I must have fallen and hurt my arm on the way home last night. I probably bumped my head, too.
I pushed myself up on wobbly feet. I stood for a moment as the room swayed. I would walk right out there and put that weird night to rest with a couple of words from …
“Mother.”
I spoke the word aloud when I saw the dark blue blanket draped over something on the floor of the bedroom. The part of the dream I had tried so desperately to forget involved seeing her dead on the floor in that very spot.
“No.”
I took a step towards the covered form. The blanket had grown wet in areas.
I took another step. I could hear footsteps in front of the house. That had to be Dad coming to check on me. It had to be.
I took another step. My tiny, trembling hand reached for the blanket. I had to see. I had to prove myself wrong.
“Mickey, don’t.”
The voice was unfamiliar. It was the voice of a man much younger than my father. In my trance-like state, I was oblivious to the damage suffered by the house as I turned from the blanket and looked towards the bedroom entrance.
His appearance was just as foreign to me as his voice. He was tall and thin, with shoulder-length blonde hair and a thin beard to match. His clothes had been expensive and well-made, but time had reduced them to just above the status of tatters.
“Who are you and why are you in our home?”
His eyes drifted from me down to the blanket-covered form. They were filled with a look that I could not name. Fear? Dread? Shame? It could easily have passed for any of those. He stared at the blanket as he spoke.
“I am Liam. Your father gave me some work yesterday. He spoke of you while he showed me where to begin harvesting the lumber. I came back this morning to see if he knew of anyone else who might be looking for a strong pair of hands. The front door was broken and I found …”
He did not finish the sentence. I remembered Father mentioning the man. I looked at the blanket. None of this felt real. It couldn’t possibly be real.
“Is she under there?”
I wanted to cry at my own question, but I was filled with another emotion that I could not place. The other feeling kept my tears at bay. Liam’s gaze never left the blanket as he spoke.
“She is.”
I reached down and grasped the blue cloth. Liam moved to stop me, but I wrested the wet blanket off of the form before his hands could catch me.
There she was, much as she had been the night before. Her eyes were closed. Chunks of flesh were missing. Her tongue rested on the left side of her neck, right next to the gaping hole that now took the place of her lower jaw and throat. It was no nightmare. My mother was dead.
Tears began to stream down my face. I stood and pushed past Liam’s weak attempt to restrain me. I rushed to the front of the house and found another blanket-covered pile. I tore away the cloth from that one to find the top half of my father. His eyes were still open and staring towards the bedroom. He had tried to protect us in his dying moments. For his efforts, the monster had torn him completely in half. I looked around in desperation, trying to find my mother’s jaw and my father’s lower half. I don’t know why, but at the time I wanted nothing more than to make sure they were both complete in death.
I turned back to the bedroom to see Liam standing in the doorway. Though I did not make a sound, the tears continued to flow down my cheeks. I looked up into the young man’s face to find that he, too, was crying. I did not know what else to do, so I ran to him and buried my face in his old shirt.
I sobbed for several minutes. Soon, I felt the young man’s hands on my shoulders as he tried in vain to comfort me.
“Why?”
Though my question was not for him, he tried to answer it anyway.
“I don’t know.”
My tears were beginning to subside. I pushed away from the man and looked back at my father’s corpse. Suddenly I became aware of the other feeling that had kept me from crying when I first saw my mother’s corpse. I was hungry.
The very idea that I could think of food at this time shocked me. I also realized that the smell of delicious roasting meat had not subsided. It had only grown stronger. Liam must have been cooking something in the kitchen. What kind of a lunatic would cook in the middle of all this horror?
“You sick man, how dare you cook yourself a pot of meat in my home when my parents have just been killed? That is all I can smell!”
My outrage outweighed my sadness, if only for a moment.
I lunged towards him and began pummeling him with my tiny fists. Liam simply stood there and let me hit him in the chest over and over. After I had landed at least a dozen blows, he caught each of my wrists in his hands. His grip was frighteningly strong for one so thin.
“Mickey, I am not cooking anything. Look.”
He pulled me to the kitchen. There was no food. No meat. Nothing.
“What is that smell?”
He ignored my question and began dragging me towards the front door.
“We must go.”
“What? No! Take me to my Aunt Brigid and Cousin Lily. They will take care of me.”
He stopped just inside the front door. He let go of my right wrist, but kept his iron grip on my left.
“Do you love your aunt and cousin? I mean, do you truly love them?”
“Of course I do, you scoundrel!”
“Then we must get as far away from them as we possibly can, as quickly as we can.”
“What? Why?”
Liam knelt down so that he was looking up into my face.
“Because what killed your parents and attacked you was a werewolf.”
“A werewolf?”
“Yes.”
I stared at his shaggy, unkempt face. Liam was crazy. He had to be. Did he expect me to believe that some make-believe monster had broken in and killed my parents? The idea was insane. It was ludicrous. It was so far-fetched that it actually struck me as funny.
Despite the sickening tragedy that surrounded me, I chuckled. The chuckle happened a second time. Then I began to giggle. The giggling grew louder. As it turned to laughter, I looked down at the blood on my hand that had rubbed off from one of the blankets. Tears flowed again as my laughter grew to hysterical levels. I brought the hand up to my face and inhaled. It was covered in the delicious meat smell. This fact only amused me further as my seven-year-old mind began to unravel.
I looked back up into Liam’s face. Tears were still falling from his eyes, but there was something different about them.
Those eyes had turned red and begun to glow.
I pointed a bloody finger into his face and laughed.
I felt the power in his fist as it crashed down on the back of my neck, knocking me into near unconsciousness. As I drifted off into dreams and delirium, I heard Liam say one final thing:
“I am sorry.”
All Good Things
West of Aquileia, Roman Empire – January 11, 93 AD
In one year, the Romana Trading Company had become the premier trading and shipping company in Aquileia. The customers who had used them in the past were glad to see Cornelius’ face when he and I went to greet them. Old partnerships were forged anew. I used the relationships I had formed in our previous travels to open up opportunities with many of the coastal towns that had eluded the company in its previous incarnation.
Cornelius began introducing me as his niece, Bellona Valeria Romana. The story was that he and my father were brothers. That was not terribly far from the truth.
The stables at Cornelius’ estate had to be expanded to house all of the horses. We had over a dozen wagons running different routes each day, with plans to add a half-dozen more. The Roman roads were notoriously difficult to traverse by wagon. Most other travelling traders narrowed their focus to a small geography and customer base. Our perseverance and willingness to travel to remote towns allowed us to reap quick success.
Our prosperity was so great that we were even in talks with a shipbuilder to produce a vessel for the lucrative run to southern Italia. Despite our success, we knew that adding wine from that part of the empire to our list of goods would further solidify our position.
Cornelius’ estate had truly become a small city after he allowed us to move in. We restored his houses, stable, and storage structures to their former glory. Soon, four more houses were erected behind the original four. My people were so happy to have a permanent home that their crafts flourished. In addition to the fine linens already made by our craftspeople, we were able to forge weapons and tools with our own blacksmithing operation, grow some crops of corn, raise pigs, and supply a fair portion of bread to Aquileia via the newly constructed bakery.
We carried our goods to the masses via the open-air markets. We also traded directly on the roads. On occasion, we would trade with a passing Roman legion as it moved through to its destination.
I helped Cornelius get into a more constructive daily routine. The two of us restored his wife’s garden to its former glory. The various flowers and fruits exploded from the courtyard between the original four houses like an artist’s spilled palette. It was glorious.
It was there that Cornelius and my mother spent most of their time. They reminisced about my father and helped watch over the younger children during the days. It was a happy time for all. My wolf had even taken such a liking to our generous benefactor that I had him stay with Cornelius and my mother all the time.
My mother’s illness continued to worsen, despite our favorable situation. One year after Cornelius took us in, I held my mother’s hand as she lay on her deathbed. Her coughing had grown so violent that each convulsion drove her nearly to tears. Even in her pain, she grasped my hand with both of hers and smiled. On the day she passed away, she made everyone else leave her bedchamber before she said her dying words:
“Bellona, I told you long ago that dark times would come. Those times come quickly. You will be given a choice … this much I have seen. You must choose between vengeance and honor. I beg of you, choose the honorable path, no matter how difficult it may seem. If you choose the way of vengeance, I fear that only darkness awaits you.”
Before I could ask her what she had seen in her vision, she kissed my hand and released her last breath. Her passing saddened me, but mother had lived to see the best of times for us. I took heart in that.
* * *
In the late summer of the year 93 AD, I had gone into Aquileia to visit with our traders at the market. While there, I stopped by a neighboring trader’s stall to pick up a few olives for our kitchen.
I selected a large basket of what appeared to be a good crop. As I paid the old woman for her produce, I could not shake the sensation that someone was watching me. A glance over my shoulder confirmed that fact.
He was tall, with dark hair and tan skin. The old brown cloak he wore over his shoulders did little to conceal the leather and iron vest and red fabric that denoted his position as a Roman soldier.
“Hey, uh, if I want to buy some of these, what should I look for?”
I smiled and refused to meet his gaze.
“I am sure the kind woman who sells these olives could help you more than I could.”
I gathered up my basket and began to walk away.
“Wait!”
I stopped. He briskly walked to catch up, coming to stand directly in front of me.
“Ok, I admit it. I don’t know or care anything about olives.” He waved back to the woman at the olive stand with a smile. “No offense!”
She and I both laughed at the tall stranger.
“You have my attention, soldier. What do you want with me?”
He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. Then he smiled and looked me in the eye. That was a refreshing change. More often than not, potential suitors looked me directly in the bosom. At least this one made an effort to maintain eye contact.
“Well, I saw you there and I just wanted to talk to you.”
He was handsome and charming. No doubt he was used to women being quite receptive to his slightest advances. I, however, am not most women.
“Very well. I am a busy woman. You may walk me to the city gates, talking as much as you like as we go.”
I began walking. He laughed to himself and followed.
“How is it that one so young would have so much to do that she cannot stop and speak for a moment with a kind stranger?”
“Whether you are kind or not remains to be seen. To answer your question, I run the daily business of the Romana Trading Company for my uncle. It keeps me moving, to say the least.”
I glanced up at him as we walked. Against my better judgment, I returned his smile. I generally did not trust Roman officials, be they politicians or soldiers, but this one seemed to be genuine.
“Romana? I have heard of you. Everyone here speaks of Cornelius Romanus with utmost respect. That would make you his niece, Bellona Romana? I will be sure to bring my men by your camp. I think they may have some coin that they are just itching to part with.”
“Your men?”
“Yes, the men of the Thirteenth Roman Legio Gemini. I am Julius Foserus Durus, Primus Pilus of the first file… at least I usually am. Emperor Domitian bid that a host from each of the legions return to Rome for a big ceremony of some sort. Our numbers had dwindled to less than four thousand men, so I, being the highest ranking soldier of my legion, was given the task of taking our one hundred worst soldiers and whipping them into shape on the way to Rome. Lucky me.”
“You are the only leader among one hundred troops?”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“Yes and no. I have a young man who is supposed to be learning about how to command. He is little help so far. His father is a politician who pulled strings to get him into the position. Our legion’s commander was supposed to work with the boy himself, but he was so annoying that he ended up being sent with me.”
I laughed and nodded in understanding.
“You have my sympathies, Foserus. Roman politics are a game that must be played, whether one likes the rules or not.”
After a strangely comfortable moment of silence, I flashed a genuine smile at the man.
“Your story has touched my heart, good sir. Bring your men by our estate on the west side of town and I will make sure they find plenty of things to separate them from their hard-earned denarii. If you wish, we may converse as they trade.”
He nodded.
“I am going to hold you to that. See you shortly.”
* * *
The idea of a century of Roman soldiers coming to our estate for trading intrigued the businesswoman in me. They would likely purchase as much in an hour as we could sell in the open air market in an entire afternoon.
As much as I would have liked to pretend that the promise of an afternoon of lucrative sales was the source of my current giddiness, that was not the case.
Julius Foserus Durus.
He was handsome and confident. He was apparently a good soldier and leader as well. I found myself very much looking forward to seeing him again. I had little time to spend with male companions outside of business, but I could not stop thinking about the tall, dark stranger.
Often times, I viewed my developing empathic nature as a curse. I found myself painfully aware of more and more of the feelings of those around me. My business dealings were becoming even more lucrative, but it had become difficult to filter out the innermost feelings of those with whom I dealt.
Today, however, I was glad to be able to sense Foserus’ feelings. Though he was physically attracted to me, as I was to him, his intentions actually did seem to be more honorable than most. I could sense that he truly wanted to talk to me and get to know me. I decided that, should he still want to talk, I would gladly do so when he and his men arrived.
As I walked towards the newly restored gated entrance to our estate, it was obvious that visitors were there. The grass on either side of the path leading through the trees and up to the houses had been trampled down, slightly. It appeared that a fairly large group had just come through the gate.
As I neared the houses, I could hear shouting. Conflicts were rare among our people, and dissatisfied customers were always dealt with fairly and in a civil tone. Something was very wrong.
Then, I heard the roar of my beloved wolf.
I dropped the basket of olives and ran towards the sound. Fortis never growled or barked unless he believed those under his protection were in danger.
As I entered the clearing on top of the hill, the scene made my blood run cold. One hundred Roman soldiers stood facing our estate with spears at the ready. I could barely see my friends and family beyond the sea of armored bodies.
To the side of the group, a lone centurion held aloft a red banner with “XIII Gemini” emblazoned on it in gold. My heart sank. How could I have been so wrong about Foserus? Had he come to take me? Was the scene at the market his way of toying with me before springing his trap? My empathic ability had never led me astray before. I could not understand what had happened.
I had no time to ponder the endless flood of questions. I could not shake the feeling that something horrible was about to happen.
I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. The soldiers were so focused on what was happening that they did not even notice me until I made it to the site of the commotion. To my horror, I saw my beloved Fortis lying on the ground between Cornelius and the man who led the soldiers.
Arrows riddled his body. There were more than a dozen protruding from his head, neck, and torso. My wolf was dead--slaughtered by the soldiers.
I stopped many feet away. I was too shocked to cry. Only my concern for the well-being of those who trusted me to take care of them prevented me from attacking the leader at whose feet my wolf’s dead form lay.
Cornelius’ face told the tale as he looked into my eyes. He shook his head and tried to signal to me with his eyes that I should go, but I could not leave them to face that force.
I had expected to find Foserus standing at his rightful place in the front of the soldiers, but another man occupied that spot. This man was smaller. His armor was spotless, but it was far too big for his body. There was something horribly familiar about him. When he turned and spoke, I realized who he was.
“Bellona Valeria. How lovely it is to see you.”
Though his face was half-covered by a battle helm, I knew the shrill voice of Titus Aurelius. The transgressions of my past had found me. I did not speak. I simply stood there. I would take my punishment so my people could live. Perhaps the choice would be simpler than my mother had prophesied.
With a smile, Aurelius held up his father’s years-old order to bring me in for questioning.
“Men, take her.”
Cornelius’ voice sounded far stronger than his advanced age should have allowed.
“No!”
As the soldier closest to Aurelius moved towards me, Cornelius stepped forward and punched the man squarely in the face. Despite the soldier’s helmet, the old warrior knocked the young centurion out cold, leaving him to fall flat on his back.
Aurelius drew his gladius sword and stabbed my adoptive uncle.
“Cornelius!” I screamed. It was too late. He fell to the ground on top of Fortis with the sword embedded deep in his chest.
I dove and covered him with my body, but the damage had been done. The wound was mortal.
His cloudy gray eyes were already beginning to glaze over as he looked up at my own suddenly tear-filled eyes.
“My Lucifera … do not cry for me. You brought me into the light long ago and saved me from the darkness that my life had become. Your father would be even more proud of you than I am if he could see you. I know …” He took in a shallow breath as the blood poured from his body. “I know you wish to save those you care about, but please … do not forget to save … yourself.”
Cornelius let out a final sigh. Though his eyes remained locked with mine, his life had ended. I touched the side of his rough face and placed a kiss on his lifeless lips. I gently brushed his eyelids closed with my fingertips.
The soldier closest to me attempted to grab my shoulders and drag me to my feet. I shrugged off his hands and drew the pugio dagger I kept in the folds of my dress. As I rose to my feet, I shoved the blade between the iron slats of his armor, digging deep into the flesh of his abdomen. The man stumbled backward in shock. The other advancing soldiers paused. They were obviously surprised that I would put up any fight. The surprises would not end there.
In that moment, I had only one thought in my mind: Kill Aurelius. He had been indirectly responsible for the death of my father, and directly responsible for the deaths of the two beings I had cared most for in the world at that time.
I moved towards him as quickly as I could. The twenty feet I had to go seemed to be the longest of my life. Two centurions moved to block my path. They had obviously learned nothing from the first man who tried to stop me.
My father’s training served me well that day. I moved closer to the soldier on the right and clumsily slashed at his face with the dagger. Predictably, he grabbed my right hand with his left, leaving his sword unguarded in its sheath on his belt.
I grasped the handle of the weapon with my left hand and wrenched it free of the sheath. I continued the motion as I swung upward, chopping the blade into the man’s elbow. The bone stopped it from passing through his arm completely, but the pain from the blow caused him to release my right hand.
The other soldier was startled to see what I had done to his comrade. He was even more shocked when I stabbed him with that same blade, directly in between the seams of the armor over his chest. I was careful to keep the blow shallow. I didn’t want to lose my sword as Aurelius had done. The man fell on his face, not dead, but dying from the blood he was losing.
Two more steps and I dropped the sword. No one intercepted me as I put the dagger to Aurelius throat. He did not have the skill to stop me, even if he had the courage to try.
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