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PROLOGUE
It had been Helena’s idea from the start; a precocious child of eight, to sneak out the Ouija board from her parents’ bedroom. She had convinced her twelve year old brother, Steven to do the forbidden act. The board had been handmade and passed down for generations from their mother’s side of the family and now that their grandmother had passed away it had been left to their mother. It had only been a week that the board rested in its wooden box on the top shelf of the master bedroom closet before Helena’s curiosity got the best of her. “Hurry up, Steven! It won’t take mom that long to feed Chickee and we only have a little while before you have to go to another stupid singing lesson.
“She’s two years old, Helena. When are you going to stop calling her that awful nickname? Her name is Josephine. You wouldn’t like it if we still called you stinky pants like we used to when you were a baby.
“Quit stalling and let’s get the board already.
This is a bad idea, Helena. I’ve got a lot more to lose than you do if mom and dad find out. They did tell us not to touch it.
“Oh you poor golden child of the Hungarian throne
“That’s right little sister, I’m first born and that makes me heir as the next ruler in this family.
“Just because we’re Hungarian doesn’t mean we’re royalty; even if you wish real hard, Steven. Besides, it has nothing to do with being first born. You’re only special because of your singing, mom says you’re going to make us all rich someday and she’s going to buy a nice car and a new house.
“I’m heir, Helena, even if I stop singing.
“Oh, please. You’ll never stop singing; you couldn’t live without all the attention and everyone kissing your butt. Besides, mom and dad will never let you quit.
“Show’s what you know! I know people that believe I’m a king! You’ll see, Helena. I’m going to leave here and be a lot more than just a singer someday. I don’t need mom and dad’s permission!
“Okay, you’re going to be king of the world someday and I’ll stay invisible in this family; like always. Are you happy now? But the only way you can find out for sure what you’re going to be is if we go get the board and have it tell us. You do want to know don’t you?
That was all it took for Steven to relent. He had gotten the board and the two snuck off into the attic to play with it. They hadn’t actually seen the board before; only the box and they didn’t anticipate that it would be the size of a garbage can lid and have a heavy glass piece over the entire board. “Give it here, Helena; before you break it. You’re supposed to sit on the floor and put the corners on top of our legs so it’s half on you and half on me.”
“What corners? The thing is round, stupid; and how do you know how it’s suppose to go?
“I read about in a book; and stop calling me stupid or I leave you up here and tell mom you did this all by yourself.
Fine, if your highness is so smart then you show me where the corners are on a round board.
“The four corners are North, South, East and West, so it doesn’t matter if its round! North is always at the top and if you look at the picture of the tree in the middle you can tell which way is up!
“Okay! Don’t be such a hothead. What do we do with this thing?
“That’s the planchette; you put it on the board and rest your fingers on it until it starts spelling things out. Well, that’s after you ask the spirits in the room questions. Here, you put East facing you West will face me.
“Why do I get the East?
“Because, stupid; I’m the rising sun and you’re nothing but the sun setting into darkness.
Steven’s words stung, but Helena refused to let him see her cry. “Why don’t you just shut-up and ask it something already.” They rested their fingers gently on the heart shaped planchette and the board grew suddenly cold. “I don’t know if I want to do this anymore, Steven.”
“Don’t even think about it. This was your idea and you’re not chickening out now.”
“Then, hurry up!
“Okay! If there’s any spirits in the room, talk to us now and tell me if I’m really a king or not.
Helena no sooner rolled her eyes at her brother when the planchette began to glide across the face of the board beneath their fingers. “Stop pushing it, Steven! You’re scaring me!”
“I’m not!
The planchette moved effortlessly from letter to letter slowly spelling out one short phrase. ‘The Mouth that Sings Holds the Power.’ Steven squealed in delight, “See, I have the mouth that sings. I have all the power. I told you I’m royalty!” It was at that precise moment when Helena glared at her brother when the board became cold as ice and shattered into pieces. Steven stared at his hands that where cut and bleeding. Helena clenched a large piece in her hands; she was stunned, but unharmed. Their mother’s voice suddenly rose from beneath them. “Where are you kids? Helena, come watch your sister. Steven, let’s go, we’re going to be late for your lesson!
“Helena, pick up the pieces and get them back in the box. I’ll put it up in the closet when I get back.
“No, Steven! I’m scared; we’re going to be cursed now! Something awful is going to happen; I know it!
“It’s going to be okay Helena. Just pick everything up!
“Steven, Helena! Come on, kids! Let’s go!”
Steven left that midmorning for his lesson, but never returned. Later the same afternoon two men grabbed him from the street and shoved him into the back of black, van. There was never a ransom for his return and despite the best efforts of the police and his parents he was never found
ONE
FIFTEEN YEARS LATER
I opened my eyes slightly and tried to focus on the clock on the other side of the room. It was 3:05 or 3:15 in the morning; I wasn’t sure without my glasses on. But either way it was way too soon to be up yet. That’s when I realized David was in the bathroom, and the sound of running water was what woke me. What was he doing up so early? Just as I started to sit up he came creeping out of the bathroom. “Helena! Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.”
“Where are you going?” I asked cautiously, since I already knew what he was going to say.
“Look, I’ve just got to go home.
“Fine, I’m okay to stay with long enough to fuck, but not good enough to spend the whole night with.”
“Oh come on, you know it’s not like that! I just need to sleep in my own bed.”
He started collecting his shirt from the back of the off-white swivel chair from the corner of the bedroom, and then grabbed his keys from the small table next to the door. He walked back across the room and bent over me to give me a kiss. I gave him a peck on the cheek and said, in the most sarcastic manner possible, “Just leave the money on the table!” He was half way to the door as he laughed, “Who would pay to have sex with you?” The door shut with a low click, just as the pillow I had thrown hit the back of the door. That kind of statement was a common thing with him and he always claimed he was joking, but deep down I felt like he meant it.
Now I was pissed. No, humiliated was more like it. Jokes at my expense were one thing, but just running off in the middle of night was another. He had been pulling this kind of crap since we first started dating four years ago. He knew he had me wrapped around his finger. He was gorgeous, 6’3” with blond, thick straight hair just to the top of his shoulders; it was always meticulously groomed. His large brown eyes and Greek nose made him look like he should have been a soap opera star. His body was long and well defined which he spent hours admiring in the mirror
I reached for my cigarettes, and sat there in the dark smoking, pissed and degraded. This has déjà vu written all over it. Why the hell do I put up with him? It must be the sex; no matter what a jackass he could be, I just couldn’t say no when it came to the sex. I really hated him, or was it that I really hated me for not having more self-esteem than that.
I was too angry to go back to sleep, so I had a good cry and wondered why it was that he wouldn’t spend the whole night with me. When I was done feeling sorry for myself, I grabbed my glasses off the night table and made a pot of coffee. When I tried to retrieve the morning paper I realized it was only four in the morning, and the paper wouldn’t be here for another hour. I showered, dressed and cleaned up my tiny apartment and headed to the office early.
I arrived in downtown, Hartford, just before 5:30. In nicer weather it was the most beautiful city in Connecticut, but then again I was biased since I was born and raised here. This early there’s no traffic to speak of and it was still mostly dark, being mid- January. Winter days in New England were gray and very cold for the most part, and today was no exception. There hadn’t been a good snowfall in a week, which left muddy snow piled up around the street corners from the last storm. It made the city feel even more like a maze. I pulled into the parking garage in my old Subaru. Not a flashy car, but it got great gas mileage. With my salary as an intern architect it was all that I could afford. I walked down to the elevator on the far side of the garage and hit the small coffee shop on the first floor before heading up to the third floor to face my day.
The office was quiet, too quiet. I don’t think I’d ever been in this early before, but then again I’d only been here a few months. Even Vincent my boss wasn’t in yet, and I had thought he never went home. I sat down at my drafting table and looked at the layout for the new mansion we were designing. It was on my table, but I didn’t get to work on it.
The man we were designing it for was none other than Attila Szabo. He’s a famous Hungarian artist who’s well known for his sculpture. I’ve heard that his work is shown all over the world, but I had only seen a few pieces that were featured in the newspaper for an opening he did here in Hartford. According to Vincent and Betty, he’s growing a considerable reputation for bursting into the business world and taking over fortune five hundred companies. The two of them were hideously star-struck by him at any rate. I wasn’t quite as impressed. It bothered me that I didn’t get to work on the mansion project, but I wasn’t disappointed that I wouldn’t have to meet the man. I didn’t care much for high society types and him being a mature Hungarian male he probably has eyebrows long enough to braid. I know it’s rather unfair to prejudge him like this, but right now I wasn’t too happy with men in general.
Vincent Daily and Betty Foster, my bosses, were in charge of designing the Szabo mansion. I was just the detail girl in the big picture. Go-for was more like it, and filing girl. I kept myself occupied until Vincent arrived at seven sharp and Betty trailed in behind him. Vincent was a classic nerd: thirty-something with thin, blond hair that was greased back to one side of his head. I didn’t like his heavy, black-framed glasses since they hid his rather nice blue eyes. He always wore gray pants with a white shirt, matching jacket and dark gray tie. The pocket protector was standard issue. I was pretty sure that he had a closet full of gray suits since that was all I had ever seen him in
Betty, on the other hand, was bright in color. She was very lovely in a loud way for a woman in her late forties. Today she wore a bright red blouse and an orange skirt. Her thick, curly, blond hair hung down to her shoulders with the top teased up high. Between the two of them, I was extremely average looking at 5’5” and 120 some pounds. I’m not really sure since I don’t own a scale. My plain brown hair reaches a little past my shoulders and I have average brown eyes. I like to think of myself as a simple pretty.
The day went uneventfully; meaning, I stayed out of everyone’s way and did what was expected of me. David called around lunchtime to see if I was still mad. I wasn’t going to argue with him at work so I said no. He let out a breath as if he had been holding it and said, “Good. For a minute there I thought I was going to have to send you flowers or something.” He laughed it off as he always did. I bit my tongue and agreed to meet him for dinner. It took a cigarette to brush off his remark before I could go back to the filing
At the end of the day I had just started packing up my things to head home when Vincent came over with that look. “Helena, Mr. Szabo has made some last minute changes.” This was supposed to be the last design before the general contractors would start. “Due to these changes I’m going to have to insist on some overtime this evening.
“So it’s going to be a late night for us then.”
“No,” he said a little nervously. “My wife has tickets for the opera; she’d just kill me if I missed it. And Betty has the final presentation on the Bradbury building tonight.
I sat there wide-eyed. They’re actually going to let me do something on my own? Vincent burst my bubble when he told me that he had made the changes already and would just need the final okay from Mr. Szabo. So much for thinking I had gotten any respect. “So, you want me to meet with Mr. Szabo and get his okay?
“Well, yes. But, he felt bad about the last minute changes and offered to see the designs over dinner.”
Great, this will go over well with David. “Okay, when and where?” I asked like a good little team player. “Mr. Szabo will send a car for you here at 6:00.” Shit that gives me no time to go home and change. I hope the dark blue, fake angora dress will be appropriate for dinner. When I called David he took it about as well as I thought he was going to. “You’re just still pissed about this morning! Are you doing some guy at the office?” He thought I was having sex with everyone I came into contact with. Arguing with him was pointless; but of course I had to try. “Look, it’s a new job and I’ve got to show them they can count on me.” He hung up in a huff. Damn, just once I wish he would trust me
I went into the ladies room to freshen up. How I liked that term freshen up. Right, pee, drag a rake through your hair and try to look as human as possible. I resembled a nice librarian once I tied my hair back into a tight bun; my glasses just completed the look. I tried to have my smoke discretely on the side of the front door of the building while I waited for the car, but that made me feel like a hooker waiting for a john. I wondered if there were hookers that dressed up like librarians.
I didn’t have to wait long before the limo showed up at 6:01 and a tall thin chauffeur got out of the driver’s side. He apologized for being late and opened the back door for me. I didn’t consider one minute as being late, but I guess they must run a really tight ship. It was my first time in a real stretch and sitting in the back of this huge car made me feel like Cinderella on the night of the Ball. There was a full bar that made me think maybe this night wasn’t a total loss. Then again a buzz for a business meeting was just not cool, so I didn’t have anything. As I breathed in the smell of new leather I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have this kind of money. Who knows? Maybe this kind of luxury would have been a regular thing if I hadn’t cursed Steven with that damn Ouija board. With the singing voice he had, I’m sure he would have been world famous by now. Before I could become totally guilt ridden over thoughts of Steven the limo had stopped
We arrived at Rigante’s, which is a fine dining establishment, not a restaurant. It’s the kind of place that I couldn’t afford on my best days. Somehow I was sure I was underdressed for fine dining. The limo driver opened my door and waited for me to get out. I half expected photographers to be waiting to take my picture, but there was no one, but a smiling doorman to usher me in. The heavyset, woman at the little podium looked down at me with disgust. It must have been my old, wool coat, or she just hated everyone. She stood there for what seemed like forever and said nothing. I finally broke the silence with, “I’m Helena Gray. I’m here to meet with Mr. Szabo.”
“Oh yes! Come this way.” The change in her mood and the fake smile she suddenly put on made the little hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, but I followed her just the same. The restaurant was softly lit with tall, candles on all the linen covered tables. Everything seemed to glitter in the dim light as she walked me over to a table that was in the far corner of the room. Mr. Szabo immediately stood up as we had approached the table and held out his hand. “Ms. Gray, what a delight to meet you.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
I was stunned at how good-looking he was in his dark, blue three-piece suit; there was no doubt in my mind that it was custom tailored. He looked to be in his late thirties about 6’3” in height with eyes that sparkled liked polished gem stones. His hair was short and pitch black with just a touch of silver on each temple and his mocha colored skin was as smooth as buffed granite. I watched him as he glided around me to pull out my chair. His tailored suit contoured his muscular body like a second skin and he moved like a dancer. There was a crisp scent of cloves that came off of him as he leaned in close behind me to push me and the chair in toward the table. He then glided gracefully back to his chair across from me. Wow, this was not what I had expected; no braid-able eyebrows here. “Are you all right, my dear?”
That’s when I noticed that I was just sitting there with my mouth gaping open and scrambled to pull myself together. “It’s so very nice to meet you, Mr. Szabo. I hope the changes on the designs will be to your liking.” He took the long tube of blue prints from me and put them on the table next to us as if he wasn’t the least bit concerned about them. A short man in a nice suit suddenly appeared by the table and asked Mr. Szabo, “Would the lady prefer a table by the fireplace?” He had said it in Hungarian but since I speak fluently, I hadn’t noticed that it wasn’t English, and answered him in Hungarian without thinking. “No thank you, this table will be fine.” Mr. Szabo looked at me oddly, “You speak Hungarian?”
“Yes, my parents are immigrants.
“It hadn’t occurred to me that you would be Hungarian with a name like Gray?” He asked with a curious look
“My parents changed it from Gergely when they came to the United States. They thought it would be easier to pronounce.
“Gair-gay,” he said in a matter of fact way, “What is so hard about that?
“Well, I wasn’t there when the decision was made to change it.
I thought it came out a bit sarcastic, but he chuckled in polite, high society way. While he chuckled I stared at his perfect, white teeth and his completely polished look. That’s when it hit me how far out of my league I was. I suddenly wished he would just approve the changes so I could get out of here. Preferably, before I make a complete fool of myself. I realized that I wasn’t going to get my wish when the waiter came over to the table and Mr. Szabo ordered wine. Shit, there’s going to be more small talk; it wasn’t one of my stronger skills. “Have you any siblings?” I was a bit startled by his question. “Yes, a younger sister and an older brother. My sister’s not so little anymore, she’s now in college.” He smiled strangely before he asked, “And, what of your brother?”
“He’s no longer with us.
The last thing I wanted to talk about was my brother. I’m sure that the tightness I was now feeling in my chest was showing on my face and he perked up in a way that made me feel that much more uneasy. I was grateful when he settled back down and changed the subject. He began to talk about a variety of architects, some I’d heard of, and some I hadn’t. As he talked, I just looked at him. He seemed to be more like a guy you would see on the cover of G.Q. I couldn’t stop myself from becoming totally absorbed in his dark, brown eyes. Flecks of gold danced around in them like tiny hot coals. They were so captivating, like watching a fire.
“Would you like some wine?” I shifted slightly in my chair as if I had just woken up and realized that the waiter was standing at the table with a bottle of wine. He poured a small amount of red wine in my host’s glass. Mr. Szabo picked up the glass and in a seductive manner; he swirled the wine around in the glass for a moment and took several quick sniffs from just above the rim before taking a tiny sip. He leaned further back into his chair. Let out a long breath with his eyes closed. He had the look of complete contentment on his face. It was the same look David gets right after sex.
I felt rather uneasy just sitting there. The need for a cigarette came to mind. Then, just like that, the little spell was over and he sat up and began to give the waiter instructions in Italian. It was impressive that he spoke at least three languages. The waiter then filled our glasses and took our order before hurrying away. We sat there quietly drinking our wine for a few minutes before Mr. Szabo broke the silence. “Do you sing, Ms. Gray?” The questioned took me by surprise. “Excuse me?”
“Music Ms. Gray, Karaoke perhaps?”
“No sir. My singing voice is quite bad. The only thing it could be used for is a fire alarm.”
“What of your siblings? Do any of them sing?”
What the hell kind of questions are these? I felt my heart drop into my stomach like a stone. I had to swallow hard before I could answer. “My brother Steven had a beautiful voice.” I said rather somberly. For a moment he looked almost pleased that he had hit a sore spot before he once again changed the subject. “Do you like the wine?” I was more than grateful, tasted it and tried to act as if I knew something about wines. The wine was rather sweet and thick, thicker than any wine I’d ever had. It had a slight after taste that left a tingle on the tongue. “This is very nice, very unusual.” I said with as much sophistication as I could muster. He smiled proudly for a moment before he went on, “My family makes this wine. I have it shipped into my favorite restaurants.” For a half a second there I had the strangest feeling he was trying to impress me
Dinner arrived in big silver trays with shiny domes. The waiter opened the covers and wafts of steam rolled out. The feeling of being tipsy came over me. I couldn’t understand why? I only had a few sips of the wine; and I was worried about catching a buzz in the limo. The calamari that Mr. Szabo ordered for me was placed on the table and I realized immediately from the little ringlets in the dish that calamari was squid! I had never had squid; at least it looked and smelled good. Mr. Szabo’s dinner didn’t look appetizing in the least. In the middle of a large white plate, floating in a sea of blood was a piece of steak that was barely cooked. This piece of meat seemed as if it should still have a heartbeat. We ate dinner in relative silence; with a few bits of conversation about how good the food was, even if his dinner was grossing me out. I opted to stare at him instead of his dinner. It wasn’t just how good looking he was that had me captivated. There was definitely something about him even though I had no idea what it was.
Another waiter brought a second bottle of wine. This one was white, maybe because I was having fish. He poured a small amount into the glass and waited for me to taste it. Oh god, I hope he doesn’t expect me to do the whole orgasm thing. I tasted the wine and nodded in approval at the waiter. He filled the rest of the glass and left. “The wine is very good; did your family make this one as well?
“No,” he said, “Just the red, it was my father’s recipe and it reminds me of plentiful times.”
I kind of looked around and wondered what plenty would be like if these were the harder times. He seemed to pick up on what I was thinking. “Running as many businesses as I do can be exceptionally costly. There is a great deal of overhead that comes with every employee.”
From his expression it was clear that I had hit a sore spot of his and it was my turn to change the subject. “Will you be letting us know in the morning, if the changes on design will be all right?”
“Yes… No.” He sounded a little distant, as if he hadn’t fully returned from his thoughts. “Oh yes, the blue prints. I would prefer to go over them now. Would you be so kind as to accompany me over to my room?
Oh shit, is he one of those kinds of businessmen? He must have noticed the look on my face; I guess the red really showed. “I have a large conference room attached to my suite; we’ll have more room to roll out the blue prints.” I suddenly felt silly for thinking that he would find me that interesting. We left the restaurant and got back into the limo. He whispered something to the driver, and it made me feel like a child that didn’t know what was going on. I should have guessed that we would arrive at the Marebella, the most expensive place to stay in the whole city. The doorman ran over to open the car door. “Good evening, Mr. Szabo,” he said with a slight bow toward the front door. That’s when I remembered it being mentioned in the news paper article about his show that he was also the owner of the Marebella. Shit, I’m so in over my head.
The Marebella was a five or six-star hotel. It was said that they were so accommodating that they would even come to your room to pick your teeth. The front hall was filled with crystal chandeliers and lots of fresh flowers that were mostly tropical orchids and lots of thick green, vegetation. There was a warm, orange glow from the soft lights bouncing off all the gold leaf on the wallpaper. The place was devoid of any people, except for the two young, men in uniform at the check-in desk
We reached the elevator and began to go down, which was odd since I had always thought the best suites were at the top. The elevator went down for what seemed a long time before opening to another lobby. This lobby was more royal looking with its dark purple and gold wall-paper and black carpeting. It was also a lot busier; there were dozens of people everywhere. There were some in black uniforms but the majority of people appeared to be guests; very well dressed guest dripping in jewels. Everyone greeted Mr. Szabo with a bow and a, ‘Good evening, how are you sir?’ I knew Mr. Szabo had clout, but I had no idea it was to this extent. We walked through the lobby to a long hallway that had a lot less lighting, which made it feel considerably more ominous. We meandered through several hallways before coming to a set of heavy mahogany doors with three, big angels carved into it. Normally angels are nice sweet looking characters, but these angels didn’t look friendly. The big doors were electronic and made a slight whooshing sound as they opened. It made the heavy doors appear weightless. Inside was a huge table made of highly polished cherry. It must have been at least twenty feet long with high backed leather chairs. He motioned for me to sit down next to him at the head of the table. His chair was considerably larger than all the rest.
A small thin, man came scurrying into the room looking terribly anxious. He gave me a quick glance before whispering something to Mr. Szabo. Mr. Szabo never flinched, just shook his head and said, “I will deal with it, shortly.” Then the small man bowed his head and left the room. Mr. Szabo rolled out the blue prints on the table and began to examine them. It gave me a minute to look around the enormous room. It was all done in dark blues, black, and turquoise. The entire wall behind me was an elaborate mural; it was covered in more of the same evil, angels that were on the door. I had to twist myself around to really see what was on it. These angels were flying around a nude pregnant woman. They looked to be attacking her with great gusts of wind that came from their mouths. The woman held herself tightly around the middle with one hand while waving off the angels with the other. The whole thing was a raised relief that looked to be made out of one thick piece of silver that was heavily tarnished.
Even from this perspective it gave me the shivers to look at it, so I actually welcomed the small talk he started. “Are your parents both Hungarian?”
“Well, my mother is, but my father is Romanian.” He gave me a look with one eyebrow up. It gave me the feeling that he didn’t approve of my mixed breeding. “But, I consider myself American.” I added patriotically. He didn’t seem impressed as he went back to looking at the blueprints. ”How old are you Miss Gray?” He asked in a matter of fact tone, not looking up from the blue prints. I wasn’t sure I should answer that since it really wasn’t very businesslike. But, of course I didn’t want to come across like a royal bitch and answered him, “23.” That’s when it dawned on me that most of the conversation tonight hadn’t been very businesslike.
He examined the blue prints for a long while before straightening up again. Then he smiled at me in the oddest manner. “For a very long time, I have been looking for someone just like you, Ms. Gray. I find it most amusing that you had been hiding in plain sight all this time.” I had no idea what he was talking about. If you’re in plain sight how can you be hiding? “What exactly is it that you are looking for, Mr. Szabo?
“Please call me Attila.” He smiled warmly for a second or two before going on. “I have wanted to do a project for some time now, but I could not find the right architect. I want to build a castle that will be used as an art museum and I think it should be you that designs it.
“Well, Mr. S…Attila, I’m sure my firm can give you what you are looking for.
“No, I just want you.” It came out sounding very dominating.
“With all due respect Mr. Szabo, I don’t think I have the experience that Benjamin and Richardson could offer you.
His face grew very serious as he spoke, “I am aware of that. What I want is someone with your kind of energy. I want you to be the lead architect on this project.
I sat there trying not to look uncomfortable, fighting the urge to squirm. “Well, that is very flattering, Mr. Szabo. I will have to give it some thought.” Maybe that was the wrong thing to say, maybe no one ever told him to wait before, because his mood suddenly changed to snippy. “These changes are not right. I’ve made some notes here; take them back and have them changed for tomorrow. I’ll have my driver take you back to the office now; he will pick you up at your home tomorrow night at 8:00 sharp.” And that was that; meeting adjourned. Wow, that sure felt like an emotional slap in the head. I got up, shook his hand and said “Thank you”. The little man that was in the room earlier came back to escort me back to the car. On the limo ride back to the office I wondered if I had blown it by not jumping at his offer. Oh, man what an amazing project this would be. Hell, he never mentioned if the money would be better; but I’m sure it would be. Shit! Did I just slam the door in opportunity’s face? I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.
When I got back to my apartment it was only 9:30. I peeled off the dress, stood in front of the big square mirror over my dresser and combed out my hair; it had started to ache from being twisted up into a bun. I slipped on my favorite cotton nightshirt, made myself a big rum and coke, and tried to catch up on the missed cigarettes. It was 9:45 when the buzzer on my intercom went off. The security here was pretty good, you had to get buzzed in at the main door to get into the apartments, but I wasn’t expecting any visitors
“Who is it?
“It’s me!”
His voice came out loud and slightly tipsy over the intercom. I buzzed him in and opened the apartment door. David hung in the doorway like a scarecrow, both arms holding the door casing. “So? Was he any good?
“What?
“The guy you’re doing at the office!
“Oh come on, David. Please don’t start this again. I’m not doing anyone at work, and if you keep this up I won’t be doing you either! If you’re going to come in, then do so.” I turned and started walking back toward the sofa in the living room, David at my back. “You know, no one would want you anyway,” he said sharply. I tried hard to ignore him. I just didn’t have the strength to fight tonight. He dropped his heavy leather jacket on the far end of the sofa and plopped down next to me like a defeated bullfighter. I tried to soften the mood with the tone of my voice. “I don’t know why you always think I’m cheating on you. I’ve never given you a reason to think that. I don’t want anyone but you and you know it. So, please can we just drop it?” I got up from the sofa and headed for the kitchen where I lit a cigarette. David didn’t approve of me smoking. Come to think of it, he didn’t approve of anything I did. “Want a drink?” I asked in hopes to divert him from his jealousy. He didn’t answer me, but got up from the sofa and moved up behind me in the kitchen. “I brought you something,” he purred, as he pressed up close behind me, running his hands down my shoulders. “Yeah, sure.” I said in a sarcastic tone as I pulled away from him. I walked a few feet away and continued mixing him a drink. I took another drag off my smoke, blew it out like I really didn’t care what he had for me and snubbed out the cigarette. I waited with my back turned away from him for the lecture about when was I going to quit smoking, but it didn’t come. That’s when I was sure that he wanted something.
I turned to face him, and he smiled a little as he stepped in closer toward me. He reached out and softly brushed his fingers down the side of my face. I could feel the heat coming off his body and smell the sweet smell of his after-shave. I knew I wasn’t going to stay mad about the jealousy crap for long. “If you want what I brought you, it’s on me somewhere and you’ll have to find it,” he grinned evilly. I knew what it was that he really wanted. He noticed the look on my face and with his best Boy Scout face said, “No, really, I brought you something.” Moving in closer to his body, I started feeling the outside of the pocket on his shirt in a circular motion with my fingers. I knew there was nothing there, but enjoyed teasing him just the same. “Cold,” he said. I slowly rubbed my hand down the center of his chest, down to the top of his pants, just looking into his big, brown eyes as I did it. He began to smile like a Cheshire cat as I stepped off to one side a little so I could put my hand into his pants pocket. I made sure to press my groin against the top of his thigh as I rubbed my hands gently through his pants pocket. His voice cracking a little, “You’re getting warmer.”
I found nothing in that pocket, but an increasingly happier boyfriend. At this point I didn’t give a shit what he had for me; I was starting to enjoy this game. I took my hand out of his pocket and pressed my body against his as I moved around him until I was against his back. Gently, I slid my hand into his pants pocket on the other side. He let out a small moaning sound as I pressed my breasts tightly up against his back. As I felt around the pocket, I found a small baggy. I pulled it out, and inside were two green tablets with clovers stamped into them. He smiled wide and hard, “I already did two about ten minutes ago.
“I told you I wouldn’t every do this again.
“But you should,” he said, “You know how you get when your rolling.”
I had only done it once before with him and ended up in some bar where I took off all my cloths, ripped the American flag off the wall and wrapped myself in it. Rumor has it that there had also been some lap dancing involved, but I have no memory of it. After that I vowed never to take this shit again. It hurt that he didn’t care what kind of total slut I turned into on that stuff. “I’m not going there with you David. You can just take this shit and go.”
“Fine, if you’re just going to be a bitch I’m out of here! I’m sure I’ll find somebody that will want to join me.” He grabbed his jacket in a huff and slammed the door on the way out. Disgusted, I got myself a glass of water and went to bed
TWO
The alarm went off at precisely six in the morning with that horrible buzzing that all modern alarm clocks seemed to have. It’s the kind of sound that makes you jump no matter how many times you hear it. As I jumped to shut off the alarm, the glass of water I brought in last night went flying off the nightstand. Then while fumbling for my glasses, which had been next to the glass of water, I fell off the bed and smacked the side of my head on the corner of the nightstand. Landing in the puddle of water on the floor was just the icing on the cake. Oh yeah, this is going to be a great day. A sharp pain came from my temple as I touched it and found my fingers covered in blood. I got up on wobbly legs and headed for the bathroom mirror. The site of blood always made me queasy, but seeing it before I was completely awake made it that much worse. I thought I had gashed my head badly, but after I cleaned off the blood there was only a small half-inch cut. Small or not it hurt like hell and was already turning black and blue.
If this was any indication of what the rest of the day was going to be like, I was in deep trouble. I had serious thought of climbing back in to bed and calling it a day, but I knew that wouldn’t go over very well with work. That’s when it dawned on me that Mr. Szabo…Attila, had offered me a job. No, I think I insulted him. Well, I guess if he was serious, he’d ask about it tonight. Oh, God. The rest of today has to get better. I lit a smoke, glared at myself in the mirror for a moment longer before making coffee. Reading the paper was out since I was now running about fifteen minutes behind from the medical attention I had to give myself and deciding what I was going to wear. Running late was the norm for me on most mornings since I always feel like I’m moving in slow motion until my second cup of coffee. I jumped in the shower and threw on my best, dark blue suit and was off to work. The makeup job on my temple wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be. I left my hair down and after I put on my glasses it didn’t show at all
On the drive to work I thought about David and realized that I didn’t even mention the job offer to him last night. Then again he didn’t exactly give me time since he was so wrapped up in being an asshole. Asshole or not he’s mine and I do love him. If this job offer were for real, I would surprise him with the news later. If I had a job that paid more maybe we could move in together. He always said that both our apartments were too small for two and that we couldn’t afford a bigger place even with both our incomes. He had just started his own home improvement business about six months ago, so money was tight. Entering the office building, I felt strangely hung over. I hadn’t had that much to drink last night and really shouldn’t be feeling this way; I hope I’m not coming down with something. My head still throbbed from the fall on the nightstand and the last thing I wanted to deal with today was being belittled by Betty and Vincent. They were nice enough to my face, but they treated me like some stupid child. I had only been here a few months so I hoped in time it would get better, but so far every crappy, unimportant thing that needed doing was given to me. I guess that’s an intern’s life. Maybe working for Attila would be a good thing, but I didn’t really know anything about the man. For all I knew this could be going from bad to worse.
Looking at the big clock on the wall as I walked in, I was only five minutes late. I hoped no one noticed. Vincent and Betty came running over as if they just couldn’t wait to know how it went last night. There was no good morning from either of them or hello. They went right into “Did he okay the changes?”
“No,” I said in a rather nasty voice. I cleared my throat and began again. “No, he made some more notes and wants them back tonight.” Betty and Vincent just glared at me. Hey, don’t kill the messenger, I thought, but didn’t say it out loud. “We’ll have to get this ready right now,” Vincent said to Betty. Great, that meant I was filing again today. I must have had a look on my face because Vincent went on to say, “You know how important this client is. There’s a rumor going around that he is talking about building an art museum here in Hartford, on the same caliber as the Metropolitan in New York. Do you have any idea what a project like that could mean for us?” Betty’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, “I could buy that Mercedes I always wanted.” Vincent didn’t skip a beat. “Helena, you need to pull the old designs from the file and set up the paper work for the old and the new to go over to accounting first thing this afternoon. Take them down yourself, interoffice mail is too slow.” Oh, goody, now I’m the delivery girl
The rest of the day was full of more of the same kind of trivial crap; anything and everything to keep me from working on the project. Vincent and Betty had finished the changes and I walked the designs down to accounting around one that afternoon. They were none too thrilled when they found out that I was to bring the finalized designs back tonight. Attila had called Richardson himself to confirm the instructions. Richardson was only too happy to give Attila whatever he wanted. I guess he had heard the rumor about the museum. I couldn’t help but wonder if Attila was serious about the job. Could I really handle a job of that size? Would I be working alone? Attila is, rather intimidating. What if he doesn’t like my designs? Fear rose up inside me; this was way too big for me. Self doubt ran wild through my mind and my fears only grew worse as the workday came to a close. Vincent gave me last minute details on what to point out to Mr. Szabo. Basically kiss his ass, if necessary. I definitely wasn’t going that far no matter how good-looking the man is. I guess they assumed tonight I should go in with their coaching so I don’t screw it up and come back with more changes. So I nodded my head like a good little girl to all Vincent’s instructions. Betty began to fuss with my hair and straighten my shirt collar like a good mother hen. I protested in vain, she didn’t seem to care that I was going home to change my clothes before the meeting. “You should try and look your best honey; I hear he’s still single.” I didn’t care for her statement; screwing my way up the corporate ladder wasn’t part of my career plan
The drive home was longer than normal; traffic was backed up for a mile. I thought the hold-up was a car crash since there were five police cars ahead on the road. As I got closer, there was no accident that I could see, so I just assumed it had been cleared away by the time I got there. When I finally got home, it was 6:30. I wanted to just put on my nightshirt, have a nice relaxing dinner and go to bed, but that wasn’t on the schedule. I checked my messages. David had called at exactly 5:20 when I normally would be walking through the door if it wasn’t for Vincent and Betty’s little pep talk and the traffic. There was a lot of yelling in the message, the usual stuff about where did you go? Who are you fucking? And then the regular finish of ‘don’t bother to call me anymore, I don’t care what you’re fucking doing!’ It was always the same crap. The machine clicked hard as I hit the delete button. I’m not dealing with this now. If I had as much sex as he thought I did, I’d always be walking like I just got off a horse. I felt the hot anger flash over my face like sunburn and fought to push it back down. No, he’s not going to get to me; not tonight. I have to focus on getting the changes approved and gracefully bowing out of this job offer; that is if it still on the table. Once I get through all this I’ll deal with David.
I took a shower, put on a dark, blue skirt and decided on a peach blouse that almost buttoned all the way to my chin. Rather neutral, I thought. The black flat pumps screamed business not pleasure. I opted to wear my hair in ponytail with a wide, flat clip. David’s phone message must have rattled me more than I thought; now I’m dressing like a republican. I’m not sure if that’s a step up from librarian or not. I was ready to go at 7:50 and couldn’t believe I had ten minutes to spare. Thank god for that, I’m more nervous tonight then last night. Maybe because there was so much more fuss about it today. No, it was the job offer that was making me nervous. I decided to read the newspaper while I waited for the car to try and distract myself form my nerves. On the front page, in bold letters it read, THIRD VICTIM FOUND ON SIDE OF HIGHWAY THIS WEEK. The article went on to say that for the third night in a row, a mutilated body was found alongside route 84. This latest body was found on the off-ramp in West Hartford on the south side. Damn, that’s the off ramp I use every day. The article didn’t give much more detail except to say the police were unsure at this time if these cases were related. That must have been what all the traffic was about. The thought made me shiver.
The doorbell buzzed and I jumped off my chair. Maybe reading the paper wasn’t such a relaxing idea. The buzzer went off again and I knew it was show time. My stomach was now in knots. “I can do this, I can do this” was the mantra for the night. Okay. Breathe. Just remember to breathe. I took one last drag off my cigarette and as I put it out my stomach growled. Shit, I probably should have eaten something; too late now. The car ride seemed to relax me some and I was feeling much better by the time we arrived at the Marebella. Tonight there was a different doorman who was just as attentive. The little man that came in the conference room last night met me at the front of the lobby. “I am Peter, Mr. Szabo’s main assistant,” he said in a robotic tone, as if he had said it hundreds of times before. He had told me the same thing last night when he walked me back to the car, but I guess he forgot. “Please follow me,” he said, and we proceeded to the elevator for the long ride down.
We walked through the mahogany doors of the conference room; Peter pointed toward a chair, this time on the left side of the table on the end. I could now see the mural directly in front of me, last time it was behind me, so I couldn’t get as good of a look. I took off my coat and had a seat. “Mr. Szabo will be with you shortly,” Peter said before he left the room. The doors swished closed, and I was alone in this enormous room. I stared at the mural. It looked as if it had changed somehow; no I’m sure it was just the angle I saw it at last time. I hadn’t noticed that there was another woman in it, not just the nude in the center protecting her self from the evil angels. This new woman was dressed in a long flowing gown, standing off to one side. She was making a gesture like blowing a kiss, but it was the evil angels that were coming out of her mouth, not a kiss. I guess she was the mother of the nasty angels. Frankly, the thing was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.
Mr. Szabo entered the room from another door in the back that I assumed was attached to his suite. He was dressed in a dark, red almost maroon suit and looked as perfect as the night before. “Good evening, Ms. Gray.” His face was calm and businesslike, as I stood up to shake his hand. I hadn’t noticed last night how long and thin his fingers were. “I must apologize for keeping you waiting. There have been a few problems with my business associates; they have been breaking protocol lately, leaving me much to deal with.
“That’s all right; it gave me a chance to look at the mural. Is it one of yours?
“Yes, do you like it?”
“It’s very impressive.
I thought that was a safe answer since saying its kind of creepy would sound impolite. He smiled as if he knew I was lying and began to unroll the blue prints. I had been so nervous about this meeting that I had almost forgotten to bring them. I jumped right into explaining the things Vincent wanted me to point out. He shook his head up and down slowly and said nothing. When I finished he said, “Yes, this will do nicely. The building contractors can now get started.”
I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding and smiled with relief.
“Now we must toast the beginning of my new East Coast home,” he said, and pushed one of the buttons on the large table. The door swished open and Peter appeared with a large silver tray with four very small crystal glasses and a beautiful red, round bottle with very short neck to it. The bottle was covered in sparkling little jewels. Behind Peter, two tall men followed him in. Peter put the tray on the table in front of Attila and left. I stood up when the two new men entered. I know it’s not customary for women to stand, but frankly I felt tiny amongst all these tall people and a little intimidated. “This is Geza, and Elek. They are my brothers and business partners.
Elek caught my attention first since he was probably the most frightening person I had ever seen. He was at least 6’2” and huge. And I mean huge; he had to be at least three-hundred and fifty pounds if not more. His head was completely shaven and his face was wide and round. It looked to me that he was in his early 20’s, definitely the youngest of the three. His eyes were amber and too small for his massive face. His skin was pasty white, which was a considerable contrast to his brothers. He didn’t look related to the other two of them at all. But, I think what frightened me the most about him was the angry expression that seemed frozen on his face. He wasn’t hiding that he didn’t want to be here. He wouldn’t make eye contact and bowed his head ever so slightly since he didn’t appear to have a neck and said nothing
Geza on the other hand, was just as amazing looking as Attila, if not more so. He looked to be in his late 20’s and couple of inches shorter then Elek. He was the shortest of the three of them. He had the same dark complexion as Attila’s and even darker brown eyes. When he looked at me it was if he could see through me. The full eye contact felt strangely aggressive. Geza’s black hair was the longest I’d ever seen on a man. It was in a tight braid, which hung down to the back of his knees. His face was more oval than Attila’s with higher cheekbones. They both had those perfect teeth and flawless everything else. Elek didn’t open his mouth so I couldn’t tell what his smile was like, although he didn’t look like the smiley type. Elek was such a contrast; he had no perfection at all. Geza, even with the long hair, oozed masculinity. Elek oozed something that made me think of burping. Both were dressed in dark blue, perfectly tailored suits, each styled a little differently.
Geza was absolutely striking. I could feel my feet melting into the floor as he just stared into my eyes. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Gray.” He said with a boyish smile. I smiled back and did a little bow of my head without taking my eyes of him. Neither one tried to shake my hand. Attila started to say something about making a toast and was gesturing with his hand for us all to sit down. That’s when I realized I was staring at Geza a little too long. I broke off the eye contact, rather embarrassed, and I hurried to sit down. Elek sat on the right side of Attila where I sat yesterday. I sat on the left of Attila with Geza on the right of me. Attila pulled the silver tray toward himself at the head of the table. “We have just one bit of unfinished business to attend to before we can toast,” he said as he filled the small glasses. His brown eyes sparkled as he intently looked up at me. “Ms. Gray. I hope that you have had ample time to give my job offer more thought?” The sarcasm in his voice was quite clear and I was now sure that no one had ever told him to wait before. I should at least get all the facts before I turn him down.
I wondered how he was going to feel about that.
“I’d like to know a little more about what this job entails.” I asked in my best business tone of voice. He bowed his head slightly before he answered. “But of course. I do regret that at our meeting last night I did not give you more particulars, but I had another pressing matter to attend to.” He paused for a moment and then smiled warmly before he went on. “My desire is to have you design a castle that will be used as a museum. I want one part of the museum to highlight artist from all over the globe. I want the castle to give a sense of refuge to all that seek out the arts. I wish to also have a part that features my art work exclusively. I would want you to incorporate many levels beneath the castle for restaurants, shows and gaming. I am looking for something Elegant and cultured. Elek and Geza will assist you, they will get you anything or anyone you may need. I will want the preliminary drawings to be completed in six months and the completed draft in a year. The land deal is almost finished.”
The stunned look on my face must have been why he said, “I realize this is a very ambitious plan, Ms Gray, but I have the utmost confidence that you have the energy needed for a project like this. I am prepared to pay you very handsomely for your efforts.” He wrote something on a piece of paper and pushed it across the table toward me. It took great effort to keep the astonishment off my face. I had to clear my throat before any words would come out. “This is certainly very generous.
“You must admit, Ms Gray, that this would be a very unique project to be head of.
I sat there, very still. Hearing the words, “head of,” sent waves of terror through me. I can’t take this job, what if I fall on my face. No, this was definitely too big of a project for me. I was now feeling very uncomfortable and I tried hard not to fidget in the chair. I was completely prepared to say “No thanks” in the nicest way possible until I looked into his amazing eyes. I opened my mouth to turn him down, but the words came out as if he had somehow replaced the words in my mouth. “This is an opportunity I most certainly would not want to pass up; I would like very much to design this project for you.” Where the hell did that come from? “Wonderful!” He said with a smile, as if there couldn’t have been any other answer. “Now, let us toast.” Oh, God. There’s no getting out of this now. What have I done?
The small crystal, glasses were filled with what looked like vodka. Attila held up his glass to us. “This bottle of palinka was made one hundred years ago by my forefathers. It was set aside for only the most auspicious of occasions.” Then, he said something in Hungarian that I couldn’t quite understand even though I understood Hungarian. It sounded like a very old dialect. All I caught was something to do with fallen angels and some stuff about rejoicing in the song of the dead. I just assumed it was one of the many quaint sayings that we have in the Hungarian culture. Then he raised the glass to his lips and drank. We all followed after him. From the moment that I took the first sip, the clear liquid in the glass suddenly turned blood red. I jumped a little and put the glass on the table with a bit of force. I looked up at Attila as he stood there with a delighted smile on his face. Geza began to laugh and said, “Looks like we have a winner.” Elek just looked horrified. I looked around at them to see if maybe this was some kind of joke. That’s when I saw that only my glass was red. Attila’s voice rose up, “This is a very special toast indeed! Legend has it, that only the truly gifted one can change the color of the palinka.” Elek spoke in a low, growling voice for the first time since he entered the room. ”It’s only a legend.” Geza leaned in closer to me, which made my heart beat even faster and said in a voice as smooth as silk. “Don’t be afraid, it’s harmless. It’s really very good. Go ahead and drink the rest of it.” They were all staring at me. Somehow, when Geza said it was okay I completely believed him. Complete trust, which scared the hell out of me even more since I wasn’t much on truly trusting anyone. I picked the glass back up and drank down the rest of it. It was extremely dry tasting, like pure white lightning in red. It went down warm, and then hit my stomach like an atom bomb that made me break out in a sweat. This was probably a bad idea on an empty stomach. With them all still staring at me, tears in my eyes from the burn of the palinka I managed to choke out some words. “That’s really something.”
The drink went right to my head. God, I hope they don’t expect me to do another one. Feeling much more relaxed, and warm and fuzzy all over; I totally lost my fears about this job and had to ask, “When did you want me to start? I would like to give some notice to Benjamin and Richardson.” Attila didn’t have to give it any thought; he knew what he wanted way before I asked. “I want you to get started right away; this coming Monday would be best.” That would give me only three more days of bullshit work left to do for Vincent and Betty. I not sure if it was the palinka or the thought of leaving Benjamin and Richardson that made me suddenly feel much better about all this. Attila stood up from his chair. “Do not give Benjamin and Richardson another thought I have already worked out the details with them.”
Between his words and his triumphant smile I felt sure that I had just been railroaded. He didn’t seem to even try to hide the fact that he had no intentions of letting me say no to his offer. The buzz from the palinka kept me from dwelling on it, it was easier to be excited about the project and the extra money then it was to worry about his business tactics. “I am more than glad that you have decided to join us, Ms. Gray. We will see you on Monday night; 8:00 sharp.” I stood up slowly because the palinka made me feel like my feet weren’t under me. As if right on cue, Peter hurried in. “Peter will see you safely to the car,” Attila added. I said good night to the brothers and Peter escorted me out of the room.
THREE
Attila sat at the head of the table with his brothers. He poured all of them another drink after Helena left the room. Silence filled the air until the second drinks were finished. Geza spoke up first. “Why do we bother drinking this stuff? We’ve been drinking alcohol for centuries and we still don’t get drunk. Are we expecting that one day it will all miraculously change and we’ll be just that much closer to being human?”
“We are not trying to be human, Geza. We drink as a matter of tradition.” Attila answered somberly
“Oh yes, tradition. It always comes down to that, doesn’t it? Wouldn’t want to go against tradition; we all might starve if we do that!
“That’s enough, Geza.
“I’m sorry; I must have been confused? Since, we’re going to eventually starve with or without your precious tradition anyway! That is unless your plan of integrating with the humans is suppose to save us? I can’t see how this castle of yours is going to accomplish that, but I have complete faith that it will make humans accept us with open arms. I can almost hear it now, ‘we welcome you, come suck the life out of our children.
“Integrating with the humans is not for solving our future famine problems!” Attila said with reserved annoyance. It is only needed as a matter of economics! Do you have any idea how much money could be saved if we can get the humans to accept giving us their blood as currency at our museum? They would come, pay and go. We would not have to support as many donors to feed us, which means reducing the cost of upkeep in feeding them, housing them, clothing them, medical treatment, dental care. I am sure you have never considered that humans are expensive pets!” Attila roared.
“You’re such a sarcastic asshole, Geza.” Elek grumbled under his breath.
“And you’re just a glutinous pig, who thinks if he eats enough human food he’ll no longer need them, as food. Here’s a news flash for you Elek, you can’t survive on their food no matter how much of it you stuff into that enormous face of yours; all you get is fatter!
“Go fuck your mother, Geza.
“If you hadn’t been fucking yours she wouldn’t have been beheaded. Then our mother wouldn’t have gotten stuck with you!
Attila slammed his fist on the table in front of Geza with such force that the veneer crackled in all directions down the length of it like ice about to give way under a tandem truck. Even with the intensity of the blow to the table his voice came out eerily calm. “Satanail; was father to all of us. That is all that matters.” He glared at Geza as he continued. “When it comes to turning one’s mother into one of us, we all know she would have remained stark raving mad for eternity. Beheading is one of our oldest traditions in dealing with such matters.” Geza groaned, but before he could retaliate Attila continued. “And as in all good tradition comes history.
“Folklore,” Grumbled Elek.
“Yes. Folklore is the foundation to tradition, which becomes history and is recorded in legends.
This time it was Elek that groaned, “For the love of Satanail; not the damn legend again.”
As soon as the words left Elek’s mouth Attila’s eye turned deep red, but he maintained his composure as he spoke. “You are both damn fools! The one spoken of in the legend sat right in front of you and neither of you saw it! The waiting is over; our singer has finally arrived.
“You have lost your mind, Attila.” Geza said snidely. “Just because she made the palinka turn red doesn’t mean anything! We’ve seen how accurate that test turned out to be. I would think that you would remember it well, since it was only fifteen years ago that you were just as convinced that Steven was the one. I can’t see what makes you think this woman could possibly be the singer!
Attila sat still as death; saying nothing. He relished in the uncomfortable silence for several minutes before he finally spoke. “She drank the family red wine. In fact, an entire glass of it. She, my dear brothers, is also Steven sister.”
“This can’t be; no human’s ever survived drinking the family wine. Elek blurted out with astonishment
“That is impressive,” grumbled Geza. “But it still doesn’t prove she’s the one!
“She can’t be the one; she’s a girl! All versions of the legend say the singer will be a male. Besides, can she even sing?” Elek added
“Shut up! What difference does it make?” Geza growled at Elek
“The difference,” hissed Attila. Is, through the power of the singer’s voice we will be changed and finally have complete control over the overwhelming need inside us to reproduce! With that we would no longer be concerned over a future without enough people to feed us all!
Geza’s didn’t try to hide his outrage. “That is only one interpretation of the legend! Some say the singer will destroy us all. Others say the singer will serve with the power of the voice, but don’t tell us who or how they are going to do that! It’s insane that we’re even considering these ridiculous old legends.
“That’s why we need all three of the original stones.” Elek added.
“Look at that! Someone’s been paying attention for a change.
“Shut up, Geza. Even I know that the stones have the original legend scribed on them.
“Again; what difference does it make? We only have one of the stones and the damn thing is written in a language even older than we are! Not to mention the writings are so cryptic no one is sure what it might mean, so I doubt it would make any sense even if we had all three. The only way to avoid a future famine is to kill off large portions of our population! It’s time to bring back the wars.
Attila’s patience was now beginning to wear thin. “With the arrival of the singer there will be no need for the wars!” Geza was having none of it. “No need? With the shortage of donors, most if not all the other hives are hunting illegally. They’re even leaving the bodies behind to turn in the morgue, instead of bringing them back to their hive! How long are you going to avoid what is inevitable? ” Geza’s frustration was now taking control and he suddenly stood up from the table. “I know! Why don’t I take a nice bite out of this singer’s fine ass and see what the hell she turns into?
“You best watch your tongue, Geza,” Attila warned.
“A true king would not be resting the destiny of his subjects on stupid legends. Perhaps, you really are nothing more than a vampire.
Without warning Attila flew up to stand on top of the table and drove his knee full force into the center of Geza’s face. Blood sprayed off of him in tiny droplets across the table and floor as he crashed into the mural that was behind him. Attila’s eyes now glowed like balls of fire; with his jaws tightly clenched he rolled his lips back to expos his massive upper and lower fangs and growled. The sound vibrated the room as if a train was passing through it. Attila pointed his talon clawed index finger at Geza and spoke in a deep voice that more resembled growling than speech. “I will not allow you to ruin my jovial mood. Therefore, you best be grateful for this moment of mercy. But I warn you, Geza. Disrespect me in this way again and you will spend eternity hanging in the silo. Now get out!”
Fear rose up inside Geza; calling his older brother the ‘V’ word was pushing the limit. The term vampire was considered a derogatory word given by the humans and was not used in their culture. He wasn’t ready to declare full mutiny yet and if he was to try right now and lost, the penalty was clear. Geza stood up slowly; he tried to use his hand to stop the blood from pouring out of his shattered face. He didn’t try to fight back but wouldn’t bow in submission either. Attila floated over in front of him very calmly. He brought his face up close to Geza’s and in more of the same growling voice, filled with power, he spoke softly. “You will be sure to keep your fangs out of Helena or I will permanently remove your pretty face.” He suddenly dug all five of his talons deep into Geza’s abdomen before continuing. “For your insolence, you will not feed from even your donors this week. Perhaps some hunger will remind you of your place.” Attila pulled his talons out of Geza’s flesh and fresh streams of blood ran out of him. Geza only made a low growling sound as he slowly backed out of the room toward the door while trying to cover his wounds. He said nothing, knowing he had gotten off easily; he would heal from this attack in less than thirty minutes, but he’d carry the pain with him for several days. He hurried out the door; he didn’t want to stick around to see what other punishment his brother might dispense
When Geza had left the room, Elek relaxed at the table. He was grateful that it was Geza’s turn to take a beating, even if Geza’s punishments always seemed to be less severe than his. Peter returned to the room and began to clear away the glasses from the table when Attila gave him new orders. “I have worked up an appetite, Peter. When you finish here bring me a few of the babies from the nursery.”
FOUR
The ride home in the limo was nothing but a blur. All I remember thinking, as I got in the car, was what the hell just happened? I don’t know what time it was when I finally got home. It wasn’t too late, I think. The phone was ringing as I stumbled in. I was too tipsy to deal with it right now, and the room was beginning to slightly spin. It seemed to ring a long time before the answering machine picked up. I ignored it and headed to the bathroom. I only made it halfway when I stumbled into the small table by the end of the sofa and fell on my ass laughing. Wow. That was some kick-ass palinka!
A very angry voice was now screaming out of the answering machine. “Where the fuck are you? I hope whoever he was, it was worth it! If you expect to ever see me again, you’d better call!” The phone clicked with a bang. The sound of his voice sobered me up a little, as I began to crawl on my hands and knees to the phone in the kitchen. I thought about standing up, but it seemed to be a hell of lot safer to stay on the floor. So I pulled myself up on the counter just enough to be able to grab the phone and slid back to the floor. I dialed his number. It rang three or four times before a snotty sounding voice finally answered with a harsh, “Yeah!
“Hey, it’s me.” I said, trying not to sound too drunk.
“Well hello Helena, so nice of you to finally find the fucking time to call me!”
“I don’t want to fight, David!”
“You should have thought about that earlier,” he screamed. “Where the hell have you been?
“I had to meet with our client again for the last changes we made. Believe me, I would have much rather have been home.”
God, I’m so screwed if he ever meets them. Maybe I can just introduce him to Elek. Then again, I’m sure he would think I was doing him too. I began to laugh out loud at the thought, and David really began to scream
“You’re drunk! You expect me to believe you were at a business meeting when you’re smashed?
“I’m not smashed! We toasted the completion of the project and....
“And…What?
“They offered me a job,” I said in a low, quiet voice.
He let out a quick laugh that stung with sarcasm. “What kind of job, Helena?” He answered before I could, “company whore?” I stayed quiet for a while and he finally said, “Okay, what kind of job is it?
“Company whore,” I said sarcastically. “They are going to give me bonuses for every hundred and fifty guys I do!”
“Very funny,” he snickered.
There was a short silence, and his voice softened, “Seriously, Helena. What’s this job about?
“They want me to design a castle that’s going to be used as museum. I’m starting on Monday.”
I blurted it out; it was just like pulling off a Band-Aid; fast is less painful. “You just took it, just like that?” He whined
“No, they kind of asked me yesterday. I just confirmed it tonight.”
“Thanks for mentioning it!” he growled. “You want me in your life, and you don’t mention a job offer of this size? I guess my opinion doesn’t matter much.
He sounded genuinely hurt and I began explaining my actions; as always do
“It happened really fast, and I thought at first that I wasn’t going to take the job.” Well there it was; somehow, he had once again managed to make me feel guilty for making my own decisions. “What changed your mind,” he grunted
“The money for one thing and this is an opportunity of life-time. I’m going to be in charge on this one! Can you believe it, me in charge?”
“Oh yeah, that will be a fucking disaster!
I ignored his lack of confidence in me and began to explain who Attila and his brothers were, and that I would have been crazy not to go for it. David listened while I told him the edited version of what had happened; leaving out everything that I knew would set him off, which turned out to be most of it. “How much money are you talking about?” Now he was interested in a more supportive manner. I hesitated for a minute, “enough for us maybe to get a bigger apartment and move in together?” There was a long silence; I could feel him tensing up on the other end. “Well, let’s just see how things go,” he finally said. I was hurt, and my buzz didn’t seem to lessen the blow. It was a good time to end the conversation. Just before he hung up I panicked and blurted out; “I love you.” The phone clicked on the other end.
I scrambled back up the counter and hung the phone back on the wall. He doesn’t want to live with me, I thought as I slid back to the floor. I only allowed myself a few minutes to cry about it. Deep down I had always known that he didn’t want to live together. Christ! I couldn’t even get him to spend the whole night. The thought made me angry and I crawled on all fours over to my purse. I still didn’t trust my legs to stay under me. The purse was still in the middle of the floor where I had fallen. I groped in it for my cigarettes and lit one. I was now feeling a little sick and still fuzzy around the edges. Standing up seemed to be the safer bet with a lit cigarette, so I headed to the bathroom to take a hot shower.
I didn’t feel any less buzzed after the shower, maybe a little clearer, but still high as a kite. How could I be this wasted on one tiny little drink? God, what was in that stuff?
I pulled open the shower curtain and looked into the mirror in front of me. My heart suddenly dropped into my stomach and I began to shiver uncontrollably as I read the words that appeared in the steam-covered mirror. THE MOUTH THAT SINGS HOLDS THE POWER. Every hair on my body stood on end. I didn’t know what it meant the first time I saw it and I still didn’t. But just like then, I knew it wasn’t good. Maybe I’m just too buzzed, I thought as I shook my head to clear it. When I looked up again, the message was gone. The door buzzer was now going off and I thought that it was David. I pushed the frightening words from my mind, quickly patted myself dry and slid on my nightshirt before wobbling for the call box. I was happy at this point just to be bipedal. I hit the button and asked, “Who is it?” There was a long silence. I asked again and still no one answered. For a second it scared me. Then I brushed it off as someone hitting the wrong apartment buzzer and started heading back to the bathroom to dry my hair. I got about four steps when there was a knock at the apartment door. I froze. It took me a second or two before I finally moved to the door and looked out the peephole. A solid black eye stared back at me. I suddenly felt warm all over and without any hesitation, opened the door.
Geza stood there looking down at me in a way that made my insides feel as if they had turned to jelly. “You really should ask who it is before opening the door,” he said with an inviting smile. “Who knows what kind of monster might be standing there.” I assumed he meant the recent rash of killings that I read about in the paper, but that was a far away thought as I stared at him. He stood there in an open, long black leather coat. He had changed from the tailored suit to a pair of black tight-fitting jeans with a matching shirt that fit tightly enough to define his well-built frame. His hair was now loose and hung around him like a great rippling, cape. Black boots with pointed-toes and a black leather briefcase completed the look. Impressive wasn’t a strong enough word to describe him. I studied him from head to toe when I realized he was doing the same to me. That was also when I noticed that I was standing there in my half-wet clinging, nightshirt and nothing else. “Mr. Szabo! Ah, Ah. “Please come in. I’ll just go grab a robe and I’ll be right with you.” ‘That was smooth,’ went through my mind. He smiled, but I’m not sure if it was over the stammering or the rather short nightshirt. Either way I didn’t stick around to find out. I didn’t feel right about just putting on a robe and threw on the first thing I could grab, which turned out to be an old pink sweatshirt and a pair of jeans
He had put his briefcase on the small table in the dining area and was standing next to it when I came back into the room. I moved past the doorway to the left side of him and sat down in the chair on the other side of the table. I could feel my blood pressure rising when he took the chair right next to me instead of across, which was closer to where he was standing. He began to pull a pile of papers out of the briefcase and was saying something, but I was so over whelmed to be this close to him that I hadn’t heard a word he had been saying. He looked up from the papers at me as if he were waiting for an answer. “What? I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.” My embarrassment cleared the dreamy state I was in and I got up from the table and stood on the other side. “Mr. Szabo. I really wasn’t expecting any of you to be coming by this evening.
“Please, call me Geza.
He licked his lips ever so slightly and that small movement made be break out in a sweat. “Okay, Geza. Why exactly are you here?” He smiled and let me squirm in my discomfort for a moment before he answered. “I brought the paperwork with all the details about the castle. I thought you might want to get familiar with it before Monday.” He stopped and gave me a warm smile. “I also thought that we should get better acquainted since we are now going to be spending a great deal of time together.”
I didn’t know what to say. My long silence made him frown. “You have no need to be afraid of me, Helena.”
“I’m not afraid of you. It’s just that I wasn’t expecting company.”
“If that’s true then why do you feel the need to have a table between us?
I suddenly felt a little silly as I looked down at the table. What’s with me? Is it that I’m too buzzed or the fact that he’s so damn fine; probably both. I pulled out the chair and sat down across from him. Silly or not I still felt better with the table as a barrier. He smiled and said nothing as he got up and came around the table and sat in the chair next to me. He was now so close that I just froze in place like a deer caught in the headlights of a car. I was suddenly intoxicated by the sweet smell of cloves that came off of him. It all felt so strange. Part of me wanted to jump in his lap and the other part wanted to run, but I didn’t seem to have the power to do either. He moved in a little closer and put his hand on my knee. The moment he touched me my entire body began to vibrate inside and all I could focus on was the overwhelming need to climb on top of him. He leaned in and brought his face up close to mine and spoke softly. “Now, tell me that you want me.
“I want you.” I whispered
He hovered right over my lips and said, “Ah, such music to my ears.”
His words were like being hit by lightning and the image of the message in the bathroom mirror became clear in my head. A surge of adrenaline went through me so strong that my chair practically blew out from under me. I was up on my feet so fast it shocked even me. I was now on the other side of the table again trying to get my words out without trembling. “It’s late and I have an early morning. I think it would be best if you would go now.” He got up and stared at me with an expression of complete astonishment. He even tilted his head from side to side as if he was trying to look inside me. He said nothing as he picked up the briefcase and glided out the door so fast that he appeared to be nothing more than a shadow
FIVE
Geza glided down the hall of Helena’s apartment building towards the front door. He was now over stimulated and angry that his plan to control her had gone awry. He pushed the door open almost before getting there and breathed in the cold night air. In the parking lot sat Elek behind the wheel of one of the Attila’s stretch limousines. Geza hesitated a moment before getting into the back seat. “What are you doing here, Elek?
“I knew I would find you here. I figured you’d go for it tonight, since Attila forbids you from touching her. But, I don’t smell any success on you brother? I smell no blood or bodily juices from the tender, young morsel. Did she prove to be more of a challenge than you thought? Could it be that the dashing, Geza could not charm the fair Helena?
“Shut up, Elek!
“Now there’s a dignified answer from a man who wants to be king. For thousands of years you had no problem with letting Attila rule. Now in the last year you challenge him at every turn. Why you would want his job I will never know, but it is obvious that you haven’t thought this out.
“You’re one to be talking about thinking! You have no concerns about anything as long as Attila throws you his scraps!
“At least his scraps are consistent! We all eat. That’s all that matters and Attila makes that happen.
“Eat!” Geza hissed. “You call sucking on a donor, feeding? I take great affiance to having to be supervised or chained while I eat just so that I don’t accidentally turn my food into another mouth to feed. We have been stripped of the hunt, the chase and most of all the fear. We eat scraps, when Honoria is allowed to break the law and freely hunt more than she is allowed. A good Vajda would not allow it to continue!”
Elek had grown tired of Geza’s bravado and began to yell as if the volume of his voice would somehow help get through to his brother. “You’ve gone mad if you think Attila doesn’t know about her poaching. He will send the human army to clean her hive when he’s ready, but right now I think he’s rather focused on Helena. And he should be. If your energy couldn’t overtake her then you’re going to have to admit that the girl’s got power worth paying attention to. Maybe she is the singer?
Nonsense! The legend is a myth. Having power and being gifted are two very different things, Elek!
“Are you so sure, Geza? Then tell me, exactly, when was the last time your prey stopped you from hitting your mark?
Geza grew quiet. He couldn’t argue against something that had never happened before. But, he wasn’t about to let the thought ruin his night. “Just drive, Elek!” They only drove a few blocks when Geza told Elek to stop and started to get out of the car. “Where are you going now, Geza?” He smiled wistfully at Elek showing off his magnificent fangs. “I’m going out for dinner, dear brother.
“You have gone mad! Do you have any idea the price Attila will make you pay for an illegal hunt?”
“There will be no price, my naive brother. I will simply charge this meal to Honoria’s tab.”
Geza disappeared into the darkness before Elek could say another word. Elek knew he could follow him if he wanted, but he thought it better to stay out of this one. Even as enticing as fresh blood sounded, it still wasn’t worth Attila’s wrath.
The taste of need was strong in Geza’s mouth as he walked faster and faster down the street, searching the dark corners. Rushes of power pulsed through his body; there was no way he could go back without feeding now. He could smell fresh meat in the distance and there was no thought of trying to control him self any longer. He suddenly stopped and sniffed the air. His power was flowing through him, bringing his body into complete balance with his mind. Perfect calm came over him as he heard the distant click of a car door closing. With one deep breath he whirled around and honed in on his prey with radar precision. He watched the woman walking from her car with an armful of groceries. She was young, blond and in the wrong place at the right time. She moved toward the brownstone building, blissfully unaware that a monster was watching her.
The essence of the woman filled the night air like the sweet smell of lilacs in the spring. Geza’s eyes glazed over and he extended his fangs so that he could taste the air with his long, tongue. Waves of ecstasy rolled over him with such strength that it became more pain than pleasure. He rubbed at his groin to alleviate his growing excitement until he could take no more. From under his leather coat he pulled out a nightstick and with a snapping motion, his arm extended and the small stick doubled in size. On the end of this stick was a six inch silver spike that glistened from the street lights as he waived it about. With another smooth motion, he rotated the stick like a baton twirler to the opposite side. Again, the snap of the arm and the stick extended once more, this end with a sharp brass spike. What started as a small nightstick was now a seven feet spear with lethal points.
The need in him was now so great there would be no turning back. “Attila, be damned!” He growled to himself. In a blink of an eye, he was up near the pretty blond. At first he just smiled at her. He said nothing, he just kept staring into her eyes and she back into his. He then broke off the stare and started walking to the back of the building where it was dark and he wouldn’t be disturbed. The woman now completely under his spell followed after him like a puppy on an invisible leash. She began to say something when they reached the blackness behind the building. He turned to face her and gently cupped his hands around the side of her face. His body pressed against hers as he pushed his tongue deeply into her mouth. She stopped trying to talk; accepted him without resistance and moaned quietly.
He stared into her eyes for a moment longer, sliding his hand off her face and down to the side of her neck. He just stood there, cradling her neck in his hand, gazing lovingly into her eyes. Then in one swift motion, he came down on the base of her neck with enough force to drive his fangs deep into her flesh. The force of his teeth piercing through her skin made the blood squirt out of her in long steams that sprayed all over his face and quickly covered his victim. He gnawed at the holes in her neck before he randomly ripped chunks from her body. He gorged himself for a short time and released her. The pretty woman seemed drugged, in a state of ecstasy and still very much alive. He stuffed a large ball of white linen into her mouth, and bound her feet and hands behind her back. Once she was tied he knew it wouldn’t be long before the mind spell he had put on her would wear off and she would become completely aware of what was happening to her. He trembled with the knowledge that the true joy of the kill was about to begin.
Her eyes opened wide, terror rushed into them as she suddenly realized she was about to die. But death was far from Geza’s mind; death would be a long time to come yet. Fear was the soup of the day, and he planned to have his fill. Muffled screams began to come from her mouth as he licked at the wound on her neck. He smiled with anticipation as he laid her on the snow and straddled over her so that she was between his legs. Even with legal hunts, feeding on your prey’s fear was not permitted, but Geza had no intentions of holding back. The woman beneath him was frantic with fear and screaming through the gag as she desperately tried to squirm away from him. He grinned as he thrust the silver spike into her leg and then again into her arm. She struggled to escape the blows as he just kept repeatedly stabbing at her. The poor woman was hysterically crying when Geza suddenly stopped. It had been a thousand years since he had last fed on fear and the taste of it now somehow didn’t seem as sweet. He wondered if he had he grown soft under Attila’s rules? Or was it that he had lived among the humans to long? He pushed the notions from his mind and went back to indulging his desire to feed.
He stared into her eyes again and with his mind brought her back into complete compliance. Under his spell she felt no pain and had even become so enamored with him that she took off her own clothes after he had untied her. She lay on the cold ground before him and without anymore thought he broke the spell over her as he returned to gorging from her neck. She screamed, but no sound came out of her; her vocal cords had already been severed. He waited for her terror to peak before he pushed her legs apart and shoved himself deeply inside her. Power roared through his veins as he rode her body and sucked the life out of her one mouthful at a time. He had crossed the lines of their laws and there was no turning back. When she stopped fighting and there was no more fear pumping from her body, he pulled himself out of her and admired his handy work. She lay on the ground, her white and shriveled remains soaked in blood. He knelt over her withered body, pleased with his triumph, but not truly satisfied. His blood began to boil inside him, leaving all his nerve endings raw and screaming. His head pounded with all the fresh blood that rushed through his body. Primal instinct had taken over, he had now completely reverted to what he truly was, a predator of humans
Now that he was well fed it was time to fulfill the overwhelming need to breed; an instinct that had been suppressed in his kind for centuries. He locked his lips tightly to hers, forcing her mouth open as wide as he could with his tongue. His insides suddenly dissolved into a river of blood that erupted out of his mouth and into hers. The woman suddenly came to life with him locked on her face; her fear had hit a ripeness that only he could smell. She made gagging sounds as the torrent of blood pumped into her in rhythmic waves. She struggled to get free, but she had no energy left to fight him off. He pumped his blood into her for a long time; her body fully lifeless by the time he climaxed. It was done. If he were to keep this child he just made he would now take her back to the hive and wait for her to wake up to her new life. But, he had no intention of keeping her. Instead he would do as Honoria has been and leave her body to be found.
Total elation poured through him. His mind and body now filled with the power of his conquest, he felt invincible.
He returned to the Marebella and headed for his suite to clean up when he stopped suddenly in front of his door and began to sniff. He could smell Attila and Elek waiting inside. He brushed off his coat, smoothed out his hair and calmly opened the door. The smell of his brothers grew stronger as he went through the large, entry way toward the living area. Attila loomed calmly in the center of the dark living area like a father waiting for a son that’s late for curfew. Elek sat on an over-sized brown chair in an alcove off the living area. This way he could watch from a safe distance. Geza entered the room slowly, but with confidence. Attila suddenly came to life; a large pleasant smile crossed his face. He studied the blood smeared all over Geza for a moment. His words came out calmly, “Did you have a pleasant evening brother?” Geza stared into his eyes with contempt. “Yes, as a matter of fact I did. So kind of you to ask.” He said, in a low growl. Attila turned slowly around in small half circles over the shinny marble floor, watching the movement of his own feet, studying them carefully as if he was practicing a dance step. He said nothing, and the room filled with a deafening silence.
Geza knew, with his power well fed that now would be the best time to challenge his brother. He took a deep breath and moved right in front of Attila with his chest out. “We settle this now!” he growled. Attila chuckled. “Yes, that we must, little brother.”
The mocking laugh felt as if it burned into Geza’s flesh, and a great angry force of power began to move inside of him. Attila calmly looked at Geza’s as he spoke. “You think after one little wild hunt you have the power to overthrow me?” The rumble of power that came out with his words made the walls shake and everything in the room shudder. “Perhaps now is the time to find out!” Geza hissed, with his blood stained, fangs extended. Elek sat in the big chair becoming increasingly board with their constant bickering. “Are you boys done playing yet? He called out to them. “You do realize the sun rises in six hours!” Attila’s eyes narrowed at Geza as he spoke. “You have questioned my authority, disobeyed my orders and disregarded my laws. Tell me brother; if you were Vajda, what would you do with such an offender?” A strong and disgusted voice came from Geza’s mouth. “If I were Vajda, I would just make the decision. I would not ask for help like a sniveling, woman in distress!” Attila roared, and with lighting speed he struck Geza with the back of his arm. The strike sent Geza flying across the room and over the top of the sofa. Geza sprung to his feet and with the same speed as his brother he snapped his nightstick into its full glory. He hissed loudly as he rushed at Attila with the spear, stabbing him quickly in the face. Then with great speed he stabbed him again in the chest. Blood poured from Attila’s face and body. Elek was now very interested in what his brothers where doing and rushed to get closer. He looked like a child that was trying to catch candy being thrown at a parade.
Attila, in a motion that could not be seen by the human eye, grabbed Geza’s arm as it came in for another strike and ripped the spear from his hands. Attila was already behind him driving the spear through his back and out the front of his chest before Geza could react. Blood sprayed all over Elek, who feverishly licked the blood from his hands as if it were frosting from a cake. Geza’s roars shook the walls as he jumped up and flew in the air. In a movement almost as fast as Attila’s, with the full force of his power, Geza grabbed the spear that was sticking out of him with both hands and rushed at Attila. The spear plunged deeply into the center of Attila’s chest. Screams of pain roared out of Attila as they were now both impaled upon the same spear. Both of them glared into each other’s eyes, neither backing down from the challenge. Attila pulled the spear out of his chest in a single easy movement, sending gushes of blood down the length of him. Geza slowly began to back away when Attila erupted with the force of a volcano; he lifted the spear up to above his shoulder and flung it across the room.
The spear whirled through the air with Geza still firmly skewered on it. The force of the impact as he hit the floor violently shoved the spear out of the front of him with great gushes of blood. Before he could get up Attila was on top of him, biting and snarling all over his upper body, sucking the rich, fear-infused power out of him. Gaza’s screams resonated off the walls for a long time. When the screaming finally stopped, he lay helplessly, gasping in pain and drained of all energy. Attila stood over him and smiled with triumph. “Someday, dear brother,” he said, smoothly. “But not today.
Elek was now rolling in the blood that was all over the floor. “Get up you fool!” screamed Attila. “Now, make yourself useful and put your brother in the cocoon that is hanging in the silo!” Elek’s face grew suddenly fearful, “Are you going to leave him there? What if we need him?”
“Do as I say, Elek.”
Elek scurried over to Geza who lay motionless on the floor and with no effort, put him over his shoulder. He then lumbered off to the roof where the silo was to do as he was instructed.
SIX
Complete exhaustion hit me as soon as Geza left the apartment. As I dragged myself to bed I wondered what the strange message on the bathroom mirror meant and why I reacted so strongly to Geza’s words, but I was too worn out to make any sense out of it. There had been plenty of times when I was tired, but never like this. This felt more like the life had been drained out of me. I was asleep before my head hit the pillow. A full night of sleep was not meant to be. I woke up at 4:30 in the morning, crouched on my bed screaming my lungs out. Tears ran down my face and I could barely catch my breath. It took me several minutes to convince myself that it was only a nightmare since I couldn’t remember what I dreamt. Then again, from the way it made me scream I guess I should consider myself lucky I couldn’t remember
I sat on the edge of the bed until my heartbeat returned to a normal rhythm before I put on my glasses. Everything suddenly became blurrier, which was normal when they were dirty and I proceeded to give them a good wash in the bathroom sink. When I put them back on everything was just as blurry. What the hell is this? Did my prescription just run out? Screw it, I thought as I took them off and went for a smoke. I sat back on the bed, inhaled the first puff of the cigarette and started to cough my brains out. It tasted just like the very first time I had ever smoked one with my best friend, Athena. We were in the seventh grade. I put the cigarette out and propped the pillows up. I lay there for a while and tried to clear my mind
I felt sick, my head was pounding and my body ached. This can’t be a hangover; I only had one drink! I must be coming down with something. I gave the clock a quick glance, saw that it was 4:45 and headed for the kitchen to make some coffee, when it hit me. I could see the clock perfectly without my glasses on. I began to look around the room and everything was in focus. What the hell is this? Maybe I knocked my vision back into order when I hit my head on the nightstand? I didn’t think that was really possible, but then again I felt too crappy to be overly concerned. As I stood in the kitchen making the coffee I lit another cigarette, this one tasted just as awful as the first had and I put it out. I couldn’t help but think of Athena again and smile. I wondered how she and I got away with all the shit we did when we were in middle school. That was when we became best friends and have been ever since
She was the instigator and I was always the voice of reason and consequence, but somehow she would talk me into things just the same. Hell, if it weren’t for her I probably would never have had any fun. I hadn’t talked to her in over a month now that she was touring Europe with a small circus. She’s a contortionist with a wild balancing act involving several chainsaws. She loved the crazy life that’s for sure, nothing normal for Athena. I think that’s what made us such good friends; we were complete opposites. She took the job six months ago when she met Tim, who is now the love of her life. He’s a trapeze artist; never met a man that liked heights and danger so much. I sat quietly for a moment, I knew if I concentrated hard enough she would call. Somehow she always called when I needed her to. And boy, did I need to talk to her now! I concentrated a little harder and jumped off the sofa when the phone rang. “Hey you!” came over the phone. “Jesus Athena. I don’t know how you do that?”
“Do what?” she laughed.
“You must have heard me thinking about you”, I said. “I’m so glad you called.”
“Yeah, Yeah, she said. “I know, or I wouldn’t have called at five in the fucking morning.” She laughed. “Actually I’m still on Italian time and I figured I’d be waking you up.”
“No, I’m up. I had trouble sleeping. So, tell me, where the hell are you?”
“I’m in West Hartford! My flight came into Bradley at one this morning.
“What? I thought the tour in Europe was until the end of February?”
“It was. I kind of let Tim talk me into trying the high wire, and broke my foot.”
“That sucks, but I’m glad you’re back. I think I’ve just bitten off more than I can chew and sure could use your advice.
“Oh please,” she said, “with your nice safe life. Your only problem is David. Unless of course you’ve dumped him and he has died in a horrible fire. Then your life would be truly perfect.”
“No, he’s still around.”
She sighed loudly into the receiver and said nothing for a minute. She never liked David and was always encouraging me to move on. “I’m sorry you don’t like him, but I’m not leaving him.
She never pushed too hard, just enough to voice her disapproval and then she’d change the subject. “I’m staying over at the sleazy motel off Farmington Avenue. I can’t go back into my apartment until the end of February because I sublet it. So I’m stuck here for a while.”
“Why are you staying there? You know you could stay with me.
“Can you guarantee that I won’t run into David?
Since I couldn’t give her the reassurance she wanted, she opted to stay at the motel. We talked for a few more minutes and we had left it at getting together after work for dinner and drinks
My spirit felt a lot better, but my head still pounded and the high pitch ringing was now a constant whining in my ears. I popped a couple of aspirins and started getting ready for work. Things didn’t get much better when I got out onto the road. There were dozens of police cars everywhere. They weren’t letting any traffic in or out of the six blocks surrounding my apartment. When I finally got to the end of my street, a policewoman motioned me to roll down the window. She questioned me on whether I lived in the neighborhood and if I had seen any one that looked suspicious last night. I told her I hadn’t, and asked what the problem was. She looked from side to side to see if anyone was watching, and leaned in close to the open window. “I don’t want to alarm you ma’am, but last night there was another brutal murder up the road from here.” My stomach tightened. She took another quick glance behind her and turned back to me. “Woman to woman, I would stay off the street after dark if I were you, and make sure you lock your doors.
She looked scared, which really scared me since this woman was big and tough looking. I guess you would have to be in order to become a state cop in the first place. At any rate she didn’t look like the kind that scared easily. The policewoman had rattled me and I lit a cigarette. It was just as bad as the last one and I put it out. I started to roll the window back up when I noticed that I could hear two policemen talking. It puzzled me how they could be inside a car that was at least ten cars ahead of me and I could still hear the conversation clearly. They talked about how the department was going to put better security on the morgue, since two bodies had disappeared from there in just the last week, but others had been disappearing for quite a while. This news didn’t make me feel any better; serves me right for eavesdropping.
I finally made it into the office an hour and half late. Betty and Vincent were glaring at me as I headed for my drafting table. I thought they were mad because I was so late. Vincent just walked off in the other direction and didn’t say anything to me. Betty on the other hand, came strolling over with a snotty attitude. “I hear things went well for you last night.” Just then Mr. Richardson came running over with a large smile on his face. “Miss Gray. Could I talk to you in my office, please?” This is certainly better than being grilled by Betty, I thought, as I followed him into the big office. He motioned for me to sit down and smiled as he settled in behind the desk. Okay, now I was scared.
“I spoke to Mr. Szabo late yesterday afternoon; he called me at home, but frankly Miss Gray, with the news he gave me I didn’t mind in the least.” We’re extremely pleased with the situation” He was now grinning. I sat quietly and just smiled, even though I felt like shit. I was confused; I had no idea what arrangements Attila had made with him. “Thanks to you, Miss, Gray, Mr. Szabo has given us four more projects to work on and they’re quite substantial. We’re looking at over sixty million to start, and that’s a low estimate.” I smiled, but said nothing. “We discussed the exchange,” he went on. “I only hope when you’re done with Mr. Szabo’s personal project, you will come back to us.” I noticed that something smelled funny. I didn’t recognize the odor, but it was bad. I got the distinct feeling he was lying to me, but I felt too much like shit to really care. “Thank you, Mr. Richardson, I appreciate that,” I said. “Sue will have a check for you on Friday, and I really have enjoyed having you here with us even if it was only for a short time.” He stood up and so did I; we shook hands and I left the office.
Betty was by my drafting table when I came out of the office; she still looked pissed as I walked back and sat down. “What did you do, sleep with him?” She said, sharply
“What are you talking about?” I asked outraged.
“You know, bang your way into the prime jobs.
My head was pounding again, and something inside me started to feel like it was trying to claw its way out; it felt strange. I’d been angry before, but nothing like this. I stood up and got right in her face. “Get away from me, bitch, before I hurt you.” The words rolled out of my mouth in a voice I didn’t recognize. She pulled back in total horror, and fumbled half the papers on my table as she hurried away. She kept stopping and looking back at me in amazement. Normally this would be when I ran to the lady’s room and cried. I didn’t like confrontations and avoided them whenever possible. But, today it felt good. The strange rush soon faded and I felt sick again. My head was now pounding even more than before. I had just started to pick up the papers Betty had knocked off my table, when Vincent came running over. He looked shocked, and stood stiffly next to my desk. “I know you’re leaving and all, but do you really think it was necessary to talk to Betty that way?”
“Did she mention what she said to me?” I snapped back at him
Vincent looked puzzled, “No she didn’t,” he said. I stood up, let out a sigh. “Don’t bother to ask her, Vincent. Believe me; she got what she had coming.” Vincent began to stutter, “Sh-sh-she can be r-r-rough at times, but sh-she doesn’t mean it.”
I shook my head like I was shaking off rainwater and began to apologize. I explained that I hadn’t slept well, and I felt like I was coming down with something.
Vincent stood there looking smug. “You should apologize to Betty when you get a chance,” he said as he started to walk away. He was no more than a few feet away when I threw up all over the floor. Vincent turned back and looked at me with shock in his eyes. If he had waited a second longer to leave I would have puked all over him. “Maybe you should just go home, Helena; you definitely aren’t well.” I said nothing, just nodded my head as I headed for the lady’s room to clean up before going home.
The traffic had lightened up some on my way home and I hoped I would be able to get to my apartment with all the cops around. But, by the time I got there, they were letting cars back into the area. I felt awful at this point, and just wanted to get into bed. The ringing in my ears was getting worse and for half a second I considered calling the doctor. The thought passed quickly since I can’t stand doctors. I got home, pulled off my clothes and crawled into bed. Maybe I’d feel better after I got some sleep.
A man-sized cocoon hung before me in the round, stone room. It hung from a massive metal hook that was attached to a heavy beam on the ceiling. It dangled there in the middle of the room, swaying slightly; open to all the elements since there were only rafters and no roof. I moved around the cocoon examining it and found a small hole at the top with someone’s head sticking out of it. I couldn’t tell who it was, but then after staring at it I knew it was Geza. His long black hair hung down the side of the cocoon like wet paint. I moved closer to see his face, but there wasn’t much left of it. His skin was purple and black, swollen almost beyond recognition. I reached out to him, and gently touched his hair. His eyes opened, filled with pain and he hissed at me with a mouth full of blood. That was when I woke up screaming.
At first I didn’t know what day it was. Hell, it was dark out and I couldn’t even figure out if it was early morning, or night. It took me several minutes to clear my head and determine that I had had another nightmare and it was 6:00 at night. I had slept through the entire day. I felt a little better, but not great and called Athena to cancel. She was a little less disappointed when we decided to try again tomorrow night. I thought tonight would be better to just hang out here. I made some tea while I waited for her to come over and didn’t even bother to light a cigarette. David had called and left a message; he was headed out with the boys tonight and would call me tomorrow. This was his way of getting back at me. As I pushed the button to delete the message, I was completely relieved. David was not only jealous of guys, but of anyone who got my attention. It made me feel better knowing that I wouldn’t have to fight with him just to have some time with Athena.
Athena showed up an hour and a half later. That was her version of, “I’m on my way over.” She didn’t own a watch, and never showed up on time for anything, so I knew it would take her a while. When I opened the door she gave me a big hug. It had been so long since I last saw her that I had forgotten how pretty she was. She was tall and thin and I was always jealous of the fact that she had considerably larger breasts than I did. She had very classic Spanish features, the big brown eyes and golden brown complexion. Her hair was light brown and came down to the middle of her back. She was always a man magnet, and never had any trouble finding a date. Although, now that Tim was in the picture, she didn’t care about other guys. On top of all her beauty, she was multi-talented to boot. Now that I think of it, I really should have hated her; she was everything I wasn’t.
She walked in the door and took a long look at me with a strange face “Man, you look like shit,” she said, as she laughed. I thanked her with enthusiasm, as if it had been a compliment. I stared at the cast on her foot and before I could ask she was already answering. “It’s no big deal. It’s a walking cast; the crutches are just for balance.” I made us a couple of hot cups of tea in the kitchen, which I carried while she hobbled on her crutches over to the sofa. “You have anything good to put in this old-lady stuff?” she asked. I grabbed the bottle of Captain Morgan from the kitchen and put a good shot into her tea. I didn’t think drinking on top of being sick was a good idea and set the bottle on the coffee table. She leaned back on the sofa, took a long sip of her tea and asked. “Are you okay?”
“I told you, I picked up some kind of bug.”
“No,” she said with a serious look, “I’ve seen you sick before. Something’s different.”
“What are you talking about?”
“There is something very strange about you,” she said as she examined me more closely. “Did you color your hair?”
“No,” I replied, wondering what she was talking about
“It looks redder, and where are your glasses?”
I explained about the glasses as I got up to look in the mirror at my hair. She was right, it was redder. “Damn, it’s been a strange day.” I no longer felt the need to hold off on having rum in my tea. We sat on the sofa drinking and talking. I told her everything that had been going on with the brothers, and she frowned at me. “I’ve heard about Attila; he’s got a bad reputation in Europe you know.”
“What kind of reputation?” I asked.
“Well, the locals think he’s a vampire,” she said amused
I laughed, “Right, just like all rich businessmen.”
“The people of Romania don’t take it lightly. They stay away from him and his family.
She had gotten a little too serious when she said it; it was like she believed it. I perked up and said, “Their eating habits are none of my concern as long as the paycheck clears.” We both began to laugh, and it was the best I had felt all day.
I put more rum in both our mugs; the tea was no longer important. We stayed up talking for hours and I found it odd that with all the rum we were drinking it was only Athena that was getting buzzed. I felt nothing more than happy to see my friend. Even with a good buzz I couldn’t convince her to sleep on my lumpy sofa and called her a cab. It’s very hard to drive without a right foot let alone be slightly drunk. She gave me a big hug and hobbled out the door around 1:30 in the morning with the stern warning to be careful with my new employer. “Yes, mother,” I told her as she hobbled away
Since I had slept all day I wasn’t ready to go to sleep yet. The thought of possibly having more nightmares made it even easier to stay up and watch some TV. It was in the middle of Blazing Saddles, when the door buzzer went off. I jumped up thinking something must be wrong since no one came by at two in the morning. A loud drunken voice came over the intercom, “Hey baby, it’s me!
“Go home, David, you’re drunk,” I called back through the intercom
“Come on, honey, I need some love-in’.”
“Just go home, David,” I said even louder.
There was silence, and I wasn’t sure if he had left. “I’m not leaving! Not, until I see you.” he growled back angrily
I felt strange. I’d never turned him away before. A quite calm came over me as I said back through the intercom in a hard tone, “Good night, David.” I turned the light off and went to bed. He didn’t buzz me again
SEVEN
I felt great when the alarm went off at 5:30, even if I had only gotten about three hours of sleep. Everything seemed clear as glass. My fingers and toes gently tingled. For some unknown reason I was, well, thrilled. That was the closest thing I could relate it to. A strong excitement, my insides were trembling with it. I smiled at my little bedroom; called out to it as if it were alive and listening. “Look out world, here I come!” I started to think about work and then Betty and I suddenly didn’t feel as great. If I call in sick today it wouldn’t be terribly professional of me. Then again how professional can you look after you puke all over the office floor. I thought about it for a few minutes and called in sick
I decided to spend the day going through all the papers on the castle that Geza had brought over. I needed to go through it if I planned on ever using it as a table again anytime soon. That would also give me the whole weekend to hang out with Athena. The thought of David suddenly crossed my mind. Was he going to be pissed that I didn’t let him in last night? Would he even remember coming over? I really didn’t want to think about him right now and decided to distract myself with making some coffee. I tried another cigarette and it was just as lousy as the others were. Okay, it’s time to quit. I didn’t really need the coffee, but it was warm and had been my morning ritual for the last ten years. Usually I wasn’t hungry until late in the morning, but today I wanted to clean out the fridge. It might have had something to do with not eating much yesterday. All I found in the fridge were three different kinds of leftover take-out food, which I didn’t bother to warm up. I stuffed my face with the leftovers while I thumbed through the mass of papers
At the top of the pile were four pages with over thirty Archeologists and Historians of the medieval period listed on it. All of them top people in their perspective fields. Next to their name and specialty were all the books they had published. Each of them had at least two or three and a few had as many as six. Shit, I’m going to have a ton of reading. I read through some of the papers and took notes all morning until about 11:30, and decided to take a break and give Athena a call. She wasn’t working, so she had the whole day to herself. As I was just about to pick up the phone, it rang. I jumped a little and laughed out loud. No way, it couldn’t be. I picked up the phone on the first ring, a big smile on my face, “Hello.”
“Why the fuck didn’t you let me in last night,” came angrily from the other end. My mood sank. “Did you have someone else over?” Prickles began to run down my arms, and the heat of total anger started to rise up my face. “First of all, I didn’t have anyone here at that ungodly hour of the night except a drunken guy at my door. Did you really think I was just going to let you in after a night of hanging around in strip joints and getting smashed with your buddies?” Silence came from the other end of the phone for a minute. A strained voice finally said, “I don’t want to discuss it,” and hung up on me. I stood there looking at the phone in total astonishment. It wasn’t because he was being an asshole, that didn’t surprise me in the least, but rather that I had held my ground and told him off. This was new territory for me. I stood very still thinking any minute now the guilt would hit me and I’d call him back and apologize.
I finally got tired of waiting for the guilt to hit and called Athena. We made plans to catch some dinner at a Dummfy’s, which was a local hamburger joint near where she was staying. From there we’d take a cab and go for drinks. I made the firm decision not to think about David and spent the rest of the afternoon going through the papers. There was a lot more of it them then I had originally thought. I felt great all day; I didn’t even feel the need for a nap. Around 7:00 I hit the shower and put on a tight pair of jeans with my favorite blue sweater. For shoes, I picked my ankle high black boots that had a one-inch heel on them. They made me feel tall and rather attractive. I was just putting on my short, gray leather jacket to leave when the phone started ringing. I froze; I knew it was David and I knew there was a fight waiting on the phone if I answered it. The answering machine picked up just as the door clicked shut behind me.
When we got to Dummfy’s I ordered my usual favorite, which was a well done half-pound bacon cheeseburger with the works and a small mountain of fries, but this time I ordered it rare. Athena looked at me with wide eyes. “What’s going on with you? First you play hooky from work and now you’re eating rare meat?”
“I’m living dangerously tonight,” I said with a grin. “I ditched David.” She smiled wide back at me, “Who are you? And what did you do with Helena?” Just as I was finishing the last bite of my burger I suddenly turned around. I saw Elek sitting alone at the back of the restaurant watching us. Somehow I knew before I turned around that he would be there. It was like I felt his presence, and it gave me the chills. Athena looked at me with concern and asked, “What is it?” I turned back to face her. “See the big bald guy over there;” motioning with a twitch of my mouth. She tried to look inconspicuous as she glanced behind me. Her face grew puzzled as she glanced all about. “There’s no bald guy over there.” I whirled around and looked; he was gone. Had I imagined him? Athena asked if I was okay. I broke out of the daze that had come over me for a minute and said, “Sure, let’s get out of here. This place is giving me the creeps.” We didn’t talk any more about it.
We headed to a club we frequented often; when she was in town, Motazello’s. The place had a nice selection of free munchies and good music. Besides, it was the only place in town where we knew the owner and could get free drinks. The owner’s name is Francisco Giovanni Motazello, but all his friends called him Mot. Mot’s in his mid thirties and a big man, a little over 6” and at least two hundred-fifty pounds of solid muscle. For a guy of his size he was rather handsome, blond short hair, mustache and beard neatly trimmed. He looked intimidating if you didn’t know him, but underneath, he was just a teddy bear. It will be good to see him I thought, as we pulled into the parking lot.
The ice crackled under our feet as we walked from the cab and toward the front door. The most peculiar feeling of prickles ran all over me. It seemed to get stronger the closer we got to the building. For a Wednesday night the place was packed; there was even a line to get in. It felt good to walk up to Jeff, the big bouncer at the door, and be let right in. I had known Jeff for about three years now, and we were pretty good friends. I asked him what the big event was. He shook his head like he didn’t understand it. “Just the regular Wednesday night band, Bleeding Hearts,” he yelled over the noise and loud music. Much to my surprise, we were offered a table when we got inside. I think the people there felt bad for Athena in her cast. The band was playing way too loud, a little too country western for my taste, but they weren’t bad.
From where we were sitting we couldn’t see the band; the wall of people blocked everything from the dance floor to the stage. The light blue walls in the place made the room glow in the semi-darkness; it made you feel buzzed before you had a drink. The place was big and totally packed with people. The prickly feeling I had when I came in had changed to a vibration all along my skin. It almost felt like an itching, sort of, but it seemed to change from mild to intense as people got closer to me. Every inch of breathing space was filled with the smell of alcohol, hair spray and a multitude of perfumes. The smells were almost too strong to stand. Athena was hollering, making a loud whooo sound like a fast moving train and swinging her fist over her head in a large circular motion. She was in the mood to party. I’ve seen this look before and knew we were in for a hell of a night. A frantic, half-dressed waitress brought us the drinks we ordered, grabbed our money, threw our change back at us and ran away. She would earn her money tonight. We toasted my new job with shots of Tequila followed by salt and lemon. We laughed and saluted each other military style. The shot warmed my insides, it seemed to help me get over the smell of the room and I started to feel better, but I didn’t feel any buzz from it.
A rather lanky man was now forcing his way over to our table. He smiled and motioned at me with one hand towards the dance floor. I shook my head no at him; I wasn’t near drunk enough to try to dance in crowd this size. An overly exaggerated frown crossed his face as he was swept away by the current of people. At least he had enough good sense to realize that trying to scream over all this noise was pointless. From that point on, men from all over the bar were sending us drinks. In a space of about ten minutes, we had over twenty red coins lined in neat rows across the table. They used red coins here since it was not legal in the state of Connecticut to have more then one drink in front of you at a time. Athena pointed her index finger at the coins and hollered, “You’ve got to drink um all!” I shook my head and yelled back, “No way, half of these are yours!”
Athena leaned in close and yelled as loud as she could “The waitress said these were sent for you, not me!”
“You’re kidding!”
More and more men came to ask me to dance, and I turned them all down. It wasn’t that I didn’t like to dance. Under normal circumstances, I did; but this night didn’t feel normal, the air seemed charged with some kind of bad energy. I had a strong desire to stay away from these people. The more I wanted them to stay away, the more they seemed to come over to the table. I couldn’t figure out why I was getting so much attention. I normally could sit in a crowded bar for hours before anyone ever noticed me, let alone asked me to dance. Athena and I did three more shots each when we decided we would try to fight our way to the ladies’ room. After about twenty minutes and lots of pushing and shoving, the two of us, with the pair of crutches, made it to the endless line outside the women’s room door. We squeezed against the wall next to the bathroom as close as we could and still be able to breathe. Large clusters of men stood across from us waiting for their girlfriends to come out of the bathroom. That left hardly any passing space between them and us; the waiting gave us a chance to get very intimate with the other patrons as they tried to squeeze by the never-ending line. It didn’t take long before I was sure that some of them were groping with intent. Just as I was trying to push myself sideways to the passing crowd, three men stopped in front of us. The crowd backed away from us as far as they could go, which wasn’t that far. I suddenly had an uneasy feeling and the need to run charged through me. A man that looked to be the leader of the three stood in front of me; the other two stood on either side of him.
Now that the crowd had stepped back some, there was a little more space between us. The man on my left pushed up close to Athena’s side, blocking her way out and pushing her in closer to me. They were all smiling, but not in a nice way. The leader started yelling over the music, “How about I eat you for dessert, pretty lady.” He brushed his long, straight blond hair away from his face, as if he wanted to get a better look at me. He was shaking his head up and down slowly with a big, smile of approval. His companions at his sides mimicked him. All three started moving in toward us a bit more and then stopped. “No thanks,” I yelled back. They smiled slyly and laughed. The leader started yelling again, “What! Am I not good enough for a princess like you?” His voice rolled over me as if it was thicker than air, more solid somehow.
Jesus, I must be drunk; not only are his words thick, but I’d swear I saw fangs in his mouth. My heart was in my throat and the vibrating feeling had turned back into an intense prickling sensation that ran all over my skin. It felt like I had millions of tiny ants crawling all over me; it was more uncomfortable than painful. The pushy guys began to move slowly closer in toward us, so that we couldn’t get by them from either side. I definitely felt threatened even though they really weren’t doing anything. Before I had a chance to think, I reached down with my left hand, grabbed one of Athena’s crutches and, with every ounce of energy in my body I rammed the arm rest part of the crutch straight up and into his throat. It was a hard strike, and blood spurted out of his mouth and down the front of his white shirt. As he fell backwards into the crowd, people behind him began to tumble to the floor on all sides. Without stopping, I stabbed his buddy to my right, full in the chest with the bottom end of the crutch. Then I shoved it straight back across to the man on my left, he wasn’t so lucky, I got him full in the face with the arm-rest part. I couldn’t hear the cracking sound of his nose over the music, but I could feel the crunching vibrate in my stomach. They both mowed down the crowds on either side of us.
I stood there with the crutch extended so that if anyone else rushed us, I’d knock them out. The prickling sensation was now on the inside of my head making it hard to focus my eyes. All I could make out were glimpses of people all over the room fighting, pushing, and falling to the floor, leaving nowhere to run. Before I could clear my eyes, a blur of a huge man appeared from nowhere and knocked the crutch from my hands. He grabbed me in a bear hug and pulled me straight up off the floor. The force of the grab pushed all the air from my lungs and left me gasping. The room seemed to be moving way to fast as this bull on wheels carried fireman-style across the crowded room of fighting people. He shoved me through the office door and plastered me hard against the wall, pinning me up about four feet from the floor. My back hit first with a loud thud of my head following after. Pain shot through my head, and I began to scream.
I opened my eyes and felt as if someone had just thrown a bucket of ice cold water on me. There, holding me up against the wall was Mot. His face full of rage, his eyes filled with hate. I felt sure at that moment that he was going to kill me. I started to scream, “Mot, no! It’s me!” His breath was hard and fast as he eased the grip just a hair. He looked deep in my eyes and yelled, “What the hell have you gotten yourself into woman?” I began to beg with every bit of energy in my body. “I’m sorry! I thought those guys were going to hurt Athena and me! Please, let go of me!” His grip didn’t diminish, but his gaze did, his face went from hell-bent-destruction to puzzlement. His voice was still a yell. “Sorry? You work up a room full of biter’s and start a fucking riot. And all you can say is sorry? Those kinds of guys don’t go bullshit for no reason. From where I’m standing, it looks very much like you’re the reason!” I stared, wide-eyed at him. No sound would come out as the tears came rolling down my face and I began to shake uncontrollably. Suddenly, he just let me go. I slumped to the floor with a thud. He stood there looking at me heaped on the floor as I covered my head with my arms waiting for him to strike. But, he didn’t. Mot circled around a big desk that took up most of the small room and sat down in the big chair behind it
I just watched him in silence as he pulled a bottle of Jack out of the top drawer. He took a long swig off the bottle and stared at me for a while, saying nothing. Then he got up and came back toward me holding the bottle of Jack out to me. His face was now a lot calmer, but still annoyed. I took a long swig out of it. From the face I made you knew I wasn’t a Jack drinker. But right now, for this pain in my head I would welcome anything. Mot took the bottle, had one more belt and started asking questions. “Have you been hanging with a new crowd? Is there a new guy in your life or anything like that?
“No,” I said in a defeated voice. “I really have no idea why things went down the way they did. I’m sorry,” I whispered. Just at that moment I realized that Athena was still out there. I began to scream at Mot, “Athena...!” Before I could finish the sentence he was waving his hand, “She’s all right; Jeff grabbed her when I grabbed you.” We could now hear the police sirens coming closer. Mot gave me a quick look and went for something in one of the drawers in the desk. He pulled out a large gun. Okay, it looked large to me, but I didn’t know anything about guns other than the fact that they scared the shit out of me. Mot was stuffing the gun into a shoulder holster under his black and yellow leather jacket when Jeff came rushing through the door. “You’d better get her out here. I think we are about to have a feeding frenzy, and the cops are on their way.” Mot gave Jeff orders to get me the hell out the back door. Before we left, Mot pointed a large finger at me and roared, “I’ll be by later to have a long chat with you missy!
Jeff hurried me out the back door and down about two blocks to an old apartment building. We were heading up the stairs to the second floor when I asked, “Where are we going?”
“My place; I’ll call you a cab to take you home.”
“Where is Athena?” I asked
“I already sent her home. I told her you and Mot had a few things to discuss.” The cab arrived five minutes later, Jeff personally walked me to the waiting car, and I was headed home. It was after the car started moving that I started to shake; my head was pounding so loudly I thought it would burst. My body was starting to really ache, and I realized I didn’t want to go home to an empty apartment. So I told the cab driver to take me to David’s. Maybe this would be a good time to make up; I could sure use someone to hold me right about now.
I arrived a few minutes later at David’s apartment and told the cabby to wait. I wasn’t sure if David would be home and at quarter past twelve; I didn’t want to be out here in the dark trying to flag down another cab if he wasn’t. His apartment didn’t have a buzzer, so I just walked up to his door and knocked. The door wasn’t latched tightly and just pushed open. I stepped in and called, “Hello, anybody home?” The apartment was dimly lit and quiet. I started toward the bedroom where the door was partly closed and gently pushed it open. There in the semi-darkness, nude over the bed in a frenzy of motion was David, up to his balls in some other woman. The bitch was softly moaning with pleasure beneath him. I didn’t know what to do; the only thing that came to mind was to scream. David jumped up in horror. Anger, humiliation and embarrassment went all through me at once. He was now desperately trying to block my view of the naked woman on the bed. All that came out of my mouth was, “Fuck you, asshole!” as I was running out the door. I ran as if I were flying and jumped back in the cab. I was now crying in great big sobs and gasping for air when the cabby asked, “Where to, miss?” “Home,” I choked out, the sobs now turning to rage. “32 Dogwood Circle and step on it,” I barked. The tears flowed for the rest of the ride home
EIGHT
It was just about 12:45 when the cab dropped me at my apartment. I think that’s what time it was, but I wasn’t sure. Time seemed to be moving painfully slow. All I wanted was to crawl into bed and forget this night ever happened. But, it had happened. I couldn’t believe that the bastard had been accusing me of cheating all this time; when it was him doing the fucking around! Damn, I’ve been so stupid! Maybe, if Mot ever speaks to me again, I could have him break his legs or something. No, I don’t think I’m in any position to be asking him for favors. It puzzled me why Mot reacted the way he had. I never had someone I’ve known for years try to kill me before. Then again, I’ve never had anyone try to kill me.
I struggled with the key to the apartment since I couldn’t manage to wait to get inside to start crying again. I thought of Athena when I finally got in and went right for the phone. I wanted to make sure she got back to her motel in one piece. My breath was coming out in gasping sobs as I dialed up her number. She answered on the first ring, “Helena? Are you all right?” I began to sob even harder and couldn’t get any words out. “I’m coming over; you stay put!” She said in a very authoritative manner. I sat on the floor crying for awhile when the need for tissues overrode my need to just sit there. As I got up to head for the bathroom was when I realized in my rush to get into the apartment that I hadn’t completely shut the door.
I had started over to close the door when it slowly opened all the way. All the air in me came out in one last abrupt gasp. My heart raced as the adrenaline surged up, freezing me with fear. Elek stood in the doorway with no expression on his face, just a mountain of a man staring at me. I was sure at that moment that I was never going to live through this night and at this point, I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to. He didn’t try to come in. He stood there and turned his head ever so slightly from side to side. The movement was just enough to make all the bones in his neck crack. In gruff voice, with his beady little eyes glaring at me, he asked, “Have you been harmed?” He didn’t say it with any feeling or conviction, more like a statement that he was required to say. I could feel the sweat dripping down my spine in small cold beads as I answered him. “N-n-no I’m okay.”
He moved slightly and I panicked. “So, thanks for coming by, you can go now!” The words themselves took on a strange energy as they left my mouth. The air in front of me suddenly looked thick, quivering, like the heat that comes of the pavement in late summer. I knew from the stunned look on Elek’s face that he saw it to. This wave of heat rolled right up to him and then burst like a soap bubble right before it would have touched him. His eyes got a little bigger then narrowed again “Are you finished?” He growled in a deep tone. How the hell would I know if I was finished, especially since I had no idea how I started. This was too strange for my brain to take in and I was now more frightened by what just happened than by Elek’s monstrous bulk. I wanted this encounter to be over and came right out and asked. “What do you want, Elek?” This time nothing happened and I couldn’t understand why I suddenly felt defenseless. His nostrils flared a little as he started to bring his big, arms around from behind him. My heart was now beating a mile a minute in my throat, as he presented Athena’s crutches. My voice came out in just a whisper; “You were at the club?”
“Yes. I thought your friend might need these back,” he rumbled.
I suddenly felt like an even bigger Jackass, which I wouldn’t have thought possible tonight. “I’m really sorry, Elek; this has been the worst night of my life,” came out in one long exhale. He didn’t reply. He just leaned the crutches against the door and left.
I wiped my nose with my sleeve; the tissue no longer seemed important, grabbed the crutches and locked the door. God, I need a cigarette. That’s when I realized I hadn’t smoked all night. I should have left well enough alone. It was the worst one yet. I went for the liquor cabinet. I didn’t even bother to pour the rum into a glass, just took several big swigs right out of the bottle when the intercom buzzer went off. I buzzed Athena in and wondered how it was that Geza and Elek had managed to come right up to the apartment? I’ll have to talk to my landlord about that. She limped in through the door, gave me a big hug and looked at the bottle in my hand. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough tonight?” I hadn’t even thought about how much I had to drink since I felt totally sober. It must have been all the adrenaline. Athena was looking at me as if I had grown a second head before she said, “What the hell has gotten into you, girl? I’ve never seen you get violent for any reason, and tonight you decide to turn into the terminator.” I burst into tears again. She gave me a hug, “its okay, Helena. You just have the worst P.M.S. I’ve ever seen!
“You don’t know the worst of it,” I sobbed
I told her about David, and she was furious. We sat on the sofa drinking the rest of the bottle of rum, which didn’t affect me at all. Great, last night I have one lousy drink and get wasted. Tonight I drink like a fish and nothing! Athena leaned back and stared at the crutches that were now leaning against the living room wall. “Oh great, you got both my crutches back!” This was perfect; I didn’t want to walk her through my little visit from big, pale and gruesome. So I played along with her assumption that I was the one who brought them back. We talked, drank and cried until slivers of sunlight streamed in through the curtains and Athena had fallen asleep on the sofa. I covered her with a blanket and crawled limp and numb into bed, but couldn’t sleep. Shit, there’s no way I’m getting to work today.
I lay in bed until 7:00 before I called the office to let them know I wasn’t coming in. Then I made some coffee, not that I wanted it, but I needed it for some sense of normalcy. My head was pounding, everything seemed foggy and I was beginning to feel all the bruises I collected last night. I wasn’t sure if it was from my close encounter with the wall or the massive quantities of alcohol. Athena was still asleep on the sofa when the phone rang. The sound of it made my head ache even more, but I didn’t bother to answer it. The answering machine picked up and it was David. “Please, talk to me. Last night was not what it looked like,” he begged. Yeah right. He wasn’t really fucking that bitch; he was getting something out of her eye. I can’t believe he thinks I’m that stupid. I’m sure as hell not going to call him back. Athena left around ten, reluctantly. She didn’t want to leave me alone, but I had insisted that I just needed some time by myself to sort things out. The overall numbness in my body was wearing off, and my head and back were starting to ache badly. I popped a few more aspirins and plopped on the sofa. David called three more times in the next hour and a half before I finally turned off the answering machine and the ringer. As far as I was concerned, it was over. I should have listened to Athena a long time ago.
At a little past noon the Chinese food I ordered arrived. I was starving and had ordered just about everything from the menu. The two extra large pizzas came at around 3:00, shortly after I woke up from my nap. The second round of Chinese food came at 6:00. The delivery boy, who couldn’t have been more than seventeen, looked at me with astonishment. I gave him a big tip and told him to keep this between the two of us.” I wasn’t sure what was going on with me. I normally did not eat like this, especially when I was depressed. I was just finishing the last of my pork-fried rice when the door buzzer went off and I froze. I hadn’t showered or even brushed my hair and the last thing I wanted was company. I prayed that it wasn’t David. If I see him right now I felt pretty sure I would kill him. If it was Mot, I can only hope he doesn’t still want to kill me. Those kinds of choices had never come up before. I thought of just pretending I wasn’t home, but then again, it could be Athena, so I answered it. Mot’s voice boomed over the intercom, “Let me up. We need to talk.”
“Are you still pissed at me?”
I could feel my heart in my throat and a painful ache in my chest. His voice came out calm and even, “Look, you can let me in and we can talk, or I can rip the fucking door off the hinges and come up anyway? It’s your choice.” After last night I felt sure he would do it, so I buzzed him in. He rolled in the door like a thunderstorm wearing shorts; didn’t matter how cold it was he rarely wore long pants. He seemed levelheaded enough, but agitated. Just about the same mood as when I had left him, but now he had a black eye and his right arm was wrapped in bandages. He marched in and sat down on the sofa. I was reluctant to move away from the door in case I had to make a run for it.
He glared at me at first; his face tightened a little when he said, “Stop looking at me like that; I’m not going to hurt you.” He got quiet for a minute then perked up, “although, you have no idea how close I came to ripping your head off last night. Lucky for you, I realized you weren’t one of them!” He was pointing one of his massive fingers at me as he said it. “I didn’t hurt you too badly, did I?” A small smile crept over his face. It was kind of boyish, like oops! I just sat on your sandcastle. But, my body hurt too much to find the smile that charming. “What do you mean; one of them...?” I asked.
He looked at me strangely, tilting his head to one side. “You do live a sheltered life, don’t you?
“That doesn’t tell me shit, Mot,” I said sarcastically.
My courage started to grow now that I knew he wasn’t going to kill me. Mot took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh and waved me over to the chair across from him. He was shaking his head from side to side like he was about to tell a virgin about the facts of life. “Have you ever heard of the Son’s of Satanail?” His face had grown serious again and I didn’t like it. “No! What can I say? I live under a rock!” He leaned forward and almost whispered, so the words would stay close, for our ears only. “Look, the less you know about these guys the better, but they’re the kind of guys that make the Mafia look like saints. I have a strict rule in my bar that they can drink there as long as they don’t hit on anyone that’s not in their organization. So you want to tell me why they broke that rule if you aren’t one of them!”
“I don’t know why they broke your rule, but it wasn’t my fault. So don’t get pissed at me.”
Mot frowned at me and held up his bandaged arm. “I’m not pissed at you. I’m pissed because I got cut-up and my bar has over ten thousand dollars worth of damages. I’ve managed to keep the peace with these guys for ten years now and in all that time I’ve never had an incident. So you can see why I might want some kind of explanation!”
“I’m really sorry, Mot. I had no idea. I’ll be happy to pay for the damages. I just got a new job and the salary is considerably better them my old job.”
“What new job?
“I just got hired to do a project for Attila Szabo.
“Do you mean, Attila Szabo of Szabo Enterprises?
“Yes.
“Sweet, mother of Mary! Please, tell me you’re not a donor!
“Of course I’m a donor! I think everybody should be.
He got pale and he was now looking at me like my face had just melted off. “Oh, come on Mot! Once you’re dead, you don’t need the parts anymore. Why not leave them to someone who’s still breathing?”
He let out a breath like he was relieved. “You’re talking about organ donation.
“Of course I’m talking about organ donation. What the hell are you talking about?
“Look Helena, Attila Szabo is the supreme leader of the Son’s of Satanail. He not only over sees the groups here on the East Coast, but all over the world. So, it looks like you’ve stepped right into the heart of a very large hornet’s nest and I can’t figure out how you managed that without being stung.”
“That’s enough with the cryptic crap! I get it. You’re basically telling me I just took a job for the Don of the Mafia!
“No! They’re not Mafia, Helena. They’re much worse. You have to quit this job and do it now!
“Are you nuts?! Even if Attila is this leader guy I can’t see how designing a castle can be connected to anything illegal. He wants to make a museum out of it! How the hell can that be a bad thing?”
Mot got quiet for minute before he admitted in a defeated tone. “I don’t know. None of this makes any sense. All I know is your ass is in a lot of danger.
My head was now pounding; I could feel the bruises on my back as I tried to stretch the pain away. I was way too tired to add a little paranoia and guilt to the list of ever-worsening feelings. I grabbed both sides of my head with my hands. The way things had been going lately, I couldn’t rule out the notion that my head would just roll of if I didn’t hang on. Mot gently pulled my hands away from my head and looked me in the face. “I can’t tell you what to do, but if you insist on doing this job you better get yourself a gun.
“I don’t do guns Mot! My weapon of choice these days is a crutch and that’s as far as I’m willing to go. Besides, where would I get one?
Mot leaned back and pulled a small gun from his jacket pocket and held it out to me. “Have you ever used one of these?”
“No,” I was now recoiling away from him.
“Well then, you’re going to learn.” He said it in a, ‘don’t even bother to argue’ voice. He went on to explain that it was a nine-millimeter and pointed out every part of the gun. He told me more than I ever wanted to know about them. But, the more he explained, the less fearful I became. By the time he finished, I was actually holding it and pretending to aim. He finished the lesson, looked at me and said, “You have five minutes to get dressed. We are going to the firing-range.”
“Come on Mot, I feel like shit. Besides it’s dark out! Can’t we do this tomorrow?
He smiled pleasantly, “No. The firing-range is indoors, lots of light and there’s no time like the present.” I was now chewing the inside of my lower lip, another bad habit when I get nervous. “Okay, okay, I’m moving,” I said as I staggered like a defeated child to the bedroom and got dressed.
The firing-range wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be, in fact, it was kind of cool. It surprised me to see how many women were there. They all looked confident with their earmuffs and goggles on. Many of them had guns I thought where way too big for them; but then again, what the hell did I know. I think some of Mot’s bad ass attitude had rubbed off on me because I was starting to get into it. Helena, The Eliminator, I thought to myself, and had to smile. Even though it hurt like hell to lift my arms, I managed to be a pretty good shot. Well, if you consider hitting every target two inches off to the left, pretty good. Hell, an hour ago I had never even held a gun, and now I was actually firing at paper torsos. The fact that I hit the target at all made the night a complete success. My back and neck pain became unbearable after an hour, and Mot took me home. “Now we do the really important stuff,” he said with a smile and a wink. I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of it. I felt some nasty chore coming on. Mot had brought in a case full of the needed cleaning supplies and we spent an hour more cleaning every part of the damn gun. “You have to do this every time it’s fired?” I asked, even though I had a feeling what the answer would be. “Yep, when you’re borrowing my gun you do.”
He didn’t look up from his work on his Colt 45. I was impressed with myself that I actually remembered what his gun was. We finished and put everything away. He stood up from the table, his face serious. “Okay, here are the rules. One, this is a loan, so take care of it. Two, don’t ever, and I mean ever, take it out unless you are willing to take a life. You bluff with a piece in your hand and you’re going to get your head blown off.”
He took a deep breath and let it out long and slow; “Three, the gun is minimal at best against these kinds of guys, so watch your ass!” He stopped for a moment, as if something had just come to mind. “Are you religious?
“No, I’m more spiritual than religious I guess. Why
He smiled, “As long as you have faith in some higher power. You’ll need it to stay sane. I have a bad feeling you’re going to need all the faith you can muster.” I called after him as he headed to the door. “Stop it! You’re scaring me!
“Good, stay that way. You’ll live longer. Lock the door behind me,” he said as he left. I simply had no more energy left to be scared. I was so tired I could have gone to sleep standing up. It was after midnight when I finally crawled into my queen-size bed. It felt larger than usual, lonely. Even with my big blue comforter wrapped tightly around me, I still couldn’t get warm. The gun and firing-range were a great distraction from the pain, not the pain in my head or back, but the one that hurt the most, my heart. It felt as if I was one of those black and white paper torsos on the firing-range, with gaping holes in the chest. Damn you, David, I thought as sleep washed over me.
Something startled me. I sat up in the darkness; eyes wide, searching the room franticly for what I couldn’t see, but could definitely feel. Complete panic came up in a steady stream from my toes to my head. My breath was coming out in small gasps as I looked up. There, on the ceiling, was a great big, swelling in the plaster. It was slowly moving around toward me, like a bug crawling under tight skin. My heart was beating wildly in my ears, the waves of fear so strong; I thought I would pass out as this thing squirmed over me. There was terrible scratching sounds coming from the swell as if whatever was inside was trying to claw its way out of the plaster. I looked to the door, could I escape? Just at that moment, pieces of the ceiling came crashing down on top of me. I covered my head and screamed. The ceiling stopped falling, and the room grew quiet. I waited for a minute, then crawled out of the rubble and looked up. Above me loomed a great head. It had no eyes or nose just a fang filled mouth. The mouth hissed at first and the hiss turned into one long musical note. The note grew higher and higher until I thought my ears would bleed. The room seemed to be swirling in a large circular motion as drops of blood began to drip down from this faceless mouth. I couldn’t stop myself from looking up. Warm drops of blood fell slowly at first, sliding from my face and down the front of my neck. I tried to shield my head with my arms as the drops of blood rained down faster and harder. The steady rain turning to a downpour, painful and hot. More and more blood poured down in great sheets, until it was like standing under a waterfall. There was no air, each gasping breath filled with hot thick blood. I was screaming wildly when I woke up
I looked around the room to see that everything was as it always was and that this was just another nightmare. I trembled even harder with the thought that now I was remembering these horrible things. I thought about what Mot had said about faith. Maybe I should pray? I hadn’t prayed in over two years now. There was a time when I had prayed day and night. I would beg, “Please, dear God, bring Steven back.” But, after so many years, I finally accepted the fact that God just wasn’t taking my calls.
NINE
I couldn’t seem to shake the nightmare, which made more sleep out of the question. I thought about a cigarette, and then again, why bother. So I did what I always did, distracted myself with something. In this case, it was the castle. I fantasized about a big white castle with tall thin towers, long red and yellow flags flapping in the wind. Nah, too romantic, it needed to be beautiful, yet potent. The mural in Attila’s conference room came to mind, and all the little hairs stood up on my arms. I must admit the mural had impact, and maybe that’s just what this castle needed. I put all the papers in a big pile on the living room floor
I anticipated a lot of pain from all my bruises when I went to sit on the floor in front of the papers. As I moved slowly not to jar my head and back is when I noticed there was no pain. Jumping to my feet, I ran to the bathroom mirror and pulled up my shirt to see my back. The bruises that should have been turning that lovely shade of green today were gone. Now this was odd. I had never healed that fast before, come to think of it, nobody heals that fast. My heart started to beat faster as I turned around and pulled my hair back away from the side of my head. There was no sign that the cut from the nightstand had ever been there. I always thought when something good happened, you were supposed to feel pleased, but all I felt was scared. A cold shower brought me back to my senses; I was obviously getting hysterical from lack of sleep and too many crazy things going on lately. Okay, I’m not going to give any of this strange shit another thought. After sliding into a pair of baggy jeans and a green velour sweatshirt, I got down to work.
By the time the winter sun started to peek through the windows, I had all the papers organized into neat stacks, alphabetized and in the order of how I would attack them. Yes, this was now a war in my mind. Putting all the papers in order gave me a sense of control over my life, something I seemed to have very little of lately. The thought of losing control made eating come to mind, and I realized I was starving. No matter how much I ate, I still felt hungry, even after my stomach couldn’t handle anymore. Stress will do strange things to you, I guess. There was still no food in the apartment and it was too early to order take-out. I guess for now the stale, unsalted crackers I found in the back of the cabinet would have to do
The specifications for the castle seemed standard enough: Turrets for each corner, drawbridge and battlements, but as the list went on the specs got stranger. They wanted six huge floors built under the castle. As the list went on, it was obvious that Attila had a lot more to this then he said, this was looking more and more like a mini city. There was a floor designated for dining, not eating, mind you. Another floor for shopping, rooms for gambling, live shows and an amusement park. It made me think what, no botanical garden with waterfalls? Shit, this was going to be a mini Las Vegas, underground! There was no way in hell I could put this together in a year! A life time maybe, but definitely not a year.
Panic rang through me like a large brass bell, Oh shit; I’m in deep. Guns, castles, three weird brothers, no wonder I’m having nightmares. I looked at the small box I had put the nine-millimeter in; shit, what the hell have I gotten myself into? I put the box with the gun it in a cabinet high over the stove in the kitchen. I set it gently next to my bottle of Captain Morgan. It seemed right somehow to have all the sinful things in one spot. Then again, I don’t know what the hell Mot is thinking; what am I supposed to do? Shoot my boss if he gets out of line? This is all too crazy. Maybe Mot’s right; maybe it wasn’t too late to back out. No, I was going to figure a way to pull this off, even if I had to work twenty-four hours a day for the next year! Needless to say, I spent the rest of the morning working.
At noon I headed for the library on North Main Street, which was also my favorite place to go to forget my worries. It was miserably cold out, but very sunny and bright. It made me feel a little better. I took a deep breath of the cold air; it made the inside of my nose and lungs tingle. My confidence started returning with each deep breath until David suddenly came to mind. Fuck him. If he’s not around, I’ll be able to pull this castle thing off. That settled it; I’d only focus on work. That should keep me out of trouble, rolled through my thoughts as I walked up to the front door. Besides, what kind of trouble can I get into at the library? At noon on a Saturday, the place was pretty empty; weeknights were a different story. I settled in at one of the medium sized tables near the checkout desks; it was rather hidden off to the far left corner. I started by looking for as many of the books as I could from the list of specialists. Then I went for anything I could find on castles. The first ten books were now precariously balanced in my arms as I carefully headed back to the table. Everything was fine until I reached twenty feet or so from the checkout desk. I somehow caught my foot on something and ended up on my face on the floor, the books spilling in a line like fallen dominoes, toward a tall man. He was standing next to the checkout desk talking to the librarian.
The man ran over and helped me up, I felt like an idiot. “Are you all right, Miss?” he asked as I stumbled to my feet. “Thanks, I’m fine.” I muttered as we both started bending over to pick up the books. That’s when we bumped heads. I was starting to believe that it was possible to die from embarrassment. He was now smiling and trying to hold back a laugh. I stood up and rubbed my head, heat ran up my face as I looked up at him. “I guess this is why I’m not a ballerina,” came out in a sarcastic tone. He was now smiling wide, “I’m sorry, but from where I’m standing, it was pretty funny.” He was now laughing, and I couldn’t help, but start laughing myself. We picked up the books and put them on the table. He was now looking with interest at the cover of the one-titled ‘Fortresses of Europe.’ “You interested in castles or wars?” he asked casually. I gave him a look. “Castles. Why would you say wars?”
“Castles are all about wars; it’s where the army trained. The monarchy planned their attacks, and the community would seek shelter when under siege. They were weapons unto themselves.” As he spoke I looked at him, noticed he was rather nice looking, short dark brown hair, about five nine in height. He was in his early twenty’s. His face was squared with a strong jaw line and pale blue, almond-shaped eyes that twinkled. Not drop-dead gorgeous, but handsome. The one feature on him that stood out the most was the two-inch, heart-shaped birthmark on the side of his neck. You had to do a double take to tell that it was a birthmark and not a tattoo. “You sound like you know a little about castles,” I replied. He smiled humbly, “I’m a bit of a medieval history buff; I kind of have a thing for the war part.” It was cute, the way he said it, like I might not approve. “Are you taking a course on this?” He asked while holding a book out to me, titled ‘Castles of Romania.” “No, I’m an architect. This is research on a project I’m working on.” His eyebrows went up, “You’re designing a castle?” Hearing the words out loud gave me a chill. “I know, it’s a rather ambitious project, but that’s what I was hired to do.” His smile changed, and he looked at me strangely. He seemed to get nervous. “As long as you’re all right then, I’ll be checking out my books. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again.” he said abruptly. “Thanks for the help,” I said as he hurried off. Okay, that was odd.
I worked at the Library until about 5:30, and my stomach was screaming about being ignored all day. So I checked out the books I wanted and headed home. It was full dark outside already and it made it felt much later than it really was. The wind had picked up, and it felt even colder. The walk to the parking lot was a short way to the back of the library. It was quiet nothing but the sound of wind howling by my ears. The work at the library had helped me forget about the events of the last few days, but now, as I left the building, the magic spell was broken and reality was back with a vengeance
I shivered with the thought of the recent murders, and here I was alone in a dimly lit area. Maybe I should have brought the gun? The rhythm of my pulse picked up as I looked all around, my feet moving me faster toward the parking lot. The car was about ten yards in front of me when I stopped; there was someone leaning against it. My insides froze, but I started walking slowly toward the car anyway. As I got a little closer, I could see a tall male figure. He hadn’t heard me yet. “What do you want?” I yelled, from far enough away that I could have made a run for it if I needed to. He looked up, and started moving toward me. As soon as he crossed under the one light in the parking lot I could see it was David.
On the one hand I felt better, knowing he wasn’t some murderer. On the other hand, I felt worse because I didn’t want to see him. I’m not sure which is better fear or anger. At least anger makes you bold, so I yelled again. “What do you want?” My voice made it clear that I wasn’t happy to see him. His face looked like a lost puppy. “I know you don’t want to talk to me, but you wouldn’t return my calls, but I had to see you.” He began to whine about how much he missed me and that this was just a big misunderstanding. She didn’t mean anything to him. “Yeah right, I misunderstood the meaning of your dick just accidentally ending up in that woman. Don’t you just hate it when that happens,” came out in a snide tone. “So, just leave me the fuck alone, David!” I felt no pity for his puppy dog eyes, which was odd for me. This little routine usually made me cave in. His puppy eyes shrunk to angry slits when he realized the soft stuff wasn’t working. I started moving to my car; I was determined to just leave. I had no intentions of giving him a second chance. Just as I started to move by him, he grabbed my arm with a twist and rotated me around to face him and grabbed my other arm. He held me there and started yelling loudly in my face, “You’re not leaving here until you hear me out!”
A warm, vibrating sensation slowly crawled up my legs, through my body and down my arms. My heart was racing. I took a deep breath, as if I was about to dive under water, and held it for a second. The sensation of cold air rushed in to my lungs, and at the same time I felt a strange movement under my jeans just below my belly button. The vibrating feelings grew stronger as I let out a long exhale. I could feel the energy moving up fast from the ground. It felt like lightning moving up my body and out my arms into David.
The surge of energy poured out with a jolt where he held my arms. He let go with a loud yelp, and jumped back about five feet. He stared at me with disbelief; which made two of us. Somehow it all felt perfectly natural, as if I had done this all my life. Before I had a chance to really think about what had just happened, Elek’s massive hands came out of nowhere, tightly gripping David around the throat. He had pulled David up off his feet and was dangling him four feet off the ground. David was making gurgling sounds and thrashing his arms and legs about like a big rag doll. Except that this rag doll was starting to turn purple. Where the hell, did he come from? I thought as I started screaming, “No, let him go!” Elek looked at me, bowed his head a little, and dropped David in a pile at his feet. Shock rolled over me. I couldn’t believe that he actually had done what I told him to do
David was gasping and coughing, so I knew Elek hadn’t really hurt him. Elek just stood there staring at me; it felt like he was waiting for further instructions. David regained his senses and looked up at the mountain of a man that was standing over him. He turned back to me and glared, spit on the ground at me. Oh man, he probably thinks I’ve got something going with Elek! The thought made the anger curl back up inside me like a snake, and I yelled over to Elek. “If anyone gets to kill him, it’s going to be me!”
Elek grinned; great I’d gotten through to his sensitive side. David looked scared and started to scamper off on all fours toward his car. Elek looked at him and then back to me. “Let him go,” I said in a tired voice, my hand waving as if to dismiss him. David’s car screeched out of the parking lot with smoking tires. It pleased me that he was scared. That’s when it hit me that I was standing alone in the dark with little Godzilla, and he wasn’t making any effort to leave.
Well, so far Elek listened to me. I couldn’t say I was disappointed that he had manhandled David, but the word caution was still flashing in big red letters in my head. My body had stopped vibrating and I was starting to feel normal again. I trusted my instincts and stayed back away from him; I didn’t want to be within grabbing distance. Since commands seemed to be working with him, I thought I should keep it up. “Tell me why you’re following me, Elek?” He said nothing for a minute, as if he was thinking about the question. “You have to ask Attila that question, not me,” he growled. “I just do what I’m told.” My courage was growing steadily; he was actually responding to me
I felt like a lion tamer, and the chair and whip were working. I now was looking at him with authority, “Tell me what Attila told you to do?” He shifted a little; it looked as if he didn’t want to answer the question, but acted like he had to. He let out a grunting breath before he answered. “I’m to protect you.” He said it fast, more Band-Aid theory. “Protect me from what?” He smiled like I got you, and said nothing. I suddenly felt as if I was playing a game of Simon Say’s. I pointed my index finger at him, shaking it like a mother scolding her child. “You will tell me who or what you’re protecting me from!” He glared at me; he didn’t like the fact that I was on to his game. He blew hot, steam-filled breaths in the cold night air through his nostrils, like a bull ready to charge. Oops, I think I went a little too far; I’ve got too hold my ground or he will rip me to shreds. My body had started vibrating again and in a loud growl, I let it out. “Answer me!”
The words spilled out like thick, slow moving clear liquid, rolling toward him in a great wave just as it had done at my apartment. Elek saw it coming and recoiled with his arms up when the thick liquid hit him. It knocked him to the ground with a heavy smack, like hitting something with a wet towel. The liquid shattered out from around him into smaller drops and disappeared. It looked as if I had just hit him with a psychic water balloon. It felt fantastic! Total euphoria, but the sensation only lasted a few seconds.
Elek was now on his back on the ground. I could tell he was pissed, but he didn’t try to get up. His voice was angry and breathy. “I’m to protect you from the others.” Great, more questions! And somehow I thought he’d be more cooperative this time. “Tell me what others?” It was strange that I could actually feel the anger in him rising. I was steadily losing my nerve. This guy’s wrists were wider than my arms! What the hell was I doing? “I will not answer any more of your questions,” he growled in a low voice. “You must ask Attila, not me!” I wanted to ask ‘why’ and then thought, No, I won’t press my luck. I looked down at him, chewing the inside of my lower lip. What should I do now? Should I say, your dismissed, or something, or run like hell? I was doing some very weird shit tonight, which was great, but I’ve got no control over it. Not to mention, I don’t have a clue on how I’m doing it. Maybe the brothers put something in the palinka. Maybe they poisoned me. As I took a deep breath, Elek began to yell, “No, don’t!” his hand covering his face as if he was expecting to be hit with another psychic water balloon. I let out a sigh and nothing happened, which was a good thing, since I was just sighing. Luckily, Elek didn’t know that. Good, he was scared, thank God for small miracles. Elek’s voice sounded defeated as he started getting up. “All right, I’ll set up a meeting with Attila and you can ask him yourself.” I knew if I didn’t do it now, I would totally lose my nerve, but the last think I really wanted right now was a meeting with Attila. “No, that’s okay. I’ll call him myself later.” The words come out smooth and calm. If I wavered now, I was sunk
He snorted, and pulled out a small phone from the pocket of his brown jacket, his big hands making the phone look even smaller than it really was. He turned his back to me, but I could still hear him. It surprised me that I understood the Hungarian; it had been a long time since I had heard any. I listen to Elek tell him that the palinka had done its work and that I had him cornered. I heard him ask Attila what he should do. He turned toward me again and said with a smile that gave me the shivers. “Attila invites you to the Marebella to discuss your concerns.”
“That’s alright. I’m sure he’s busy, we can discuss it later.”
Elek eyes widened; he looked at me as if I was crazy. “You’re turning down his invitation?” He seemed as if he wanted to distance himself from this one and handed me the phone. He must have thought I was going to yell at Attila, which even I thought would be insane. I knew I wasn’t going to be disrespectful to him. From what Mot had told me I wasn’t quite that unbalanced. I took the phone and in a calm business like tone gave him a full, formal greeting in Hungarian. Elek got wide-eyed and even paler than usual. Attila chuckled, “Now I am impressed, Ms. Gray.” His voice was smooth and silky; you felt it all the way to your bones. “What is it that I can do for you, Ms. Gray?”
“I would like, at your earliest convenience that is, to talk with you about a few unusual matters that have me deeply concerned.”
It’s funny how you can think one thing and say another. What I wanted to say was; what the fuck did you guys poison me with? But I was sure that topic would come up later. His voice rolled out of the phone like a king making a decree. “I would be honored to see you now, if that is what you wish.” And without another thought I agreed to go over. He chuckled a little before he said, “As you wish,” and hung up the phone
The click of the line knocked me back into my skin. The little moment of feeling assertive disappeared like a dropping stage curtain. “Boy that just took the wind right out of my sails.” I hadn’t realized I had said it out loud until Elek chuckled. The hairs on the back of my neck came to full attention. I tossed him his phone. As he caught it, he snickered, “He’s going to devour you!” He licked his lips in a sexual manner that made my skin want to crawl off my body. His laugh faded away as he vanished around the side of the building. Goosebumps crawled over my skin and I ran for my car. Well, there goes my theory of staying out of trouble at the library
TEN
The ride over to the Marebella took about fifteen minutes from the library. It should have only taken ten, but the Saturday nightlife had started to stir, making traffic a little heavier. This was a good thing; it gave me time to think about what I wanted to say to Attila. I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to ask him if he had poisoned me. Going over to see him was starting to seem like a very bad idea. My head told me to go home, but that was too smart of an idea. Instead, I was going right back to them. But then again, what difference would it make if I went tonight or Monday? I wasn’t about to go two more days of playing twenty questions with myself about what the hell was happening to me. I felt sure they had something to do with the strange happenings. The direct and to the point method of doing things seemed to be the way to go. That’s when Elek’s earlier words boomed through my head, “He’s going to devour you!”
Every small hair on my body stood up and shivered. This was crazy; he was my boss, and he needed me for this project. Why would he hire me and then poison me? Besides, I’ve never heard of any poison that caused these kinds of reactions before. Then there was the question of why Elek was ordered to protect me, protect me from what? Why would you want to protect someone you just poisoned? All these questions were just getting me more worked up by the minute. Who elected Attila as my guardian anyway? I’m not letting another fucking male pull more of that macho crap on me! No man is going to yank me around by a leash ever again! The big woman in the car next to mine at the stoplight was looking at me strangely; I hadn’t realized I was yelling out loud in the car. Part of me knew I should be scared, but the anger inside me was overriding any good judgment I had left.
When I got to Marabella’s, I found there was no way to get to the parking lot; you had to use a valet. The young boy who drove off with my car couldn’t have been more than three minutes past sixteen. I had the distinct feeling that the ride in my car wasn’t going to be the highlight of his night. Too fucking bad, my mood was far from empathetic. Peter was waiting for me at the front lobby door; he greeted me as ‘Mistress’. My insides were still churning from anger. The thought of always getting pissed on by people and taken advantage of just fueled it more. With this attitude, ‘Mistress’ was just fine; I was in need of some respect. Peter was silent as we headed down in the elevator; he must have sensed my mood because he stayed off to the far corner. That’s when I really saw him. Sometimes you can just dismiss someone as secondary, not noticing him or her as individuals. Not that I do it on purpose or anything, but it just seems to happen
Peter reminded me of a beaten dog, very submissive, eager to please. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-three or four, but I got the feeling he was older than he looked. He had short blond hair that was a little bit spiked and gray eyes that glistened in the bright light of the elevator. Peter started to adjust his short, thin frame over his feet, his long fingers fidgeting with the large set of keys that were dangling on his belt loop. He looked up from the keys at me and caught me staring. “Do you wish something from me, Mistress?” He bowed so that I was looking down his sharp, triangular nose that matched his long face. This poor guy was lower on the totem pole than I was, and my heart went out to him. I didn’t want him waiting on me. I just couldn’t treat him like a servant; no matter how bitchy of a mood I was in. “Please call me Helena.” I smiled as he looked at me, his face glowing with color. “I think that would be inappropriate,” he said shyly. His eyes darted back to the floor. I brought his face up with my hand and looked him in the eyes. “If we are going to be working together, it’s Helena. Okay?
My mood softened as this need to look after Peter came over me. I felt the same kind of protective instinct as when I brought my little sister Chickee to school for the first time. He smiled warmly at me; for a half a second I thought he would give me a hug, but he didn’t. The ding of the elevator shattered the mood. The lobby was filled with people in gowns and tuxedos and here I was in my baggy jeans and sweatshirt. It made me feel very under-dressed. I stood there for a second looking into the lobby. Should I just go right back out the way I came, or continue? Peter turned his head toward me and said, “Attila is entertaining this evening.” His face wincing when he said it as if he didn’t approve. “Perhaps you would prefer to meet him in his suite. It’s just down the hall there,” he pointed off to the left. He seemed to know I didn’t want to meet with Attila in a crowded room full of well-dressed people. “Thanks Peter.” He bowed; we had understood each other. I knew at that moment that I was going to like Peter.
Attila’s suite was enormous. It had a white marble entrance hall that opened up to a huge living area. One whole wall of the living area was a sandstone fireplace; it had more scary angels carved into it. The fireplace was so massive that six adult people could have easily stood inside it. It blazed; bonfire came to mind, or something you would find at the gates of hell. The heat from it should have been intolerable, but it wasn’t. It felt nice, warm, like a regular size fire. The reflection of the flames danced off the mother of pearl looking floor. I think it was ceramic tile, but with the kind of money he has, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was real mother of pearl. In the middle of the room there was a large red, leather sofa that formed a horseshoe in front of the fireplace. The white and pink alabaster statues of nude woman everywhere gave the place that Hugh Hefner look. All of the art work was in seductive poses, some completely engaging in sexual acts. The paintings that went around the room had the same sexual theme, but with animals added for extra eye-popping effect. They made the statues look tame in comparison. The place definitely had that brothel feel about it. I couldn’t help but wonder what the bedroom might look like; but then again, I didn’t think I really wanted to find out.
Peter had me sit on the sofa and he left. I was hoping he would stay. The fire felt warm, relaxing. I stared into the massive coffee table that lay before the fireplace. It was a large glass box with red, blue, green and bright yellow glass sculptures in it that looked like a miniature coral reef. The hostile energy I came in with was now nowhere in sight. Even in this intimidating room I felt; well, nice, strangely safe. The sofa felt incredibly soft as I leaned back against it, warm and cozy. My head drooped to the back of the sofa; I suddenly felt so tired as if all the blood had been drained from my body. As I closed my eyes, I could hear quiet music playing. I hadn’t noticed it before, playing softly in the background. It was rhythmic, a cross between African music and American Indian. Lots of chanting you couldn’t understand, with steel drums and xylophones. Even with my eyes closed, I could still see the firelight dancing behind my eyelids, the light moving in rhythm to the music as I drifted off to sleep.
Attila was standing above me when I woke, his face kind, smiling warmly. He had startled me. I sat up quickly, looking around to reorient myself on where I was. “I’m sorry; your sofa is very comfortable.” My voice was still full of sleep. Attila tilted his head down toward me. “It’s quite alright; I shouldn’t have kept you waiting so long.”
“Why? What time is it?
His smile faded. “Half past midnight.” Okay, by now I should have been used to the embarrassments, but I wasn’t. I was glad to see the three, beautiful young women walk into the room. They took that embarrassing attention off of me. They each brought a big, brass tray, set them on the coffee table without looking at me, and left. Attila sat on the sofa next to me, which instantly made my blood pressure rise. Two of the trays had small raw oysters; the third had a bottle of red wine and two long-stem blue crystal glasses.
I just watched him as he poured the wine. Damn, he was fine. He was dressed in a gold silk, pajama looking outfit; it clung to every curve of his muscular body. Accentuating the positive, and believe me, he had a lot to be positive about. His top opened halfway, reflecting the firelight off the shimmers of sweat on his chest. Okay, let’s review, oysters, wine, and great-looking man. Okay, this wasn’t good.
I jumped to my feet and moved over to the fire as if to warm myself. Attila moved up next to me. “Please, let me offer to feed you. It’s the least I can do to make up for the long wait,” he said with a hand gesture to the trays in that same smooth, silky voice he had used on the phone. I was hungry, starved in fact, but I didn’t want anything he was offering. The angry feelings were starting to rise up from my gut again. Why did every guy think that sex was the answer for everything? I need to think Band-Aid theory. In one deep exhale, I turned around to face him. “I didn’t come here to be wined and dined.” I said it fast and flat, strictly an all business tone. “I want to know why you sent Elek to follow me.” I wasn’t quite ready to ask about poisoning me yet, so I thought I would stick to more solid facts. He gracefully swaggered over to the sofa and sat down. More like draped him self on it, like a big piece of fur. His long legs crossed in front of him, looking completely relaxed. He took the glass of wine and rolled the stem of the glass through his fingers. “What makes you think I sent Elek to follow you?” He was now staring in my eyes, and the heat that came from them was more overwhelming than the fireplace.
I don’t know when anger became better than lust, but at that moment it had. “Elek told me that you ordered him to protect me,” it came out more like a yell because of the burning panic I was now feeling in the pit of my stomach. He laughed. The sounds of his laugh rolled out at me like a clap of thunder. My skin was tingling from head to toe, just like the prickles I felt at Mot’s place, but more intense. My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in my throat. Sweat began to run down my back over the tiny goose bumps that the prickling sensation had caused, and I shivered. This was all just a little too much for me and I blurted out. “What did you do to me?” It came out in an angry breath. He smiled wide and licked the edge of the wineglass. “I have done nothing to you.” I was willing to bet it was only a half-truth. Attila leaned forward picked up the other wineglass and extended it to me. He was now staring in my eyes again, and my insides felt as if it had melted into my shoes. I wanted to just go to him; I wanted it with every fiber of my being. I fought with all my energy to clear my head. This felt unreal, wrong somehow. These weren’t my feelings; it felt as if he was pouring emotions into me that weren’t my own. The anger began to rise from deep inside. “Stop it,” I screamed. My arms waving about as if I was swatting at a bee, but no energy came out of me. I felt powerless.
He began to laugh, warm and seductive. “Do not fight me; we are meant to be together.” The anger melted with his words, I felt nothing, but the pull of his energy as I stumbled over to the sofa and stood in front of him. He looked so warm, as he set the wineglass meant for me back on the coffee table. I wanted to run my hand down his chest and explore the rest of him with my tongue. He licked his lips as I bent down to kiss him. His mouth was warm and wet as our tongues met. I found it strange to find two mounds on the roof of his mouth, but for some reason it just didn’t register in my head. I ran my tongue gently over them and slowly withdrew. Small moans came from him. I looked lustfully at him and leaned in again as if to kiss him; but just as I reached his lips, I stopped. “You want to tell me what the fuck you did to me?”
I had broken his lustful spell by taking deep, slow breaths. Energy ran through me and was rolling in hot waves at him. He looked pleased, but unaffected. His reaction made me jump backward away from him, and I landed ass first on the floor with a thud next to the coffee table. Attila sat up, so relaxed, with such poise. “So you choose to fight me then.” My head had cleared and I jumped to my feet. “If you thought I was just going to let you seduce me, then hell yes, I’m going to fight you! You hired me to be an architect, not a whore.” He smiled, but this time it wasn’t friendly. “I not only want your talents to design my castle, Helena. I want you as my consort, power such as yours needs to be nurtured and I can do this for you if you let me.” He was using that sultry voice again, but this time with no effect. The heat that ran up my face was stronger than the heat coming off the massive fireplace and I started yelling. “You either tell me what you’ve done to me, or I quit before I’ve even started.” I wasn’t sure how much of a threat it was, but it seemed to have gotten his attention. “I swear; I have done nothing to you that you did not already have in you.” His voice was sounding smug but sincere, as if there was more to it than that. He reached for the bottle of wine and poured more into his glass. “You should have some wine; you will feel better.
“No thanks. I don’t need any more surprises.”
He draped himself across the sofa again and looked at me from head to toe, checking me over. I could feel his power, virile and intoxicating. Enough of this, I thought and, grabbed my coat from the edge of the sofa, and started toward the door. I hadn’t seen him move; but in a blink of an eye, he was in front of me, blocking the door with his body. Damn, why was he so appealing? He smiled warmly at me. “Please, forgive me, I did not mean to offend you.”
“Then tell me why you had Elek following me?”
He didn’t answer, just glided back toward the sofa as if he knew I would follow. Even though logic told me to run while I had the chance, I ignored it and followed him back into the room and sat back down. Had I misjudged him? No, he rolled his power at me the way I had done to Elek. He was definitely not innocent. He put the wineglass in my hand and sat down close beside me. That warm, sweet, pungent smell of clove came off him, and I knew sitting this close to him was a bad idea. He was pissing me off big time; but yet, I was terribly attracted to him, even though I didn’t want to be. I didn’t drink the wine, just set it down on the coffee table. He let out a long sigh. “You are a stubborn one, aren’t you?” This time, I was the one who laughed. “Stubborn? I’m the one who taught the mules everything they know.”
He wasn’t amused. I think he had just realized that I wasn’t as much of a pushover as he had originally thought. “Are you going to answer me, or am I leaving?” He didn’t bother to argue; I think he understood that I meant it and he reluctantly answered me. “With all the recent murders in the city I grew concerned, so I had Elek keep an eye on you in case there was any trouble, that’s all.
“And…?
His answer sounded reasonable, but that wasn’t what I really wanted to know. The conversation was already sounding way too much like I was talking to my lover, not my boss. He still didn’t answer me. My frustration was growing again, and at that moment I thought for sure he wasn’t going to tell me anything. I got up and started to move off the sofa and headed for the door. My instincts were telling me to run, run as fast as I could. I felt torn. I turned back to him one last time and pleaded. “Please, just tell me what’s happening to me?” He smiled and pulled me back down onto the sofa. “I’ve done nothing that nature hadn’t already done.” Great, more questions. “What are you talking about?” I couldn’t stand any more of this. I thought for sure I would just collapse from frustration, not just the frustration of his not answering me, but his magnetism was more than I could stand. I needed to get out of here. I looked at him, breathed deeply, and started to leave again when he said, “You are tired. You should stay the night, and tomorrow we can finish our little talk.”
He seemed so strong as if he could play this game forever. Elek’s voice came to mind, ‘He’s going to devour you!’ and I was starting to believe he was right. But at this point, I was almost willing to let him. I was so tired; my eyes became so heavy. My eyelids started to close, and I couldn’t seem to stop myself from falling asleep. I could feel him move over closer to me, and that’s when the vibrating sensation grew wildly inside me. Energy poured into me like filling a glass and his power over me suddenly snapped. “I’m leaving,” I screamed. He stood up fast, looking rather surprised. “Then leave!” He said it as if the game no longer amused him or he just realized he was losing. His response startled me, and for a split second I felt hurt. I’m not sure why, but part of me wanted to stay. I walked toward the door and just before I closed it behind me, I called back to him, “You’ll need to find yourself another architect Mr. Szabo.” And I left
ELEVEN
The world felt as if it were moving in slow motion when I left Attila’s suite. Even though I knew I was moving just short of a run, my brain was not keeping up with my body. The floating sensation enveloped me as I moved down the dimly lit hall of the Marebella toward the lobby. The muffled sounds of a party could be heard from all directions. I could feel people’s laughter rolling through me as if the sounds were solid. It felt as if I were under water, but could still breathe. Just as I came around the corner, the bubble burst; I ran head long into Elek. The force of hitting his body knocked me backward on to the floor. He reached down with no readable emotion and picked me up by the front of my shirt with his sausage-like fingers. His huge hand balled my shirt into a tight bunch around my neck as he carried me that way down the hall and back into Attila’s suite. He held me tightly but kept it just a hair outside of choking me.
Attila spun around as we burst into the room. He yelled angrily at Elek, “Put her down, you fool!” Elek didn’t let me go. He stood there holding me straight out, arm extended, like something he had just shot and was bringing home to present to the cook. He looked at me with frustration; not taking his eyes off me as he asked, “Are you just going to let her leave?” He was acting cautious as if I might bite him if he wasn’t careful. I was facing Elek so I couldn’t see Attila’s expression, but his voice came out calm, “Put her down, Elek, or you could spend time with Geza.” Elek dropped me instantly. I landed on my knees, desperately trying to catch my breath from the chokehold. Attila’s words didn’t sound like much of a threat to me, but Elek seemed to take them very seriously. It made me wonder where Attila had sent Geza. I gathered it was someplace Elek didn’t want to go. Elek took a step toward Attila, pointing at me with his huge hand. He sounded almost as if he were pleading. “What if Honoria gets hold of her?”
I sat there on the floor rubbing my knees to try and ease the pain, when the words just came out, “who is Honoria?” The question came out to no one in particular since I had no expectations of either one of them answering it. In that moment, I realized that I didn’t feel afraid. Even after being manhandled by this gorilla and dropped back into Attila’s little private hell. Maybe I just had had enough, or I was just that stubborn, but Attila looked at me oddly. “You do not fear, Elek?” He sounded surprised
I gave him a hard look and decided not to answer I just pretended not to hear him. I made it very obvious that I was doing it on purpose. I couldn’t help myself; what little self-control I had was long gone as my stubborn side had now completely taken over. He wouldn’t answer my questions, why the hell should I answer his! Elek turned his head to look at me. I gave him a big friendly smile as I got to my feet. His face went slack as he looked back to Attila like he was waiting for him to say something about my outright disobedience. Attila bit his lower lip just enough to look like a boyish pout. His eyes narrowed, as he slowly turned sideways, not saying anything. Elek grinned at me, like you’re going-to-get-yours and the thought gave him great pleasure. Attila slowly turned back to face us, but now he was smiling, his head held high, looking very regal. We were all just staring at each other, waiting for him to say something, but he didn’t. Instead he moved gently across the room toward us with that smile that said friendly, but you knew it wasn’t. I didn’t dare move. I wasn’t feeling quite that brave. Attila walked over and stopped in front of me; I could smell the sweet scent of cloves wafting around him like a cloud. He stood just close enough to feel the warmth coming off his body as he looked down at me. It took every ounce of willpower not to move or swallow hard. He was working hard at intimidating me, and it was working; but I’d be damned if I were going to let him know by flinching
His voice was smooth and tender. “You, my dear, do not have to answer my questions if you do not wish.” His smile widened and in a flash that could barely be seen, he turned and backhanded Elek across the face. Elek hit the mother-of-pearl floor with a heavy crash and blood began to gush out of his mouth and down his chin. It had only seemed to be a slap, but from all the blood you would have thought Elek had been hit with a wrecking ball. He stayed on the floor with his hand up to protect himself from another blow. Attila turned back to face me with that smile of his, totally at ease. “Elek, on the other hand, has no right to question me,” he said in a matter of fact way, as if he had never struck his brother at all. For some stupid reason I felt bad for poor Elek on the floor. He looked like an overgrown, ugly child in fear of a beating. It made me angry that Attila could treat his brother, or anyone for that matter, like this. As much as I feared that Attila might just backhand me as well, I couldn’t hold my tongue. “How could you do that to him,” I yelled. “He’s a grown man, not a child!” Attila’s looked amused. “You not only have no fear of him, but you feel pity for him as well.” He said it like a statement rather than a question. He put his slender big hand on his chin, stroking it as if he were pondering over the statement and strolled over closer to Elek. When he got right up next to the cowering mountain on the floor, he stopped and looked at me. “You do realize that pity can be a considerable liability.” I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I had a feeling it was going to be bad
My heart was racing; I could feel the tension filling the room like a thick fog. Attila held out his hand to Elek as if he were going to help him up off the floor. As Elek took his hand, Attila suddenly grabbed tightly, extending Elek’s upper body up off the floor like he weighed nothing, and kicked Elek full force in the stomach. Elek let out a loud, gasping sound and began to roll up into a ball. “Stop it!” I screamed. But I didn’t dare move to help Elek on the floor. Attila turned toward me, but he never let go of Elek’s arm. His expression and voice were like someone just having conversation over tea. “Do you care what happens to him?” He kicked Elek again, this time in the chest. “Would it please you if I stopped hurting him?” Just as he said the word him, he turned and kicked Elek again in the ribs, and this time Elek let out a sharp, fast scream. I couldn’t explain it, but I just didn’t want to see Elek get the shit kicked out of him, so I started screaming at the top of my lungs. “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” But as I screamed he kept kicking poor Elek over and over again like a dog. Elek’s screams echoed through the big room making them even louder and that much more painful to hear.
My skin crawled with anger, I wanted desperately for him to stop beating his brother. Attila looked very pleased with the situation. He dropped Elek’s limp arm, walked back over to me and began to circle me like a shark. I could feel his power roll around me like a thick blanket as he circled me completely and stopped in front of me again. He held out his hand and bowed his head a little. “Now, my dear, will you reconsider your resignation and let us make amends?” His hand reached out to take mine, but I pulled away, “Don’t touch me!” It came out hoarse and dry. He bowed more deeply. “I apologize if I have offended you. I will be at my best behavior if you reconsider and design my castle.”
The sudden change from violent psychopath to humble was unnerving, but it had all the trimmings of a good threat. My voice came out steady, which surprised the hell out of me. “And, what if I don’t reconsider?” He smiled warmly and looked over to Elek and then back to me. He looked so pleased with himself that even his eyes twinkled with triumph. Then he turned and started moving back toward Elek. I knew he intended to continue to beat Elek until I agreed. “No, don’t!” I yelled. “I’ve reconsidered. I’ll design your castle; just stop hitting him for God’s sake!” That was it; he had me. If I didn’t stay with his project he was going to beat the hell out of Elek right in front of me, and I was powerless to stop it. Damn, I should have brought the gun. Not that I was sure I would have actually shot Attila, but it might have stopped him from beating his brother. Even though Elek scared the hell out of me and I didn’t like him much, those weren’t good enough reasons to watch the stuffing getting knocked out of him. But the look of lust that went across Attila’s face made me consider if watching the beating wasn’t the better option. I was only going so far to defend the big gorilla. If it comes down to him or me, I won’t be so protective. I didn’t like being blackmailed; it really pissed me off. “Is that how you get everything you want, Mr. Szabo; through intimidation and torture?
He seemed so relaxed, not bothered at all. “My dear Ms. Gray, I am but a practical business man. I simply do what gets me the quickest and best results.” I was glaring at him so hard it should have burned a hole in him. “Are you going to beat me too, if I design something you don’t like?” His face softened. “I have no desire to harm you physically.” I didn’t like the way he said it, like there were other ways to hurt me that wouldn’t require him to slap me around. A young girl no more than twelve entered the big room as if she had been called. She was tall and lanky; her long, black hair against her very white, porcelain skin made her look as if she had been living underground her whole life. She looked to be of Asian descent. Her beautiful eyes smiled at me as she bowed and moved over to Elek with a handful of white towels. She began to wipe the blood off his face in a gentle and caring way. Every time Attila had kicked poor Elek, gushes of blood had come out of his mouth; leaving him quite a mess. Attila let the girl clean him up a bit and then began to yell at him, “Now get up and escort Ms. Gray home. Make sure she gets there safely!” He then turned to me and in a pleasant voice said, “I will see you Monday night then, Ms. Gray.”
Then he turned and left the room. Jesus! I had never seen anyone who could be so calm and terrifying all at the same time. Elek gently brushed the girl off of him and got to his feet. He looked up at me with his head still bowed and softly said, “If you are ready, I’ll take you home.” He looked so defeated; I felt so responsible for his getting beaten. What was I going to say to him? Sorry just didn’t seem like it would cut it at time like this. The young girl rushed over to me in a low bow, “Thank you for sparing him,” then she left the room. Elek moved painfully toward the door, opened it and bowed with his hand out for me to go through the door in front of him. “My car is in the parking lot. I can get myself home.” I wasn’t so sure I wanted to pass that close in front of him to get through the door. His face grew pale. “Please, just let me take you home. I will arrange for your car to be brought to you later.” The way he said it made me think that if he didn’t do exactly what Attila had just told him, he would get worse than a beating when he returned. But I had a feeling that a big macho guy like him would never tell me that.
We sat in the back of the big limo in silence as we pulled out from the front of the Marebella and out onto Main Street. It had started to snow lightly. Elek didn’t look at me when he said in a low tone, “Why did you help me?” You could tell that this was a difficult thing for him to ask, but I still was going to use it to my advantage. “If you answer a question for me first, I’ll answer yours.” He faced me, his eyes narrowed a little and I didn’t expect him to answer. “Ask,” he whispered.
“What is this all about?
His face grew angry. “That’s too much! You can only ask one specific question!
It felt like we were arguing over the rules of a game of scrabble, but I wasn’t going to push it. I had no idea how badly he wanted the answer to his question. “Okay, what was in the palinka?” Elek’s face tightened, as he seemed to be thinking about what he could and couldn’t tell me. Then he answered in a smug voice. “Nothing.” Then he smiled like he had won the game. “Look Elek, I already know you and your brothers are the sons of Satanail, so just tell me what you guys poisoned me with?” Elek squirmed and looked uncomfortable. Then he smiled wide and there sticking out of his mouth, were honest to goodness fangs.
I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Welcome to the club,” he whispered. “Jesus! Are you telling me the palinka turned me into a vampire?” I had never heard of such a thing, not even in the wildest of vampire stories. “No. It doesn’t work like that,” he growled as he slid across the seat closer to me. In a low tone, making sure that I got a clear view of his sharp white fangs he whispered, “I answered your question, now why did you help me?” He was starting to lose his temper and the fangs were very convincing, so I decided not to push him anymore and just answered him. “I couldn’t watch anyone get beaten like that without wanting to do something to help. Believe me; it wasn’t because of your charm.” It came out sounding angry; the fangs were scaring the shit out of me, so acting defensive took no effort. He took a long hard look at me, his eyes filled with disgust. “Then you are weak,” he said in a condescending tone. “If it was me, and Attila was beating you, I would have let him kill you. Now because of your weakness I am obligated to you.” Then he scooted back into the far corner of the seat as close to the door as he could get, and sat back into the darkness of the limo. “Forget it, Elek. You don’t owe me a damn thing.” He didn’t say anything for the rest of the ride. Sitting there in the silence gave me time to try and make sense of what I had just seen. A cold shiver went through me that made me shake all over, but it wasn’t from the cold. Was I dreaming? Was this another nightmare? Did I really see fangs? Are they real?
My head was beginning to pound; this is just too strange. Why would these guys go by the name Sons of Satanail? I learned about Satanail back in a college course on Sumerian folklore. He was a governor over one of the three groups of angels that lived here on earth. That really doesn’t make any sense if I remember right; Satanail was a low level angel and wasn’t supposed to reproduce at all. Then how could anyone be his son? Even if these sons existed it would make them very old. Shit, more like over five thousand years old. I took a deep breath to keep my imagination from running wild and managed to get a grip. I had way too many questions floating around in my head. It was now two in the morning, and I was tired and hungry. I just couldn’t wait to get home and collapse. We pulled into the parking lot of my apartment complex, and Elek insisted he walk me all the way to my front door. He was following Attila’s orders explicitly; I guess I couldn’t blame him.
The hallway was well-lit and very quiet. All my normal neighbors were fast asleep, unaware of the monster passing by their doors. Elek stood way too close behind me while I started to unlock the door. He smelled of cloves, but not as strongly as his brother did. His huge bulk, still covered in blood from the beating, made me want to get the door open in a hurry; but before I got it unlocked, I turned my head to look at him. All I saw was a large expanse of his stomach and chest. I twisted sideways to create a gap of distance between us so I could look up and see his face. “Do you have to come in?” I wanted him to just leave, but the look on his face said he wasn’t going anywhere. He of course didn’t answer the question and said; “you’re going to have to invite me in.”
“What?”
I looked at him with astonishment. He jumped in with a quick response, “Despite what you may think, I do have manners.” Oh boy, I thought the other stuff was strange but this is rich. I knew if I wanted to get rid of him in the quickest way possible, I would have to let him in to look around and then he could leave. All this bodyguard stuff was making me feel foolish. Why would anyone want to bother me? “Fine, then let’s just get this over with,” I said. “Would you like to come in?” I smiled a large, plastic smile. He returned the fake smile, but this time without the fangs. “I would love to,” he grunted with disgust
“Were did your fangs go?” Thinking before opening my mouth was never one of my strong points. He smiled again and there they were. He did it again and they were gone. “They’re retractable,” was all he said, like it was no big deal. I had never heard of a retractable bonding job before, but I decided to let it go. “Okay, then. You think you could back up some so I can get the door open?” Elek took two small steps back, but that was it. He wasn’t going to move off too far. The door opened and we stumbled into the dark room, where I automatically went for the light switch. That was when I saw that I had uninvited company waiting
TWELVE
Standing in the middle of my living room, was the blond man from the bar that I had hit in the throat with Athena’s crutch. We just froze; Elek was still close to the open door. The blond man stood there with a smile like the cat that swallowed the canary. Behind him stood the other two men that were with him at the bar; one by the far right corner of the room by the window, and the other standing like a sentry by the sofa. They both had shotguns in their hands. On my sofa sat Athena and her boyfriend, Tim; both with their hands and feet tied.
The blond man took a few steps toward us and began to speak to Elek. “Dear Elek, what a pleasant surprise! Do come in and join the party.” His voice was whimsical, like the way the ringmaster sounds at the circus when he addresses the crowd. The moment of surprise had past for me, and the anger rushed up to take its place. “What the hell are you doing in my apartment?” I yelled. The blond obviously didn’t like my tone because he gave me a look as if I had no right to even ask such a question. He ignored me instead. Evidently he wasn’t ready to talk with me. “My, my, if it’s not Elek. Won’t my mistress be pleased to see you?” He beamed as he said it and then turned back to me. “We only came for the little queen, but this, a prized Szabo brother as well, is more than I could have hoped for.” He then laughed wildly, like some half-crazed animal; the sound left me cold. He stopped suddenly and spoke to Elek in a harsh voice that didn’t quite sound human. “You’d better be a good little boy Elek. Close the door and go into the living room!”
Elek of course just stood there very still, staring, his eyes a-glow with red. The blond man stood looking outraged. “Do it!” he screamed. That’s when the other man by the window raised his shotgun and pointed it straight at me. Elek made a hissing sound, displaying his sharp fangs. Then he slowly turned and closed the door, but he didn’t walk into the living room. He just stood there with his big arms crossed over his chest, staring back at the blond man with complete contempt. That’s when I started yelling. “Who are you? What do you want?” The blond man didn’t take his eyes off Elek for a few more seconds and then he turned his attention to me. “How terribly rude of me,” he said with a smile. He walked over to me and stopped just a foot away. “I am Zoltan.” He bowed deeply, holding his long coat out to one side making it look more theatrical then it needed to be. He then pointed to the men with the shotguns. “These are my associates, Andor and Zala.”
Zala was the guy with the short blond hair standing by the window, still pointing the shotgun at me. “What do you want?” I asked again a little louder. He smiled, “You, of course. We came to invite you to visit with our mistress.
“I’ve never had an invitation that required hostages before.
It came out sarcastic, but that was okay since I wanted it to. I was now looking over at Athena and Tim on the sofa, and couldn’t help but think, what a crappy time for Tim to have picked to come home. Zoltan smirked, “I wanted to make sure that you would join us this evening. What better way than to invite your friends as well.” He laughed that hideous laugh again that made me want to cover my ears. Elek’s voice broke the horrible sound. “How did you get in Zoltan? I know you weren’t invited?” Zoltan turned his head a little toward Elek, but kept his eyes on me as he spoke. “I was invited in. I simply told Helena’s friends that I had spoken to her earlier and was told to stay and wait.” That didn’t explain why Athena and Tim were here, unless she came over to check on me and used the spare key over the door. If we lived through tonight, that key will be history. None of the three men were big. Zoltan was the tallest at maybe 5’8,” the other two just a little shorter than that. Zoltan was thin and pale. He looked more pretty than handsome. His blond hair came down to his shoulders. It was cut straight across the bottom and parted on the side. When he spoke, his long, bangs swung back and forth like a pendulum over his blazing, blue eyes
The three men were all wearing long coats, oil slickers, is what I think they’re called. The kind you see cowboys wearing in the movies. But what struck me as odd was that they were all wearing sneakers. I guess the long coats were to hide the shotguns and maybe the sneakers were for running. That’s when a shiver ran up my spine and down my arms. I had hit Zoltan in the throat with the crutch. I was pretty sure I had broken something, yet here he was without a blemish. The other two men showed no sign of any injury either. How could that be? Maybe I only thought I hurt them? I had to think. I had to somehow get to the gun in the liquor cabinet. “Look Zoltan, it’s been a long night, so let me make myself a drink and I’ll go with you to meet this mistress of yours. I don’t want any trouble, so just let my friends go and I’ll come quietly.” He smiled wide, “You can have your drink, but your friends are coming with us.” I wasn’t really listening, as soon as he said I could go for the drink, I was already moving into the kitchen. I heard the sound of Andor cocking the shotgun, but kept right on going to the cabinet. I had to trust that he wasn’t going to shoot me before I met their mistress. They were all watching me; I could feel their eyes burning a hole in my back of my head.
Ever so carefully I pulled out the big bottle of rum. Andor lowered his gun when he saw the bottle, but Zala didn’t. What neither of them could see was that, with my other hand, I had gotten the gun out of its box and pressed it tightly against the back of the bottle with my fingers. I set the bottle in front of me on the counter; I slid the gun off to the side. When I turned away to the corner of the kitchen to get a glass I pushed the gun under the front of the waist of my jeans and pulled the sweatshirt over it. I was glad I had on the big sweatshirt; it was baggy and you couldn’t see the gun underneath it. I finished pouring the drink and walked as calmly as I could back out to them.
I stood there and downed the water-size glass full of rum in one big gulp. Zoltan pulled back his narrow chin with surprise; I guess he hadn’t seen many women who can drink like that. I had no worries though, since alcohol didn’t seem to affect me anymore. Even though the rum hadn’t done anything, the thrill of getting the gun out without getting caught, most certainly did. That in its self should have scared me, but it didn’t. The glass was now empty as I looked at it in my hand. “Sorry Zoltan, I would offer you some, but I don’t drink with assholes, like you.” Elek chuckled, and so did Andor and Zala, which really ruffled Zoltan’s feathers, because he started yelling, “Tie these two up and move them out!
He waved his hands at his companions in a military move-out motion. They stopped chuckling and got very serious. Andor tied both Elek and my hands behind our backs while Zala untied Athena and Tim’s feet, but not their hands. That was until Athena protested that she couldn’t walk without her crutches and they left her untied, but Andor kept his shotgun pointed at her. Zala pushed them toward the door with the barrel of the shotgun. Zoltan took out his own shotgun and waved the barrel at me to move out the door in front of him. We headed down the hall in a long procession, Athena and Zala first, followed by Elek, then Tim and Andor behind him. Then there was me with Zoltan ending off the line. He kept the barrel of his shotgun in the small of my back as we walked single file to the parking lot. I had hoped one of my neighbors would come out, see the shotguns and call the police. But of course there were no neighbors around when you wanted them.
They herded us like cattle to an old, white painter’s van with no seats in the back. They retied Athena’s hands before pushing us all in the back of the van and I ended up getting squished up close to Elek. Athena and Tim were behind us with their knees in our backs. Zoltan drove, Andor rode on the passenger side and Zala sat in the middle on top of the engine facing us with his shotgun pointed and ready to fire. There would have been more room if Zala didn’t push us all back so there was a couple of feet between the extended shotgun and us. We were all quiet at first, but after about ten minutes our escorts started talking amongst themselves. They were all feeling very good about their catch. I turned my head toward Athena and whispered, because I didn’t want to get the attention of our captors. “Can you get out of the ties?” She smiled; she was a contortionist after all, getting out of hand ties shouldn’t be any problem for her. I knew by the look on her face that she was already getting them loose. I turned to Elek, and in just a whisper asked him, “Who are these guys? Where are we going?” I couldn’t help, but think, some bodyguard you turned out to be. But at this close range, provoking him by saying it out loud didn’t seem to be a smart idea.
Elek’s voice was very soft, no games with the questions and I was deeply relieved. “These are Honoria’s men and we are on our way to see the bitch at her hive.” I sat there stunned. I guess since we were in trouble together, made it okay to answer my questions. “Is this the same Honoria you were talking about to Attila earlier?” He nodded his head yes. “Why didn’t you do something to stop them?” I asked. He looked insulted, but answered anyway. “The shotguns wouldn’t have done anything to me, but hurt like a son of a bitch. You on the other hand would have been killed.” He was looking straight at me when he said it. I batted my eyelashes at him. “I didn’t think you cared.” He began to fidget his massive bulk that squeezed me even tighter against the side of the van. “I don’t,” he growled in a low voice. “Attila’s the one that cares and I don’t want to face his wrath if something were to happen to you.” Well, it was good to know where I stood with him if things got even uglier than they already were. I let out a small sigh, “What do you suggest we do?” He looked uncomfortable; you could tell he was a follower, not a leader. Frustration was starting to build in my gut. We had been in the van for about twenty minutes now, and my legs were starting to fall asleep. I didn’t have any idea how much more time we would get to think of something before we stopped and it was making me anxious. “Can you tell me anything that might be helpful, Elek?” He let out a long heavy breath and asked, “Can you sing?”
“What!”
My voice went up just a bit in volume, but the boys in the front of the van were all too occupied talking and laughing to have heard. You could see Elek’s jaw tighten as he gritted his teeth. We were now in territory he didn’t want to explain. Elek looked down at me; he hesitated for a second before he answered. “Honoria is the governor of one of our hives; she hates Attila with a vengeance and has been trying to overthrow him as king.” King? There sure were a lot of question with that one, but right now wasn’t the time. “That’s good to know, but what does singing have to do with it?”
“The mouth that sings holds the power.
He said it as if he were reading it from a passage in a book. Everything felt as if it had suddenly stopped and I had to focus my thoughts just to start breathing again. “What did you say?
“Nothing, it’s just a line from an old legend. No one really knows what it means since we don’t have the entire writings.
“Then why did you ask me if I could sing?
“No reason, just forget it.
“That’s fine with me. And just for the sake of clearing the air; my mouth doesn’t sing. My brother was the only one that got that talent in the family and it sure as hell didn’t give him any power.
Athena moved in close behind me and whispered into my ear as she cut the ties off of me with a small pocket knife she had; luckily the boys here hadn’t searched her pockets. “I’ve got the ties off; Tim is almost free, what now?”
“I managed to get the gun Mot gave me before we left.”
Her eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything. Poor Tim, he had no idea what was going on and the look on his face said he was none too happy about it. But what the hell, none of us had any idea, except for maybe Elek and he wasn’t telling us much. As soon as Athena had finished untying my hands I managed to move the gun to the back of my pants without being seen. That’s when I noticed a strange moving sensation under the front of my jeans. It felt as if something was crawling on my belly. It rattled me so badly that I had to undo the top button of my pants and reach into them to see if I could feel anything. I managed to only let out a quick gasp instead of screaming when I felt two mounds of flesh quivering beneath my fingers. I pulled my hand out of my pants in complete horror, but didn’t make a sound.
Elek must have read the look on my face and without warning pushed one of his massive hands into my still open pants. His fingers brushed against the mounds of flesh and I could feel them part open. As soon as his fingers had made contact my body tightened. Intense waves of ecstasy rolled over me and again I gasped. Elek removed his hand with a jerk and pulled away a bloody finger. Both Elek and my self quickly put our hands behind our backs again before the smell of the small amount of blood captured Zala’s attention. It only took a few seconds before he began to holler. “Hey! No starting the party before meeting with our mistress!” He then turned half way toward the front and began talking with the other two as if the smell wasn’t enough to be concerned over. We sat in the back in silence for a few more minutes before we suddenly came to a stop. Zala told us to stay put and they all got out of the van. They no sooner closed the door when I stretched back and pulled my pants open to see what the hell was on me. This time I heard Athena gasp, which was good since I suddenly couldn’t make a sound and someone really needed to make it. Although screaming would have been appropriate under different circumstances.
I wouldn’t have believed it if I weren’t looking at it, but there it was. On my stomach, just below my bellybutton was a small, but complete mouth. I looked up at Elek in horror. He smiled and held out his bleeding finger. “It appears that you have the mark. And it bit me!” Athena suddenly started to yell, but in a hushed voice. “What the hell is that? What’s going on here?” Tim put his arm around her to help calm her down, but it wasn’t working. “Well! Answer me!” she snapped
“I don’t know!”
Everyone went quiet and stared at me. I nervously pulled up my pants and dropped to my knees. Dear God, I have a mouth on my stomach and it bites! I had thought that all the other stuff that had happened was weird, but this was more than my mind could handle. I stared at Elek; I couldn’t believe that he had touched me like that. What horrified me even more is that I liked it. I had to look away when he sucked the blood off of his finger and grinned. It was Tim who was now becoming too uncomfortable to deal with my weirdness any longer and said, “We obviously aren’t going to figure out what’s going on with Helena right now, so why don’t we just focus on what we should do about being held hostage. For starters, does anyone know where the hell we are?”
“We are most likely at Honoria’s hive, in Massachusetts.” Elek grumbled
I pulled the gun from the back of my pants and stared at it. The thought of using on my self flashed through my mind. Athena snatched it out of my hands. “I don’t think a gun is a good idea for you right now.” She seemed to hear what I was thinking. I hated to admit it, but she was probably right. Everyone went still when we heard them coming back to the van. Elek stood up as much as the van would allow for his massive size just as the back door to the van burst open. They obviously weren’t expecting any trouble out of us since they had their shotguns down by their sides. Athena didn’t miss the opportunity and just opened fire, hitting Andor in the shoulder. Andor flew backward from the shot and let out a scream that made my ears ring. Everyone but Athena no sooner had jumped out of the van when Zoltan and Zala came charging in on us. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion as Zoltan tried to raise his shotgun, but before he could Elek nailed him with an elbow strike to the head. The strike hit him full in the face and he tumbled backwards as if a truck had hit him.
Andor was now back on his feet and coming in at us. He was just about to grab me when Athena shot him in the head from over me. Damn, I had no idea she even knew how to handle a gun let alone was a good shot. Elek then wrapped his big, arm around Zoltan’s neck in a chock hold and everything suddenly stopped. Zala was getting to his feet, blood pouring out of his face. Elek’s elbow shot had not only broken Zoltan’s nose, but also crushed the front of his face in. I was stunned that he had gotten back up at all. At least I thought I was until Andor got up and took a few steps toward us. Athena’s shot had gone clear through his head, yet there he stood. There was no time to try and understand what was happening here. Elek held everyone’s attention now that he had Zoltan in his grip.
Elek looked around and then back at me. “We’re at the old train station. Honoria’s hive is below ground in the tunnels. I could probably find the entrance, but it may take a while.” I looked around at all the buildings; there must have been about ten or more all around us. When the train station was moved to the other end of town all the little supporting business around it had gone with it, leaving it feeling like a ghost town. I looked back to Elek. “Find the entrance? Are you crazy? Let’s dump these guys, take the van and get the hell out of here!” Elek didn’t loosen his grip on Zoltan and growled, “No. If Honoria wants to meet with you, she will do it one way or another. You don’t want her to come looking for you after you have pissed her off. She won’t be this polite a second time.
Elek went on to explain that the boys here would never lead us into the hive now that they were the hostages. He said the punishment from Honoria for losing control over the situation, would be three times worse than anything we could do to them. We decided instead to use them as body shields and find our way in on our own. Andor had sat back down on the ground and openly cried. He held his head with his hands and rocked himself back and forth in agony. Zala was still standing; he seemed to be handling the pains of his wounds with only a slight wobble of his body as he fought to keep his balance. Elek let Zoltan go while Tim held one of the shotguns up against his head. Elek picked up the other two shotguns; he handed one of them to me.
We started marching again in that same procession we had when we left my apartment, but this time the tables were turned a little more in our favor. We headed into the dust laden main floor of the old train station; it was time to go meet Mistress Honoria in person
THIRTEEN
The door closed behind Elek with a click that echoed through what was left of the huge, abandoned train station. Years of dust had gathered on the floor; it clung to our feet as we marched further into the ever darkening room. It didn’t take long before it became so dark that I couldn’t see a thing, but it didn’t seem to bother Elek and Honoria’s men in the least. I went on as long as I could before I had to grab onto the back of Elek’s jacket. Holding on to him lasted about five seconds before he growled at me and I let go. “I’m sorry! It’s just that I can’t see anything!” He let out a disgusted sigh while he put my hand back on the bottom edge of his jacket and we kept moving. Due to the dark, Zoltan and his men led the way. Elek followed behind them with the shotgun. Athena dropped one of her crutches so that she could hang onto my shirt and Tim held onto Athena’s shirt, since they couldn’t see any better in the dark than I could.
We stumbled toward the center of the big room; at least I was pretty sure it was the center of the room, before we abruptly stopped. All Elek said was, “Stairs,” before we were heading down them. There was a wet, moldy smell permeating up us as we climbed further down into the blackness. It was unnerving to be completely blind; it made all my other senses feel like they were on steroids. My pulse raced and all I could think about was how my Grandma had always said there was no such thing as monsters in the basement, but now I was starting to think she was wrong. My heart was beating a-mile-a-minute and small beads of sweat were gathering on my forehead. I couldn’t shake the sensation that there were eyes in the darkness watching us
Elek abruptly stopped and we all lost our balances a little. “Why did we stop?” Athena asked. Elek held me back with his arm and answered her. “There is a fifty-foot drop here.” I could smell the dust swirling in the frigid air as we stumbled to stop from going over the edge. I had just gotten my balance back when Elek began to move wildly again and the sounds of scuffling feet echoed off the walls. Then someone screamed and the sound of shotgun fire filled the air. The next thing I knew, there were arms around me as I fell backward to the ground. I could feel Athena and Tim next to me; Elek had managed to tackle all three of us. Elek was now yelling from on top of me, “Stop! Don’t move!” We all went still and listened to Elek breathing heavily before he began to shout again. “We aren’t in any danger! Tim managed to nail Zoltan in the chest with the shotgun. It slowed them down a little, but not enough to keep them from running down the tunnel at the bottom of the pit!” I couldn’t believe Tim managed to hit Zoltan in all this darkness; it was a damn lucky shot.
We slowly got up from the ground. I couldn’t stop the need to brush off my clothes even though I couldn’t see them. Breathing all the dust must have gone to Tim’s head, because he started getting a little hysterical. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on here, but if those assholes think the dark is going to keep me from blowing their heads off, they are in for a rude awakening!” Elek chuckled before he added his point of view. “You talk tough for a blind human. If you think you’re such a badass, then let’s see you jump over the edge and live. If this pit was really fifty feet deep then I knew there was no way in hell any of us could jump down there. I was still astonished that Zoltan and his men survived the jump even after watching them survive being shot. “Tim and Athena don’t need to be here anymore.” I blurted out. “I say we get them out of here and then Elek and I can come back down with some flashlights and hell of a lot more firepower.” Elek didn’t need long to think over my proposal before he grunted out a flat, “No! That will take too long. We will all stick together and follow them down the tunnel!” Great, now he decides to play the leader. “How the hell are we supposed to get down there?” I asked. He let out a long sigh before he went on. “I have the means to get you all down to the bottom of the pit.”
I didn’t get more than two seconds to think about what he said when I felt myself being scooped up by two massive arms. He pressed me tightly against his chest and began to make a strange humming sound. The sound vibrated through my body and I felt as if I had been tied to a giant tuning fork. The vibrations got stronger and I felt us leave the ground. At first we rose up and then in a blaze of speed we flew down into the pit. The sudden drop in altitude made me feel like I was in an elevator. It only lasted a few seconds before he was placing me on the ground. It was even darker down her, if that was possible. My frustrations over my blindness got the best of me and I started ranting. “Why the hell does it have to be so damn, dark?” Until Elek spoke I wasn’t really sure if he was still standing next to me. “I think I know a way that might help you see down here.” I didn’t like how he said it, but I had to ask. “What exactly do you have in mind?” He got quiet for a minute and then simply said, “You’re just going to have to trust me.”
“No offense, Elek. But I don’t know you well enough and what I do know tells me not to be that trusting.
“Really? I would think it would take a great deal of trust just to be down here with me.
It pissed me off that he was right. Technically, I was at his mercy if that was the way he wanted to go. “You have to tell me what you have in mind or no deal, Elek.
“Alright! I felt your need for blood when you bit me. And believe me, it’s a sensation I know all too well.
“I didn’t bite you! That strange thing on my stomach did! So, whatever you’re implying, just don’t!
Athena was now shouting down at us, “Hey! Is everything alright down there?” I yelled back to her that everything was fine and to give us a minute. Elek was now getting impatient and started talking faster. “Look Helena. It’s really simple, all you have to do is drop your pants and I’ll hold my arm in front of the mouth. Don’t you want to know if you’re a drinker or not?
“No!” I don’t want to know. So, just forget it! Besides, you said the palinka couldn’t turn me into a vampire.
“It didn’t,” he said in a tone that didn’t encourage me to ask more about it. My fear and frustration came across in my voice even if I didn’t want it to. “No fucking way, Elek!
“Then you give me no choice, but to leave you and your friends here in the dark.
The tone of his voice told me that I had reached the end of his rope and that I didn’t have any other choice, but to do what he asked. I stood in the darkness with my pants pulled down to the top of my thighs and waited. I could hear his breathing quicken as he moved in front of me. I could feel the small hairs on his arm lightly brushing against the skin of my belly. The mouth reacted to him right away and began opening and closing as if it were gasping for air. I suddenly had no control over my body and without thinking lunged forward. His arm pressed against the lips of the mouth and my inside melted into submission. It all came too easily as the sharp teeth in the mouth punctured through Elek’s skin and began ravenously sucking the blood from his body. Ecstasy; wasn’t a good enough word to describe what I was feeling. At that moment I would have done anything to keep the sensation that was raging through me going forever. Elek moaned excessively and I felt him drop to his knees.
I don’t know how long I indulged in his blood; everything had gone fuzzy after a few minutes. All I remember was suddenly seeing Elek’s arm still attached to my belly and the rest of him thrashing about at my feet. He looked as if he was being repeatedly hit by lightning. He collapsed to the ground as soon as I pulled his arm out of the mouth. He lay at my feet breathing like someone that had just run a marathon and I realized that his hunch turned out to be right. I could now see him perfectly in the darkness. He looked up at me from the ground and smiled. “Wow,” was all he said. His response should have bothered me, but I was more freaked-out over the fact that I have an extra body part that just made a snack out of him.
Elek eye’s now glowed red as he got up slowly from the ground. He stared at me with a pleased look on his face. “I will go get you friends now.
“No! We don’t know what the hell might happen if I lose control and take a bite out of them! Oh, my God! I’m a blood sucker!”
I only had a few seconds of complete panic before Elek slapped me across the face; it was astonishing how well that works, because I immediately got quiet. He then flew up and brought down Athena and Tim. Athena called into the dark to me, but I was afraid to go to her. Elek on the other hand was not being patient. He grabbed Athena’s arm and pulled her over to me. With his other hand he pulled open my pants and shoved her arm against the mouth. Nothing happened, the mouth didn’t move. The only reaction was from Athena, who was now screaming wildly. Elek pulled her off of me and she landed on her backside. Elek’s eyes narrowed at me as he spoke. “It appears that you feed only on my kind! You’re no savior sent here to end our starvation. No. You’re here to destroy us. If you hadn’t stopped yourself I would have gladly let you bleed me dry!” He took several steps back away from me. I couldn’t believe how the tables had turned; he was now afraid of me. “Stop it, Elek. I’m scared enough as it is! And if you recall, this was your idea in the first place. Look, let’s just get the hell out of here, while we still can.” Elek didn’t get a chance to argue with me and I was glad that Athena and Tim couldn’t see what was moving toward us with great speed. Unfortunately their luck was short lived when Zoltan started screaming as he swooped in on us. All the blood rushed to my feet and my vision swam. Zoltan’s chest was nothing, but hanging flesh around a great big hole. The gunshot had entered his back and come out the front of his chest, but it looked more like he had swallowed a stick of dynamite. Blood poured out around the dangling sections of flesh in great thick red pulses. The air filled with the smell of rotting meat and I thought I was going to be sick. Good God, my mind wouldn’t take in what I was seeing; it felt so surreal. Zoltan suddenly stopped, stood there for a few seconds and then ran full speed into the dark tunnel; his screams echoing behind him.
The vision of Zoltan’s mangled body played clearly in my head; my stomach tightened in a sudden jerk and I just managed to turn away from everyone before I threw up. I threw up a few more times before I finally managed to pull myself together and rejoin the group. But, not everyone was there. “Where’s Tim? I asked.” It was Elek who answered me. “While we were all watching Zoltan, his counterparts dragged Tim off without being seen.” I didn’t want to think about what they might do to Tim. I knew they didn’t want him. They wanted me for some reason, which gave me, hope they wouldn’t hurt him. Or I was completely wrong, and they were going to kill us all. I didn’t have a clue, all I knew was I wanted the night to be over and get the hell out of here. That might have been a possibility a few minutes ago, but now we really had no choice but to go after Tim. If it hadn’t been for me, Tim wouldn’t have been here in the first place. I couldn’t just bail out on him now.
I moved over to Athena and put my arm around her. I could see the fear in her face and no longer wanted to be able to see in darkness. “What the hell is going on, Helena!” Her voice filled with panic.
“I wish I knew. All I can tell you is; we’re going to get Tim and get the hell out of here.” I had no idea how we were going to find this hive in all this blackness even with my improved vision. So, I asked Elek. “Do you have any idea how to find our way to Honoria’s hive?”
“I don’t know exactly where it is, but I’m sure I can sniff them out.
“Sniff them out?” I gasped
His face was empty, as if none of what just happened bothered him in the least and he started down the tunnel. “Great!” I gathered the other shotgun off the ground and grabbed Athena’s hand and headed after him. Elek called from ahead for us to hurry up, and we had to hop somewhat because of Athena’s crutch to reach him. He was moving up the tunnel at a good speed when we finally caught up with him, which I then wished I hadn’t when I saw what he was doing up close. He was crawling in a way unlike anything I had ever seen before. He had extra bends in his arms and legs that shouldn’t have been there. He used his elbows to hold up his weight and then dropped his hands down to pull himself forward. His knees and feet did the same thing, which propelled him forward in a rocking motion as he sniffed the ground for spatters of Zoltan’s blood. I guess Zoltan was going to lead us in after all. The sight of Elek’s crawling was giving me the willies. He no longer looked like an ugly human, but an oversized bug.
The further we went down into the tunnel the damper the air became. It smelled musty and the sound of dripping water seemed to be calling to us from deeper inside. My heart was beating so hard I thought for sure everyone else could hear it. Athena held on to the back of my shirt and I clung to the shotgun with both hands. I was gripping it so tightly that I could no longer feel my fingers. Elek finally stopped. “The blood ends here,” he announced. It took great effort to unclench my hands from the shotgun and hand it to Athena. “Try not to shoot me, okay?” I looked around to see if I could find anymore blood spatter when it occurred to me that if the blood trail stopped here… “Where is his body?” Elek’s eyes flashed in the dark, they had that silver reflection that made them look as if he had no eyes at all. I was glad that Athena couldn’t see them. She was already shaking badly from everything else that had happened tonight. Elek sniffed the air deeply a few times, and then made an unpleasant face. “No point in looking for anymore blood. He has already healed.”
That was all it took for Athena, who started screaming. “What do you mean healed? You can’t just heal from that kind of thing! What the hell kind of people are these guys?” Elek turned toward Athena with his glowing eyes, his voice coming out quietly, “They are the kind of guys that see you as dinner.” She fell backwards and landed on her backside; her face was as white as a sheet. Athena crawled back away from him and used the one crutch to hop back up on her good foot until she was standing. “Let’s just go find Tim before it’s too late,” I said.
“It’s probably already too late,” Elek added
I think we could have done without Elek’s lack of optimism.
We started moving down the tunnel again, but now we were moving along at a slower pace. We walked and Athena hobbled toward the sound of the dripping water. As we moved further and further down the tunnel, the air began to smell foul, like rotting meat with a hint of summer garbage mixed in. The odor was so noxious you could even taste it on the back of your throat. It made Athena and me gag, but Elek didn’t seem to mind. “The smell will get stronger the closer we get,” he said over his shoulder with a smile. For the first time in my life I was glad I had already puked my guts out. If I hadn’t, I would most certainly be doing it now. How Athena held her stomach down was a wonder to me. Elek turned and started moving forward again. At least there was one positive sign, Elek was no longer sniffing the ground, but walking upright. I really didn’t want to see him crawling like a bug again if I didn’t have to
We went on for a while before we came to a junction where a second tunnel went off to our right. There was now a light source coming from the left, leaving a clear view of the intersection. Elek had stopped, but hadn’t turned around to us yet. Athena and I could feel his apprehension and moved up behind him cautiously. Zoltan’s voice echoed loudly from in front of Elek and I moved to the side of him. “What took you so long Elek? Getting soft over the decades?” Zoltan hissed as he leaned against the wall between the two tunnels with one leg bent up behind him. His foot slid off the wall in a relaxed, lazy fashion and he started walking toward us. His shirt and coat were nothing more than shreds of material that were covered in blood. Through the holes in his shirt I could see healthy muscular flesh with no sign of any gunshot damage. My feet suddenly felt as if they were made of lead. This just couldn’t be! Zoltan smiled and did another theatrical bow. He definitely had a flare for the dramatic. He let go of the outstretched coat; it fell back to his side with a wet sounding smack. The blood all over it hadn’t dried yet. He turned those intense blue eyes to me. “I’m no longer angry with you, since you were kind enough to serve me with a host.
“What host?” I couldn’t help, but swallow hard after I asked.
Zoltan let out that hideous laugh of his, then abruptly stopped “It’s only befitting that the one who shot me, would be the one to heal me,” he said with a big fang-filled smile. Just as he said it, as if on cue, Zala and Andor came from the darkness of the tunnel on the right. They were carrying Tim between them, Tim’s arms draped over each of their shoulders; the tips of Tim’s boots scraped on the ground as they carried him closer. His body looked lifeless, eyes closed and head hanging to one side. They carried him over to Zoltan, who grabbed a handful of Tim’s hair and pushed his head over to the other side; revealing that Tim’s throat had a large section of flesh torn out of it. The wound was large and jagged, but there was no blood.
At that moment I wished that Athena couldn’t see, but there was now enough light for her to get a clear view. She cocked the shotgun and I started screaming for her to hold her fire when Zoltan moved behind Tim. Zoltan hid behind his human shield and called out from behind. “If you fire, you will just mangle what’s left of him. I don’t think you want that now, do you?” Athena slowly lowered the shotgun. Zoltan peered out from behind Tim. He waved his hands without saying anything to Zala and Andor. The two men carried Tim off into the tunnel they had brought him out of. “Now that I have sent your friend off for safe keeping, we can finally go to see my mistress. She does not like to be kept waiting.” He moved over to Athena and took the shotgun from her. He motioned us to move down the tunnel that the light was coming from.
We walked for a long time before we stopped in front of what looked like an ordinary concrete wall. That was until it just opened like a large door. I hadn’t seen Zoltan do anything to make it open. It just seemed to know we were there. The wall opened to a large corridor; the stone walls glittered with greenish powder that gave off a green hazy light. At the end of the corridor was an old wooden door. When we got about five feet from it, it just swung open. Even knowing how common automated doors were these days, didn’t make it any less creepy when it closed behind us. We stood in a large room that had wooden, doors in the center of all four walls. The walls were all covered in more of that same glowing, powder. Zoltan slid the barrel of the shotgun between us separating me from Athena and Elek. He didn’t say anything, just motioned with his chin for Elek and Athena to move toward the door behind them. They slowly backed up a few steps in the direction of the door and stopped. Zoltan raised the shotgun up to the side of my head. “It would be wise to quietly go with my associates.” The door behind them opened and two huge men came out. Both looked like serious body builders, they even wore those tight shirts that have the necks and sleeves cut off to highlight every muscular ripple. The black spandex shorts they had on left nothing to the imagination. The men stepped in front of Elek and Athena and started pushing them back through the door. Zoltan just stood there with the gun next to my head as they disappeared from the room.
I was pretty confident that he wouldn’t shoot me before I meet Honoria. I knew I was right when he lowered the gun and used the barrel to point toward the door on the right. The door opened to a short hall that had two more halls coming off it in either direction. Zoltan moved up close behind me; with his body, he started pushing me down the hall and off to the right. From there on out there were many more of these intersecting hallways making it feel like a confusing maze. He pushed me faster and faster through the winding hallways, steering me with the end of the shotgun. I was starting to understand why it was called a hive. I had lost all track of time, but we must have been going through this maze of corridors for at least ten minutes.
We finally reached a concrete archway with a heavy wooden door that opened into a vast room decorated with antique furniture. Right as we entered the room there were two chairs with velvet cushions around a small round table that had a crystal vase with dried roses in it. Further in, there was an overstuffed sofa with big, floral prints on it with a matching chair on the right. A burgundy and gold Persian carpet just about covered the entire wood floor. This room was nothing like the old ruins of the rest of the building. The walls had more of that green powdery stuff on it, giving the room a warm, yellowish-green glow. It was elegant and tasteful with that Old World style. It was not what I had expected, even though I hadn’t really given it any thought. Zoltan pressed his body tightly up against my back, rubbing his hand down the side of my face, smearing the blood that was left on him all over me. His breathing had quickened, which led me to believe he was enjoying himself. I pulled away, turned around to face him, and slowly started to back away toward the other side of the room. He watched me back away with those intense blue eyes; they looked wide, like an owl that had locked in on a mouse. He started to mirror my steps back with steps forward; if I stopped, he stopped.
I kept backing up slowly; he kept grinning at me. “Go ahead, run. The chase is half the fun,” he snickered. His breathing had quickened even more, his face becoming more and more eager with anticipation. “I love this game,” he whispered. “There’s nothing like a good hunt.” Then he flashed his fangs at me and slid his long, wet tongue across his lips. Not taking my eyes off him made navigating backward in an unfamiliar room more than a challenge. I bumped into the velvet-covered chair, which flipped over the table next to it. Before the dried, roses settled on the carpet, he was on me. I never saw him move. All I felt was the sudden crash of his body as he landed on top of me. He clung to me with suction like force, as he toppled me backward to the floor. The force of him sent my head crashing back against the carpet. He had locked his legs tightly around my waist, which sent agonizing pain through me when I landed with his feet behind my back. With lightning speed his hands were all over me, clawing and tearing. As I fought against him he sliced the back of my arms open with his nails, and blood smeared between us. He was so incredibly strong and fast that my struggling didn’t do anything but smear blood everywhere.
In just seconds he had shredded my sweatshirt as if it had been made of paper. It left my upper body with nothing on, but small pieces of material and a bra. He loosened the grip of his legs around my waist and slid down so he was lying on top of me. I could feel his excitement growing hard against me. With one hand he managed to pin my arms up over my head. He loomed right over my face and smiled, displaying his fangs. He then put his lips close to mine, just barely touching them, and began to whisper, “I will so enjoy sucking the life out of you, one mouthful at a time.” He shifted his body back and forth, grinding his groin against me. He then began to use the claw on his index finger to lightly scratch a line down the side of my face and down my neck. He shifted his weight over to the side of me and ripped open my pants. He was in too much of a hurry to stuff his hand into my jeans to have noticed my new body part. I tried in vain to roll to my side, but he only seemed to enjoy it more. He just laughed as I screamed. Then he suddenly stopped when he brushed against the mouth. He smiled wickedly, his eyes glowing as if there were light coming out from behind them. His fingers traced the edges of its lips in a slow, methodical manner. He was just starting to push his finger into the mouth, when a shrill voice cut through the air. “Zoltan!
FOURTEEN
Zoltan jumped off of me with lightning speed. I jumped to my feet and backed up as far as I could get. On the far side of the room stood a woman that couldn’t have been more than 5’2” in height. Her wavy, blond hair danced on the top of her shoulders as she yelled at Zoltan, “This was not how you were expected to treat our guest!” Zoltan bowed, and this time it was his turn to be doing the backing away. Her face filled with rage as she ordered him to face her. As soon as he did she slapped him across the face so hard it drew a few drops of blood from the corner of his mouth. Zoltan’s cowered in front of the tiny woman; he looked horrified, but didn’t move. He just stood there trying to act meek “I will deal with you later Zoltan, for now, get out!”
No one had to tell him twice. He ran out the door so fast that you would have thought his ass was on fire. It felt good to watch her slap him; but the way I saw it, ripping his balls off would have been more of an appropriate punishment. She then grabbed a soft looking, mint green blanket from the back of a nearby chair. My anger and fear suddenly turned to astonishment when she wrapped the blanket around me like a worried mother. “I am so sorry. I told him to escort you here. I assure you the rest he took upon himself!” She fussed with the blanket as she assured me that he would be severely punished for his actions. I just stared at her young face. She looked to be no older than twenty. “Honoria, I presume?” I said it with uncertainty; after all, she wasn’t the frightful thing I was expecting. She smiled cheerfully at me. “I do apologize. Zoltan has made me so angry I have forgotten my manners. I am Honoria; welcome to my home.”
She bowed her head; then went over to a table with a silver tea service on it. She started filling a delicate, teacup with something hot and steamy. “Please sit down, Helena; you must be exhausted.” I sat on the sofa with the floral pattern since it was the closest. She brought over the tea and began to chatter at me as if we were old friends. Between her gentle voice and sips of the hot sweet tea I felt more and more at ease. All the thoughts of second mouths, abduction, guns, fangs and attempted rape just seemed to evaporate with the steam coming from the tea. Honoria kept talking, but at this point I was so relaxed that I was only half listening. My attention was drawn to her beauty; her violet eyes shimmered like polished amethyst. I had no desire to say anything; all I wanted to do was gaze into her eyes and listen to the soft tones of her voice. She smiled warmly at me as she went on. “There are many others who are waiting to meet you. Let’s get you something to wear and clean you up.
My head went up and down in a yes motion, but I couldn’t manage to get any words out. It was odd that it didn’t bother me. In fact, nothing was bothering me, I felt completely at ease. I studied her as she gracefully stood up and strolled over to an old looking wooden, wardrobe. She was dressed in a full-length gown that looked to be made out of soft, pink leather. On the very bottom of her dress hung a dozen long strands of braided leather with small bones hanging on the ends of each one; it reminded me of something that would have been worn in an old Mad Max movie. The small, sections of bones looked to have once been some animals’ spine. They made a scraping sound on the carpet as they dragged behind her. The top of the outfit was a corset that had long pieces of bone crisscrossing up the front. The tightly meshed bones pushed her breast up high like the dresses from the fourteenth century. She came back over to me with a long gown made of more of the same kind of leather she was wearing, but in white, and placed it over the back of the floral love seat next to me. Then she brought over a large ceramic bowl filled with water and a sponge and set it on the floor next to me
Her body seemed to float as she sat down next to me. “Do you know why I wanted you to come to see me? Helena.” She didn’t wait for an answer she just started removing the blanket from around me as she continued to talk. “I wanted to tell you about a legend that’s been passed on verbally amongst my people for thousands of years. It is said, that one day, a dark angel with a special mark will come and end the strife of my kind.” She continued to remove the torn shirt and bra never stopping the story. “Then about a hundred years ago an archeologist found a stone tablet that was buried high in the Carpathian Mountains. This tablet revealed the first written details to this old legend ever found, but it is incomplete. It is believed that there are three more tablets hidden somewhere in the mountains, each with more detail of this mythical singing angel.”
I moved about for her so she could easily undress the rest of me. She continued to talk as if we had done this many times before. “This first tablet found tells us that the dark angel will be born, not made, and that they will grow into their power with time. It also states that when this mark appears the dark angel will fully understand our hunger.” She stared at my breast as she went on. “Somehow it was always assumed that this dark angel would be a male, but perhaps we rushed to that conclusion.” When she finished washing the blood off me, she slipped the gown over my head. The front of the gown had two narrow strips that crossed over my chest, barely covering my breasts. The full-length skirt flared out at the bottom with lots of soft folds. The dress was lovely except for the long, diamond-shape section of material that was missing in the front of the dress. The diamond cut started at the center of my breasts and went all the way down to an inch above my pubic bone, which left my new mouth completely exposed. Honoria smiled with approval as she moved in closer to me. She stared in my eyes, reached out and brushed her dainty fingertips down my stomach, and lightly touched the mouth. I flinched away from her. She was now grinning as she spoke. “My guess is that your mouth has teeth; sharp teeth. The kind of teeth needed for biting and tearing.
As soon as I heard her say the words I was filled with disgust. The vision of me sucking the blood from Elek’s arm appeared in my head. The relaxed and comfortable feelings I had suddenly dissolved as if I was made of salt and someone had thrown a bucket of water over me. No, I wasn’t like them. This mouth would probably bite anything put in front of it. But, then again it hadn’t bitten Athena. Oh, dear God! I feed on vampires. My frustration came out in my voice as I yelled at her. “What exactly is it that you want from me, Honoria!” She smiled wickedly at me before she answered. “I want you to join your power with me so that we may defeat the Szabos for the crown.”
And if I don’t?
“You seemed quite found of the friends you came in with.”
That was all she needed to say. It was obvious that she attended the same charm school as Attila. I suddenly felt sick inside, I had forgotten all about my friends after the tea. Honoria’s voice was now a pitch higher. “Will you join me, then?” I didn’t answer; I wasn’t sure what she would do to my friends. She seemed uneasy as if she was very aware that the trance she put on me was wearing off. “I want to see my friends.” I said in a low tone hoping she wouldn’t force the answer out of me. She smiled, “Come with me then. Your friends will be joining us in the great hall, where the rest of my hive is waiting to greet you.”
Honoria led me through more twisting corridors toward the great hall. We should have left when we had the chance. Why the hell did I listen to Elek? My mind was racing; hindsight wouldn’t do us any good now. I needed to calm myself down and think of a way out of this. Taking deep breaths was out of the question; it was already hard enough to breathe from the stench down here. We kept moving slowly down the corridor, twisting and turning in a lot of different directions. I watched for some kind of markings that might help us find our way out of this maze later, but all the corridors looked the same. We went further and further down under the ground until we reached a large set of red doors. The doors had several pieces of black leather that were nailed to the center, like hunting trophies. They had such an odd shape that I couldn’t tell what kind of animal it might have been.
From behind the door came party noises, loud music, and laughter. It sounded like a fun party, but I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be. The doors opened slowly. Prickles ran over my skin like hundreds of stinging bees, kind of painful, but exhilarating, all at the same time. Through the doorway, music blaring, some three hundred eyes stared at us. I suddenly felt like I had drunk too much water, all slushy inside. We moved forward as the vast crowd parted in front of us. The room was enormous, even crowded I could tell that it had to have been larger than a football field. The room glowed, yellowish green, ominous, like the beginnings of a thunderstorm. Clusters of strange waxy-looking gray, papery cocoons dangled from the high ceiling. These clusters completely covered the ceiling, like hundreds of man-sized grains of rice. As we walked under them I could see that all the cocoons had openings at the bottoms. The heat in this room was a balmy hundred and ten; tropical jungle weather came to mind. The hot, moist air made the thick, heavy stench that much more unbearable to breathe.
Sweat ran down the back of my neck. I could feel every small bead of it swell then burst into small streams down the length of my body. Music blasted; it sounded like high-pitched buzzing with a very heavy bass. I could feel it through the floor and up into my stomach. The room screamed with energy, all my senses were firing at once. That was the last thing I remembered before I passed out. When I came to, I was lying across a massive stone chair, starring up into the openings of these giant cocoons. I managed not to let the overwhelming feelings take control again as I realized I was still in the great hall. Except now I was in the center of the room, up on a huge hexagon platform. The platform wasn’t high off the ground, but it was wide. It had deep grooves carved into the floor. It looked to be some sort of pattern, but I couldn’t make out what it was. Honoria sat straight up in the stone chair next to me with a regal look on her beautiful face. Her demeanor gave me no indication of what she had planned. It was when I sat up and looked behind her that I got a better idea
David and Tim were both chained naked between two sets of huge blue stone pillars; their limbs stretched so painfully tight that their tendons visibly showed through their skin. Dear God, how did Honoria get her hands on David? Both of them were very alive and nether seemed concerned, more in a trance of some kind; maybe Honoria gave them the same tea she gave me. It horrified me when I looked at Tim; I was much closer now and got a better look at the raw flesh that was hanging off the side of his neck. The awful sight of it dulled the shock of seeing his naked body, but seeing David’s manhood hanging there hit way too close to home. His lean, hard body was stretched out, glistening with sweat. The sight of them was horrible, yet I found myself strangely turned on by it. It must have been all the things that had been happening, because this was not like me. I was never into the S&M bondage stuff; this shouldn’t be getting to me like this. I felt powerless to stop my eyes from following the streams of sweat down the length of David’s body, examining him in a whole new way. He looked disturbingly delicious to me. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before, a cross between extreme hunger and lust. I was looking at him as if he were a holiday turkey.
I stared hungrily at David’s inner thigh, watching the small drops of sweat run down his leg, his firm flesh looking so tasty. The sight was working me up in ways I never thought possible. I could barely fight the urge to run over and bite him. It was like some twisted exotic sex show. It bothered me that I was enjoying the sight, but not enough to stop looking. I suddenly felt Honoria staring at me; embarrassment replaced the lustful feelings. She smiled wide, showing her fangs, “If you like the exhibit, you are going to love the performance.” The word performance rolled off her tongue like a long purr, the sound vibrating through me. She then picked up a brass, bell and rang it three times. The room grew quiet as Elek and Athena appeared out of the crowd. Four muscular men dressed in nothing more than loin clothes followed close behind them. These men carried huge axes, which they used to encourage Athena and Elek up onto the platform.
Athena and Elek were seated to Honoria’s left on smaller squares of stone. We just sat there in silence for a few minutes with a sea of faces staring up at us. That’s when I really looked at the crowd for the first time. Most of them were barely dressed, and others weren’t dressed at all. I guess I had been too preoccupied with everything else to have noticed. They all stood there smiling. That in itself wasn’t so bad, but what made it terrifying were all the glowing eyes and mouths full of sharp fangs. I looked over at Athena, she looked to be melting from the heat in the room; her cheeks were bright red, but that might have been from what we were looking at. Elek just sat with his face as cold and expressionless as the stones we sat on.
Honoria stood. She rang the bell three more times and the crowd pushed to the outer edges of the room, leaving a large open circle in the center of the room. A line of women dressed in very small strips of purple cloth poured into the opening. They were beautiful to look at with their fine, long snow-white hair. But I knew they couldn’t be as angelic as they appeared. Drums began to play with a heavy steady beat, and the women began to dance around in the open space. A high-pitched, resonating sound started to rise up over the beat of the drums as the beautiful women started spinning in small circles, all of their white hair flying around them like strands of shimmering light. They danced about in all directions for a while before they joined hands and made a circle around one of them. The one in the center danced seductively in front of the others, kissing each of them lightly as she danced by. The other woman responded with continual shuddering movements. When the entire group of women was vibrating in this manner, the woman in the center stopped dancing and also started to vibrate. She stood there vibrating for a while before she suddenly started vomiting mouthfuls of blood.
The strange music got louder, and the vibrating grew more and more frenzied until all the other women rushed at the woman in the center; each desperately clambering to kiss and lick at the blood now pouring out of her mouth. Their snow-white hair was so blood soaked that it looked like slaughter in the snow. The one in center finally pulled away from the slippery mess and started moving toward us up on the platform. As soon as she took a couple of gazelle-like jumps onto the platform, the music abruptly stopped. She appeared before Honoria on one bent knee, arms folded across her chest and her head bowed. I hadn’t noticed that through the performance Honoria never sat back down. The bloodied woman didn’t move; she just stood there as Honoria leaned forward and gently lifted her face up and started licking the blood off her cheek, slowly working her way to her mouth. They then began to kiss, Honoria making small sucking sounds as she ate at the woman’s mouth.
It was disturbing to watch, yet it bothered me even more that I was enjoying what I saw, made me wonder what kind of monster I was turning into. When they stopped kissing, a third woman jumped up onto the platform and presented Honoria with a large knife. The handle looked to be made of bone; the blade was long and narrow, like the kind used for filleting, except larger, much larger. Shivers covered my body; I looked back at Tim and David hanging there. Jesus, I didn’t like the looks of this. Then, in a flash, the two women jumped back down to the floor and vanished. The crowd was now moving closer to the platform as if waiting for something to happen. Honoria stood there with the knife, resting it on top of her open palms. She smiled, but the beautiful woman I had witnessed earlier was gone. Blood smeared her face and stained the huge fangs sticking out of her mouth. The whole room hissed and showed their fangs back in response. Her lovely violet eyes had turned to glowing purple storms, and her fingernails were now the same long black talons as Zoltan’s had been. Her beauty had turned to something vicious and vile, yet at the same time tempting and seductive, a bizarre mix of repulsion and desire. She turned toward me, gave me a gaze that made every hair on my body stand on end. Then she turned back to the frothing crowd and spoke in that same voice that had found so captivated earlier. “May this sacrifice awaken the appetites of the promised one!” The crowd went wild, hissing and screaming, many of them floating feet first to the ceiling, and into the odd cocoons.
Honoria slowly floated over and stood between the two-chained men. She stood there with her back to us for a minute facing them. I couldn’t see if she was doing anything, but from the looks on David and Tim’s faces, I’d say the spell she put on them had suddenly worn off. The two men now looked terrified. She then went to David and dropped to her knees. In one swift motion she grabbed his leg and plunged her fangs into the inside of his thigh. He screamed out in pain as she repeatedly bit into him. My heart pounded furiously, part of me wanted to stop her, and the other part wanted to join her. His screams echoed through the room and the crowd moved in closer, drawn to his fear and pain. I could feel the same pull, calling me, making it harder to resist her. Honoria abruptly stopped plunging her fangs into David, turned to her audience and grinned. Blood dripped down her face and the front of her dress was a crimson mess. The crowd went even wilder. Then, with incredible speed, she took the big knife and plunged it right under David’s collarbone. Everyone in the room was screaming. Waves of fear smashed over me again and again, like being caught in a stormy ocean. She pulled the knife down through him with such force that I knew she was cutting right through his ribs. His flesh split open in a continuous line as she cut him all the way to the tops of his knee. She then moved over several inches and made a matching slice on the opposite side of the first. David screamed hysterically, as Tim watched, knowing he was next. The fear and excitement was so strong in the room that it filled the air with the smell of burning hair.
Honoria stopped once more, this time looking over to me. “Come join me,” she called. Every part of me wanted to. It felt so right. All that kept me from going to her was a deep knowledge that this was wrong even if it didn’t feel that way. She then turned back to David, grabbed the skin at the top of where she had sliced, and ripped the flesh from his body in one long strip. David’s screams no longer sounded human. Blood splattered all over her as she ran back and forth slicing long strips of flesh off the two hysterically screaming men. She threw the bloody strips of flesh over her arm and shoulder like some macabre seamstress. The crowd screamed and hissed. I jumped to my feet, my head swimming. The only clear thought that went through my head was to get as far away from the splattering blood as I could possibly get. It was as if I knew if the blood touched me, I wouldn’t be able to resist the desire to join her. Within a few seconds, a torrent of bright red blood flowed through the deep grooves that were carved in the floor of the platform.
I was now standing on the top of the stone chair and could see the pattern emerged as the grooves filled with blood. It formed a series of lines and dots and it took me a minute before I recognized that it was a musical note for a low B. Athena’s screams rang out over the crowds hissing and howling at a deafening pitch. Total terror and chaos enveloped the room as Honoria continued to skin the two men, her arm and shoulder now covered with strips of their flesh. A horrible tug of war went on in my brain, violently trying to rip me apart. It was then that the boiling cauldron of energy in me began to boil over. Screaming was all I could do, but it didn’t come out of the mouth on my face. The screams came from my new mouth and kept getting lower and deeper in pitch until it finally sounded like one long note being sung. It was at that moment that my instincts kicked in and I concentrated on singing a low B from the new mouth. At first it was just a growl and slowly began to drop in octaves until the sound was nothing, but a deep rumbling sensation that filled the room. The room trembled for a moment before a massive flash of heat exploded out of the mouth and disintegrated over a hundred cocoons on the ceiling. From the power of the blast, large chunks of stone rained down from the ceiling scattering Honoria’s screaming subjects.
Bright green flames exploded off the walls as the green powder that was all over it caught fire from the blast. The chunks from the ceiling had no sooner stopped falling when the huge doors we had entered through suddenly burst open, and the sound of rapid gunfire filled the room. There was suddenly big, biker looking guys everywhere. Some had strange looking guns, and they all seemed to be carrying baseball bats. When I saw some of them carrying what looked to be flame-throwers, I was sure we were all about to die. The thought didn’t get a chance to gel in my head when someone large slammed into me from behind, knocking me off the top of the stone chair to the ground. I landed on all fours in the groves, which splattered me with blood. Zoltan’s face was over me before I even had a chance to get up. He stared at me for only a second before he swung the butt of the shotgun at me. But this time, his legs didn’t have me pinned and I rolled across the floor away from him just in time to avoid the strike.
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