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To my mother, Edverda

For all those times you reassured me that I
was “pretty enough
for all normal
purposes”

 


I think maybe you
were right!
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There are such beings as vampires, some of
us have evidence that they exist. Even had we not the proof of our
own unhappy experience, the teachings and the records of the past
give proof enough for sane peoples.

Bram Stoker,
Dracula
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CHAPTER 1 – A NICE HOT DRINK

 


It’s a common misconception that World War
II involved the entire world. My race, though inconveniently
affected by it, had absolutely no part in the ridiculousness of it
all. We had other interests to pursue. Like women or food. For us,
the two are one and the same.

I love a long-necked woman, and it was a
good thing that Dublin seemed to be full of them. Exactly like the
one I was holding now, my lips pressed against her lovely throat,
her blood filling my mouth. Not that a woman’s legs weren’t equally
appealing – sometimes even more so, given summer months when necks
went uncovered, and two small scabs might be easily noticed.
However, it was Cantlos, the start of the cold season in the
Northern Hemisphere which necessitated sweaters and scarves, so I
felt safe. Besides, this lass wasn’t going to survive the night – I
was giving her to Denny to finish off. Denny hadn’t fed well for a
few days, and since he was a good friend and hadn’t minded it when
I asked him to stay a few more days in Dublin, I really couldn’t
begrudge him tonight.

You see, the countryside was really better
for him – he could get by just feeding on stray sheep or cows, but
me, I was stuck with human blood as my only means of nourishment,
and it was easier for me to find prey in a bigger city. In small
towns, people tended to notice their missing neighbors. Although,
these days, people weren’t as superstitious as they once were,
which was a good thing. In this new age of science, not too many
still believed in vampires, so the results of my feedings were
explained away by other means. All the same, I didn’t want the
humans looking too closely at dead bodies drained of blood or dead,
bloodless bodies that were half-eaten and burned, courtesy of
Denny. It would only take one superstitious person to cry ‘vampire’
before trouble might start and I didn’t want a repeat of
Vienna.

So I’d have to be careful of how we disposed
of this girl, sweet Kelly – or was it Mary? I’m never good with
names – it’s all just blood to me.

As I drank in that beautiful, tasty blood,
amidst thoughts of heading to Cashel or somewhere more rural, I
noticed Kelly’s breathing had become shallow, her heartbeat slow.
She was dying. The funny thing was, her brain hadn’t registered
that fact, for, just then, she let out a small sigh of contentment.
No matter how many times I killed, I always marveled at how
sexually charged our prey became as we fed on them. Kelly’s scent,
her warmth, her sighs – all indicated that she was ready for sex,
despite the fact that she was dying. I knew I’d better hand her
over to Denny now, as he needed a bit of blood in the meat to be
fully nourished. I didn’t always need to drain the blood
completely, and to do so now would be poor form in our
friendship.

I took one last, long, sweet draught of
Kelly’s blood, then drew my mouth back from her neck, not bothering
to lick the small rivulets of blood that dribbled down her throat
between her breasts.

“Hey Denny, here.” I held her body out to
him in my two arms, speaking in my native tongue, Vralic. Denny
understood it, as he did all languages.

“Thanks Cray, I really need this
tonight.”

“I know it, and you’ve been a sport since
we’ve been here. Oh – I have an idea where we can put her when
you’re done.”

“Okay, thanks.”

I walked away from them, further into St.
Stephen’s Green, as the smell of the blood would only bring out the
hunger again, and I might be tempted to fight Denny for her,
especially as he tore the flesh from her bones with his teeth. So,
I stood upwind from them, away from their smell, but able to catch
other scents blowing in the slight breeze. It was always safer to
hunt in pairs. One can act as a lookout while the other fed.

Since the start of World War II, Denny and I
had been making a tour of Ireland, which was thankfully neutral
during the War. I had been forced to flee, very unceremoniously,
from Monte Carlo when the Nazis had marched in, and I had
difficulty with the fact that gambling and womanizing weren’t part
of my life right then. No gambling at all, which was rough for me,
as that was my favorite pastime. There was a little womanizing, but
not like Monte Carlo. The War had everyone on edge, and even though
Ireland was neutral, newcomers were scrutinized. Especially
attractive ones, like myself, or ones that didn’t quite look right,
like Denny. Sigh. Such is life. Fortunately, after five
years of fighting, it looked like the tide was turning. France was
liberated, and Denny and I had contemplated heading back to the
Riviera.

The breeze shifted, and I caught the smell
of burning flesh, which alerted me that Denny had finished eating
and was now doing his best to reduce the remains to ash. I quickly
headed back to him. Looking down at the charred pieces of human
sitting before him; legs, arms, and ribs that were once a pretty,
laughing human who’d danced with me, I felt – nothing. My sister,
Miranda, would have probably felt a slight twinge of remorse at
killing an innocent girl, cutting short her life of fun, then
family, and … love.

My sister envied humans their ability to
love each other. I think most of my kind did, but we just didn’t
admit it to ourselves. It’s not our way – to dwell on what isn’t.
We merely accepted our fate, content to occasionally involve
ourselves with human lovers, but mostly living in our own little
world we had created for ourselves. Except for my sister; she felt
like we were missing out on something.

Oh, I’ll admit that humans have some
interesting pastimes. Gambling, sex, dancing – all entertaining
ways to pass eternity. However, for the most part, I view humans as
what they are to us – prey. Although I live on their Earth, I
rarely involve myself too deeply in their doings. I mean, expending
effort to actually try and affect outcomes of their affairs, on a
consistent basis – as Miranda did – was not my way. Sure, like
Denny, there was a human or two I’d “saved” from mortal danger, but
to “help” like my sister did – that wasn’t for me.

Ah, my sister Miranda. Denny was a good
friend and still is, but Miranda – she was probably the only being
I really, truly cared for. I think I might have even put aside my
usual selfishness and laid down my life for her. Not just because
she had traveled into the depths of Hell to save me once. Mirrie
and I had this – connection. Hard to explain, but we could sense if
the other was doing well or in trouble, even though continents
separated us. At times, we could even be telepathic, speaking to
each other without sounds. I do think Miranda and I are a bit
closer than most other vampire siblings I’ve met. Hell, I’ve met
many brothers and sisters who had no idea where their siblings
were, nor did they care.

Despite our closeness in heart, however,
Miranda and I don’t communicate on a regular basis. I could sense
right then that she was doing fine – not in trouble or anything and
I’m certain she sensed the same thing about me – especially because
I knew how to take care of myself by then. That was good enough for
us at that point in time and I had no doubt that we would see each
other more regularly in the future. Even siblings who are close
can’t spend eternity constantly in each other’s presence.

As if sensing my thoughts, Denny asked,
“How’s your sister – have you heard from her lately?”

“I sense she’s doing well. Happy even.”

“You think she’s still singing with Vanessa
and that other girl, the werewolf? Boosting the morale of the
fighting troops and all?” he laughed.

“I’m not sure – I’ve sensed certain moments
of danger, and excitement. So I guess so. I don’t think she’s in
any trouble, and that’s all that matters.”

Denny sighed as we walked through the park.
“Still involving herself in the human affairs?”

I didn’t answer him, as he had known my
sister long enough to know her habits. So Denny thought he’d press
me further. He chuckled as he said, “Where does your sister
get her conscience? She makes me laugh! Hasn’t she had enough of
these humans and their triflings to want to settle down and make
vampire babies?”

Now, I’m used to Denny speaking his mind,
and I knew he meant his comment lightly, but it got my ire up.
Protective of my little sister, I suppose. I answered him from atop
my high horse, “Maybe our kind is evolving. Developing a new sense
of self in this twentieth century.”

Then I reminded him, “Besides, Miranda’s not
the only one who has stepped outside her designated, moral
parameters.”

Denny had worked as a debt collector for his
father, the fallen angel Semjaza. One time, Denny was supposed to
collect the soul of some poor sap – and he just couldn’t.
Typically, Denny’s kind – spirits, products of human mothers,
fathered by fallen angels, long, long ago – didn’t feel many
emotions. Certainly not pity, or world-weariness, but Denny had
tired of the pleas and screams made when he collected a debt. This
guy he was supposed to go after – it was the last straw, I suppose.
Denny just couldn’t do it. As his punishment – because you don’t
just ‘quit’ your job for your demon father – he was sent to Hell’s
prison. Which was how we’d met.

As I looked at Denny’s black eyes, eyes that
gave away the fact that he wasn’t really human, just a spirit put
into dead flesh, I knew he was remembering that story as well.

“Okay, okay” he conceded “– it’s none of my
business what your sister does with her life and for Hell’s sake,
Cray – not killing one human does not give me a conscience.” He
stopped for a breath, hesitating, as if he were thinking whether or
not he wanted to add something.

“Just didn’t seem right to kill a guy for
wanting a stupid love potion,” he finished.

I laughed in response, but before I could
think of something sarcastic to say, he cut me off, motioning to
the burned corpse and asking, “What is your plan for this one,
anyway?”

I looked around us. We had reached the edge
of the Green and were about to be conspicuously carrying burnt
human remains across a street.

“Over there, about 100 yards – see that pub?
With the smoke coming out of the chimney?”

“There’s smoke coming from behind it, as
well,” Denny pointed out.

“Exactly my friend – they burn their
garbage. We will merely add to it, hopefully unnoticed.”

Denny turned a dubious eye in my direction.
Really, he had such little faith in me sometimes. “Here, give me
those pieces you’re carrying,” I ordered him. He complied, stacking
them onto the pile in my outstretched arms. I held the pieces
closely, concentrating hard on the image of a crow carrying a
bundle of twigs. I felt my body tingle all over and suddenly, I was
falling, the weight of the twigs pulling me down. I quickly felt
for my wings, flapping them, getting my balance in the air, then
started flying over to the pub and the smoke emanating from the
area behind it.

It felt so good to soar above the night. I
spotted the big, metal drum that a pub worker was emptying various
refuse into, and swooped down, careful not to get in the way of the
smoke. I hovered few minutes until the man went back inside, and
then I skirted over the edge of the drum, dropping the “twigs” as I
flew. As they left my grasp they changed back into their original
form – charred pieces of human – and fell with a thunk into
the bin.

Task completed, I headed back to the edge of
the Green, where Denny awaited me. What happened to the remains of
pretty Kelly – or Mary – from there, whether they were found or
not, was no longer my concern.
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CHAPTER 2 – FIRST MEETING

 


In the fading moonlight, about an hour
before dawn, Ben saw the three women come out of Palmiry forest.
This was his first time meeting these women, so he studied them as
much as the moonlight would allow.

Ben’s contacts at the Resistance, including
Gertrude, with whom he often worked of late, had spoken highly of
these women. Tonight, they were bringing the last of the children
out of the city of Warsaw. That city had just weathered its second
revolt in two years. This time, Polish citizens, emboldened by what
they had thought was the imminent arrival of Soviet forces into
their city, had faced off against the Nazis for two entire months,
starting around August 1, 1944. Unfortunately, that revolt was put
down, just as the ghetto uprising had before it, but a few
Poles had remained hidden in the city after the Uprising, and now
the Nazis were making their final sweep through the buildings,
sending every remaining straggler to the camps. Although these
children had been hiding on the Gentile side of the city – the
ghetto having been destroyed the year before – they were, in
fact, Jewish. Good thing that the women had managed to bring them
out, before any soldiers had found them.

As the women walked towards him, Ben saw
that there was a blond on the left. She seemed rough, her movements
awkward, as she guided a little girl of about six or seven. The
woman in the middle of the three appeared to be the leader; she
walked confidently, a pace or two ahead of the others, her long,
dark coat flowing behind her. She had dark brunette hair that was
thick and unruly, giving her a wild look. She held the child’s
brother, who could be no more than a year old.

The third woman was classically pretty –
light brown hair framing a heart-shaped face, with big brown,
maybe? – the moonlight made it difficult to tell color – eyes and a
rosebud mouth. She held a sack, probably containing blankets and
food. She seemed the youngest of the three, and a little shy, never
making eye contact with him, unlike the other two women, who were
staring at him, sizing him up, figuring out if he could be
trusted.

Ben held up his hand and gave the sign that
Gertrude had told him to give. The ‘leader’ then came forward,
seemingly without a sound, still clutching the infant to her chest.
She had a warm smile on her face, and Ben found himself relaxed,
even though he should be on alert. She stared at him, her eyes
appeared to be light-colored in the moonlight. She had striking
features, but Ben couldn’t decide if he found her attractive.

She stopped before him – still smiling – and
held his gaze. All of a sudden, Ben felt this urgent need to
explain himself. “M-m-my name is Ben,” he stammered. He mentally
chastised himself, both for speaking in Polish – now banned in its
native lands thanks to the Nazis – and for giving his real name.
Before he could add anything to his answer, a brief wind blew past
his ear and the scene in front of his eyes blurred a bit. The
leader, still standing in front of him, exhaled as if she had just
taken a deep breath. Then she held up a hand and motioned for the
others behind her to come forward.

Ben regarded the children and noticed that
neither child was crying. Strange, given the circumstances; the
fighting in Warsaw and the trek through the dark forest on a cold,
damp, October night, with its bogs and strange sounds. Ben had
heard stories of wolves in the forest – rubbish he thought – and
mused for a second as to which one he would rather meet in the
forest – wolves or Nazis. Wolves, definitely.

What do the wolves think of these
women? Ben wondered. How on Earth the Resistance had found
these exotic women to shuttle orphans through the forest, at night,
was beyond Ben’s belief, especially now, with the battles in
Warsaw, and the fact that the Nazis had been using parts of Palmiry
forest for executions and graves since the start of the war.
However, Gertrude had assured Ben that these women were good. Very,
very good, especially under difficult circumstances.

Ben knew the women were good enough to help
get the children to temporary shelters, where he would pick them up
the following day, to transport them, under the guise of a health
inspector taking young, sickly charges to a quarantine center. Now
he would finally meet the mysterious women who taught the children
those songs that they loved to sing on their journeys to safe
houses. Ben had often asked the children where they had learned
such unusual, pretty songs, but the children’s memories were always
foggy or vague. Something about ‘the women from the forest,’ but
not much more. Apparently, their songs had made the forest, and the
trek in general, less traumatic. For a minute, Ben wished that he
could be a child again, to feel that a few songs would make
everything seem better.

Just as the thought entered his head, the
wild-haired brunette opened her mouth. Ben thought that she might
sing to comfort him. Instead she said, in near-perfect German,
“Here they are, safe and sound. We got them out just before the SS
went through.”

Ben answered the ‘leader’ in his
much-practiced German, that he continually worked at so he could
lose his slight Polish accent when he spoke. “Thank you, for
delivering them to me.” He quietly asked, “Their parents?”

The wild-haired brunette shook her head in a
small but quick movement. Ben understood; he had known the answer
to the question before he asked it.

The brunette then asked, “You have somewhere
for them?”

“Yes, of course,” Ben was quick to reassure
her. Something about her, something compelling, that had made him
speak his name to her earlier – he wanted to give her the best
possible answers. So he continued, “I know a woman whose baby died
– she will be happy to have the boy. The girl will go to a convent.
She’ll be safe there, even if the Soviets come through.” Ben tried
to say that last sentence confidently, but he had his doubts about
the Russians ever since they took the part of Poland the Nazis
didn’t want, way back in 1939. Hell – the recent revolt in Warsaw
could have succeeded if the Soviets hadn’t stalled across the
Vistula River, not entering the city, refusing the Polish fighters
much-needed help.

The wild-haired brunette said, “Yes, well,
let us know if you need help to relocate them again. I know it can
be difficult to find places for them, because this war has lasted
for so long. But…” she then used a tone, as if speaking of a
concept that mystified her, “there are always people willing, even
in the worst of times.” Then she added, “Gertrude, in Poznan, knows
how to reach us.”

Her statements reminded Ben of how tired he
was of this whole war. His resolve to help was strong, but at
times, lately, he wondered whether he had the emotional strength to
continue, or if he should go back to England and practice
medicine.

Ben stopped himself from emitting a tired
sigh, and instead reassured the brunette, “They will be cared for,
don’t worry.”

This seemed to satisfy her, as she pushed
some curly locks that had fallen across her face and gestured to
the little girl, saying “This is Amelia.” Then, smiling to Amelia
and speaking Polish to her in a soft voice said, “It’s okay,
darling. This man is here to help you. His name is Ben, and you can
trust him. He will take you to your ciocia’s house, where
she will make you a good breakfast in a warm kitchen. You can then
sing with her the songs we practiced last night. It will be good
there, I promise you.”

The little girl did not say anything, but
held a hesitating, unwilling look in her wide eyes and clung to the
blond even harder. The blond awkwardly attempted to pry the little
girl off, saying quietly, “It’s really gonna be alright, kid. You
gotta go now. Really, it’ll be alright.”

Amelia looked completely unconvinced as she
clung to the blond, who had now knelt down to be at eye level with
the little girl. The blond raised her eyes up to the wild-haired
brunette and said, “Miranda?”

Miranda, Ben thought, so that’s
the leader’s name. Miranda looked at Ben for a moment with an
apologetic smile on her face. Her face is engaging, thought
Ben. Much more so than her initial wild appearance would have
suggested.

“Yes, of course,” Miranda took in a breath
and nodded her head in a manner suggesting she had made her
decision. But what decision? Ben wondered. Talking to a
child was harmless enough, why all this fuss just to tell her to
let go of the blond and follow him?

The baby that Miranda held in her arms
stirred slightly, and she cooed to him to calm him as she passed
him to the third woman, the pretty brunette, who had been standing
silent all this time, almost forgotten. With a swift motion,
Miranda was down on one knee, looking at little Amelia. As Miranda
looked at her, the little girl loosened her hold of the blond, and
lost the frightened look in her eyes. Ben moved in closer, partly
to be ready to take the little girl after this ‘reassurance’, and
partly because something drew him in. He noticed that Amelia’s eyes
had taken on a glazed look, as she fixed on Miranda’s face.

Miranda then spoke in a low, monotone voice,
not unpleasant, but somewhat commanding, “Amelia. You and your
brother must go to your new home. Things will be fun for you, as
this as a holiday. You and your brother Roman will have fun on your
holiday. You will forget what you have seen tonight, and you will
only have fond memories of your parents. Now, you must go with this
man, Ben. Go to him, now.”

As Miranda broke off, Ben felt a little
strange. He couldn’t quite explain the feeling, just as if he had
been pulled by something, ever so slightly, and then it ended. His
brain felt foggy as well. Ben looked down at Amelia, who now wore a
dutiful look on her face as she walked towards him.

His mind felt clearer when Amelia placed her
little hand in his. He focused on the three women standing before
him. The third one, the pretty brown-haired girl, now approached
him carrying the infant boy, who was sleeping soundly. She handed
the infant over to him silently. When the girl seemed certain that
the infant was secure in his arms, she reached into the sack,
showing him the milk and the bottles. She then placed the sac on
his shoulder.

With that, the three women abruptly turned
and headed back into the forest. Ben felt the infant starting to
stir in his arms, while Amelia tugged at his hand. As he watched
the women disappear into the forest, seemingly making no sound, he
felt as if some kind of spell had just been broken.

 


 


~~~~~~

 


 



CHAPTER 3 – WISHFUL THINKING

 


“He was cute,” Miranda sighed wistfully,
pulling her thick, curly hair behind her neck and twisting it in a
sort of bun.

“You always think those human babies are
cute. They all look the same to me. And the smell – how can that
not bother you? If I can smell it, then it must be murder for you!”
the blond one, Vanessa, answered unsympathetically.

Slightly confused, Miranda looked at her,
realizing that Vanessa was speaking about the wrong ‘he’. “Oh… I, I
was talking about the man. The man who came to receive the
children. Ben.” She then looked away from Vanessa and straight
ahead into the woods, her expression unreadable.

“Yeah, Mirrie’s right – he was cute” Rose,
the pretty girl with the heart-shaped face, agreed.

“Th, th, th, the … man?!” Vanessa
stuttered. Usually not at a loss for words, this had taken her
completely by surprise. Miranda, looking at another man. A human
male, at that. She was so faithful to Matthew and their betrothal.
Very unlike her brother, who took every opportunity to seduce
willing – and unwilling – humans and a few non-humans, such as
Vanessa herself. She had been one of the willing, on more than one
occasion. She smiled at the thought.

“Vanessa, why are you grinning like that?
It’s almost… scary.” Miranda had noticed her friend’s expression,
and was regarding her curiously.

“Nothing, nothing,” Vanessa brushed it off.
She was certain that Miranda knew of her trysts with Cray, for
there were very few secrets between the twins, but Vanessa didn’t
want to speak of the details aloud. She had some sense – very
little, she would admit – when it came to being sensitive towards
others’ feelings, but from her former line of work, Vanessa knew
that sisters didn’t often want to hear of their brother’s sexual
conquests.

Which reminded Vanessa of something Cray had
told her. “What about those human lovers you used to have, way back
when you were a kid yourself? Don’t you wanna have fun like that
again?”

“Ness – I’ve told you many times – my
brother tends to … exaggerate. Back then, that wasn’t fun, that was
food,” Miranda corrected her. Although she felt a stab of guilt
when she thought of Wesley. Young Wesley, only seventeen years old
– the same age Miranda had been at that time. They had been so in
love, and so foolish. She’d been so confident – and stupid – to
think she could turn him successfully. When he died…

“Oh Miranda, please. Don’t play it off like
your brother does, on how humans are only food. If they were – to
you – then we wouldn’t be doing all this malarkey every night.
Getting loud, smelly, clingy kids through forests, when we could be
doing some serious hunting…”

“Vanessa!” both Miranda and Rose interrupted
at the same time.

“There’s nothing wrong with being human,”
Rose chimed in. As a werewolf, Rose was only one of the
‘underworldlings’, as Miranda and her friends called themselves,
for one, maybe two nights out of the month. She was human the rest
of the time. She had enough trouble with the fact that she didn’t
really fit into the world of the humans because of her curse. She
didn’t need Vanessa to remind her that she was out of place with a
vampire and a demon – ones whose natures were constant, unchanging.
No, that was something of which Rose was already keenly aware.

“Of course not, Rose. Besides, you’re one of
us,” Miranda threw her arm around Rose and smiled at her. She had
noticed that Rose had spent more time brooding lately, and wished
that Rose would open up about whatever bothered her so. Miranda
knew that Rose couldn’t be pushed into discussing something when
she wasn’t ready. So she reminded herself to be patient, for she
knew Rose would eventually open up, but only when the time was
right.

“So, you thought that guy back there was
cute?” Vanessa changed the subject back to their original topic,
the one she really wanted to discuss. These past several years
Miranda had never even considered relationships, always citing the
betrothal as an excuse, even though the marriage was still some
years away. Vanessa had wondered if Miranda had any romantic
inclinations in her at all anymore. It actually had started to
concern Vanessa.

“Yes, I did think he was attractive.
Something about his smell, almost – caring,” Miranda admitted,
seemingly reluctantly, her face looking down at the ground. “He
liked you, Rose – his eyes turned in your direction often,” Miranda
added, a hint of glumness in her voice.

“Really?” Vanessa nearly jumped out of her
skin, the one her father had worked so hard to put her in. The fact
that Miranda seemed upset that the human male had preferred Rose to
her – this was an exciting development indeed.

“Yes – is it so hard to believe, Ness?”
Miranda looked intently at Vanessa for a breath, then looked away,
shrugging, “He interested me, that’s all.”

“Miranda, you haven’t been interested in
anyone for years, not since you met up with Matthew in England a
few years ago.” Vanessa was blunt – not unusual – it was her
nature. She had no sense for the feelings of others, and how words
might hurt them.

“This Matthew, he’s the one you’re betrothed
to, right?” interjected Rose. Vanessa’s blunt way of speaking often
got on her nerves, and even though Rose knew that Miranda was never
offended by it – Rose felt it her duty to maintain a sense of
decorum, especially when speaking of engagements and
betrothals.

“Yes, Rose, he is,” Miranda appreciated
Rose’s polite, human ways. Though never offended by Vanessa’s
direct way of speaking – she was an underworldling, like Miranda
herself – it was nice to have a softer tone around sometimes. She
continued, “Matthew is my… what’s the word the humans use?”

“Fiancé,” Rose answered, knowing that she
herself would never have one.

“And yes, Vanessa, you are correct as well.
England and Matthew were at least…” Miranda squinted her eyes and
pursed her lip as she tried to add up the time in human years.
“twenty years ago. 1922. That’s when we last met,” She smiled
slightly in remembrance of his embraces, his kisses, and their
hunts together. He would make a very good mate. Yet…

“My point exactly, dearie” Vanessa answered,
nearly tripping over a root that she had neglected to see, as she
was looking at Miranda. “I’ll admit that I’m not good at this
human-time-years stuff, but twenty human years, that’s a long time.
Even for an immortal. You can’t shut yourself down like this,
Mirrie. Ya gotta have some fun.”

Miranda walked on, without looking at either
of her companions. “First of all, Vanessa – you know my kind
doesn’t engage in sex for sport with each other, not like the
humans do.” She paused for a breath, then amended, “Oh, well, some
of us – like my brother – do, but he’s not about to be married in a
few years.”

“So – you can still take a human lover,”
Vanessa shrugged “You vamps do that from time to time. Someone like
that guy we met tonight, with a …what was it? Caring smell?
Whatever that means.” Then she added carelessly. “Your mom has a
human lover now, doesn’t she?” As a demon formed to pleasure the
fallen angels in Hell, Vanessa didn’t see the problem. She’d even
been sent up to Earth by her father, the demon Azazael, to tempt
human men before their marriages, in what was termed a ‘final
fling’. She’d been successful many, many times.

Miranda held back what she really wanted to
say, for Rose’s sake. Rose didn’t need to be reminded of her own
mortality. For that was the one problem with taking human lovers –
humans grew old, changed, and … died. It was hard for Miranda’s
kind to deal with, even though they didn’t lament loss very
often.

“Vanessa,” Rose began, slowly. She’d only
met Miranda and Vanessa five years ago, at the tender, green age of
sixteen, and she still didn’t quite know what to think of Vanessa
at times. Having been raised by polite, unassuming, Midwestern
American parents hadn’t helped either – she’d not received any
schooling in how to deal with demons. But you’re a grown woman
now, twenty-one years old, Rose reminded herself, so she
continued on bravely. “If Miranda wants to take her betrothal
seriously, then why bother her about sex with humans?”

“Exactly Vanessa,” Miranda turned to Vanessa
and gave her a look of triumph, then she looked at Rose with
gratitude. “And thank you, Rose, for bringing up a very good point.
I’m not unhappy with my decision to forgo human lovers, with my
marriage looming so near on the horizon.” She turned back to
Vanessa, and laying her hand on Vanessa’s arm, she said in a
gentler tone, “Although I thank you for your concern, and for your
desire to see me having fun.”

“Which we’ve been having very little of,
lately,” Vanessa reminded them wryly.

“But we need to help, Vanessa,” Rose
interjected. “Especially considering what… what we are. Special and
all.” That was the one consoling thing about her curse, the fact
that she could use it to help the unfortunates in these awful
times.

“Yes, Rose,” Miranda agreed, growing quiet
when she thought of all the pain in the world today. The stench of
fear and despair permeated nearly every town they passed through.
“They live in the darkness, which is no life at all for a
human.”

The three women walked through the forest in
silence for a moment, all thinking about how they themselves lived
in darkness, in the underground, in fear of someone finding out
what they really were.

“Yeah, it’s the pits, really,” Vanessa said.
Both Miranda and Rose looked at her in surprise – she usually
didn’t have any empathy for human beings, but Vanessa knew what it
was like to be forced to do things that one didn’t really want to
do, so she could imagine the plight of these humans, being forced
to live the bare minimum of a life.

Not knowing how to respond to Vanessa’s
unusual show of sympathy for humans, Miranda and Rose instead
looked around at their surroundings.

“Oh, here we are, at the edge of the forest
already,” Rose noticed. They only had to walk about a half mile
further, through the town streets to get to their shelter, which
had once been a tailor’s shop, owned by Jews who had abandoned it –
or, more likely had been forced to leave. Whatever the fate of the
previous owner – it made for an excellent hiding place.

Miranda looked at her watch. She had some
sense of when the dawn was approaching – her eyes could read the
sky very well – but found it useful to wear the human time-keeping
device, just to be sure. “We’d better get going, it’s closer to
dawn then at first I thought.”

“Don’t worry, Rose – we’ll pester Mirrie to
have some fun tomorrow night,” Vanessa teased.

“Uh huh,” Rose said uncertainly. She could
sense that Miranda wasn’t happy about this upcoming marriage for
some reason, and doubted that Miranda would be up for carousing
with strange men tomorrow night. She wanted to know more about
Matthew and this betrothal of Miranda’s, but far be it from Rose –
a Midwesterner who was raised never to pry into the business of
others – to press a vampire for her deepest feelings.

“Well, let’s get going, then,” Miranda said,
as she moved towards Rose, hugging her in an embrace. The vampire
concentrated, her brow furrowed and muscles tense. In a breath, the
two morphed, the chestnut brunette into a crow and her pretty
friend into a stick carried in its talons.

Vanessa sighed as she watched her companions
take off in flight. They’d have to feed tonight on live ones for
certain – such magic always took it out of them. She and Mirrie
often argued over whose method of transportation – shape-shifting
into a flying animal, or teleporting a body through space – took
more energy. Vanessa hoped there would be some large, meaty SS
soldiers out tonight. Then she pressed her arms in close to her
sides, concentrated, and disappeared with a small tick.
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CHAPTER 4 – A WELCOME CHAT

 


Ben held little Amelia close to him as they
huddled under the blankets, among the potatoes and rutabagas in the
cart. It was nighttime again and soon they would be at the house of
Anne Rolka, a Zegota member who helped shuttle Jews to safe places.
At her house, Ben would deliver Amelia to a Catholic priest who
would then take her to a convent about sixty miles from here, in a
remote area; one that the Nazis couldn’t be bothered to
scrutinize.

Ben hoped that the little girl wouldn’t be
too traumatized by what she’d seen back in Warsaw, leaving her dead
parents and all she knew behind. She had cried very hard when they
left her brother Roman with his ‘new mother’, who was very happy to
have him, and very sorry she couldn’t keep Amelia.

That was the way of things now, as hiding
these children often meant splitting them from their families. He
hoped Amelia would recover from it all without lasting effects, for
Ben had seen adults who’d been traumatized when they had been very
small, and many times they had weird mannerisms, or drank from the
bottle too often.

With that thought, Ben gave Amelia another
hug, and kissed the top of her head. He felt slightly reassured
when her little hand gripped his arm tighter, and she snuggled in a
little closer to him. As time passed, he felt her grip on his arm
relax a little as her breathing became more even. Good, she
needs the sleep.

Ben felt himself tiring as well. To keep
himself awake, his thoughts turned towards the priest they would
meet, Father Ott. At first, Ben had been uncertain of the man,
despite reassurances from many Resistance members that the German
priest, who now called Poland his home, could be trusted. Although
Ben knew that many Catholics – even German ones – sympathized with
the Jews and tried to help, one couldn’t be too careful. It was
difficult to know a person’s motives for wanting to help rescue
Jews – was it because they truly wanted to save them, or were they
trying to turn the Jews over to the SS, and obtain some reward?
Such had been the fate of Ben’s parents, turned in by their
Catholic neighbors, the ones his father had helped when the husband
had broken his leg.

It was only after many successful rescues
that Ben had begun to trust the priest. Typical rescues involved
Ben using his medical degree to pose as a doctor, and falsely
diagnose Jewish children with leprosy – a disease that always
ensured that he and the children would be given a wide berth. Then
he would deliver the child to Father Ott under the pretense that
the priest ran a colony for such lepers. Father Ott had shown to
the Resistance, time and time again, that he was a trustworthy man,
who used his faith to help children – and those who aided them –
escape the terrors of the Nazi regime.

After several conversations with the priest,
during unusual moments where they were able to sit and chat idly
for a length of time, Ben began to actually like the priest. Ben
found that Father Ott was a man like himself – a man of conviction.
Furthermore, the priest truly believed in saving the Jews and using
Christ’s might to right the wrongs that were being done on the
Earth. Ben was only vaguely familiar with the teachings of Jesus,
but he was certainly willing to follow anyone who would save his
fellow Jews.

Father Ott seemed more than willing to help
hide little Jewish children, even at a time when convents, already
full of orphans of their own faith, were hesitant to take in more,
especially ones of the Jewish religion. However, the priest always
managed to find safe places for the children – rather easily, it
seemed, perhaps because the priest was so engaging as a person, his
blue eyes inspiring trust and confidence. Whatever it was – it was
certainly a source of security to Ben.

Ben felt a wave of tiredness sweep over him
again, so he switched his mind to a topic that was certain to keep
him awake. The women of the forest, the ones he’d met only earlier
today, yet it seemed so long ago. They certainly were mysterious,
there was no doubt of that. The way that one woman had spoken to
Amelia, and the strange trance Ben had felt afterwards. Not to
mention that shuttling Jewish children safely through the forest at
night was no easy task, and those women had completed it
successfully, several times. Even the bag of clothes and food that
they had given him for Amelia and her brother –he was sure that the
foodstuffs for the infant were not available to the general
population in Poland. Where had they obtained it? Ben
wondered, but then told himself, As long as the children are
saved, I don’t care if those women are escaped lunatics. The ends
justifies the means, he thought grimly.

The slowing of the cart helped to waken
Ben’s body. He tensed, as the reason for the slowing could be
something positive, such as the reaching of their destination, or
negative, in that they were being stopped by SS soldiers. Then the
cart driver rapped on the side of the cart, signaling that Amelia
and Ben had reached their destination safely.

Ben helped Amelia from the cart as Mrs.
Rolka came out of the house with a lantern and inspected the food
the driver appeared to sell – rotten, most of it, but she picked
out some potatoes for herself and a few red beets. At least, Ben
assumed they were beets – he really didn’t want to think about what
else they could be. The three hurried quickly inside the house,
where Ben helped Amelia get settled near the small fire in the
kitchen, while Mrs. Rolka put away her purchases. She called in
Polish, “Father Ott, we’ll have some nice potatoes for stew
tomorrow.”

These words were, of course, code to let the
priest know that his young charge had arrived. Ben’s heart
lightened a little as heard the priest come down the stair. Father
Ott was a good, kind man who would take good care of Amelia. Ben
said something to that effect to Amelia, who just nodded blankly at
him. Ben couldn’t blame her – he was sure she’d heard many empty
promises these past few years.

Her demeanor changed, however, as Father Ott
approached her. She seemed to relax a little, even smiled at him,
in response to his engaging grin. Perhaps it was Father Ott’s
features that put Amelia at ease, for he had a kind, reassuring
smile on his face and blue eyes that seemed to sparkle. Typical
Aryan features, Ben thought wryly, but whereas many Germans had
angular, chiseled faces, Father Ott’s was rounded, giving him a
disarming air.

Ben watched as Father Ott knelt down in
front of Amelia, to be at eye level with her, and spoke to Amelia
in Polish, telling her how happy he was that she was going to join
the sisters at the convent. Amelia seemed to believe the priest, as
she nodded and looked relieved – a strange look for her tender age
of six or seven. When Father Ott had finished speaking, Amelia
hugged him hard.

Mrs. Rolka then came over to Amelia, giving
her a piece of bread from earlier in the day which Amelia gobbled
up very quickly. Mrs. Rolka then patted Amelia on the head and said
that it was high time that the two of them got to bed. Amelia
nodded, and Ben could see that the child trusted her caretakers and
her surroundings now. The two, old woman and child, went off to
Mrs. Rolka’s bedroom upstairs, where there was a hidden compartment
in the side of the wall, just big enough for a child’s bed.

The two men were alone in the kitchen. The
priest had pulled up a chair at the kitchen table, and invited Ben
to do the same. Father Ott turned his kind smile to Ben, saying,
“She looks tired and hungry, but healthy. She’ll thrive at the
convent, don’t worry. Where did she come from again?”

“Warsaw. Her name is Amelia, and she’s
Jewish – she, her brother, and her parents were hiding on the
non-Jewish side of the city,” Ben answered, careful not to use the
word Gentile in place of ‘non-Jewish’ – that would surely give
himself away.

“Ah yes, such a pity then – they probably
thought they were safe on the other side, the Ghetto having been
liquidated a few years ago. But, times like these,” the priest held
his hands, palm up, in a gesture of hopelessness. Then he asked,
“You said her name was Amelia – that’s not very
Jewish-sounding.”

Ben shrugged, “Their names were probably
changed, when they went into hiding.” It was a logical response,
and most likely true. The situation reminded Ben to silently say a
prayer of thanks for his own name. For Ben was a Jew, but he kept
that fact hidden, even from Father Ott. His secrecy had kept him
safe thus far, that, and the fact that his first name, originally
Hebrew, had been adopted and made popular by non-Jews. As for his
last name – Ben had been lucky – when his grandparents had been
forced to use surnames by the Commonwealth of Poland, they had
chosen something that sounded more Polish, less Jewish. They had
regretted the decision for a while, but They probably wouldn’t
regret it now, Ben knew.

“Well, that’s good then. Maybe I can pass
her off as a Christian – might be easier at the convent.” Father
Ott settled back in his chair, seemingly lost in his thoughts for a
few minutes, when he spoke suddenly. “Oh – I almost forgot – you
mentioned a brother – where is he now?”

“Ah yes, the brother, Roman. Well,” Ben
answered, “as luck would have it, the woman I stayed with this
morning recently lost an infant daughter…”

Ben quickly realized this came out wrong and
tried to amend it. “No – not luck, not for her, I only meant
that…”

“You only meant that what was taken from her
has now been replaced, your journey tonight was eased by not having
an infant, and the baby’s health will fare better without having to
travel to the convent. Yes, Ben, that is a lucky situation all
around.” The priest smiled at him in understanding.

This was why Ben liked Father Ott – he had
faith in his religion, but he seemed to have a realistic view of
situations. Certainly not self-righteous or so full of his faith it
made him blind to what was going on in the world. Ben suddenly felt
thankful to be in a warm kitchen in seemingly safe circumstances,
with a man he respected.

Ben spoke his feelings out loud. “It’s good
to see you again, Father.” It may have seemed like a general
pleasantry, but Ben honestly meant it.

“Yes, Ben, it is always nice to chat with
you, too,” the priest responded, though he seemed deep in thought,
his chin resting on his thumb while his forefinger stroked his jaw
pensively. He made a sudden movement, shifting his hand from his
jaw to his knee, as though he had just decided something.

“Ben, you know the Soviets’ advance on the
Eastern Front?” Father Ott asked.

Taken aback by the serious topic, Ben let
his emotions get the better of him again as he said, “Pah! They
will only advance when it suits them. Look at how they sat across
the river from Warsaw during the Uprising!” Ben paused to take a
breath, then continued, the disdain dripping in his voice as he
said, “The Soviets only want us for the land, they don’t care about
fighting the Nazis or what they stand for.”

Ben paused for a moment, waiting for Father
Ott’s response . When the priest didn’t seem offended by Ben’s
harsh words, this encouraged Ben to confide something else. He
leaned in closer to Father Ott, and lowered his voice, “I will tell
you something else, Father. Some Poles have told me that the
Germans are right when they blame the Russians for the Katyn Forest
massacre, those ba—” Ben was about to add an oath that described
the Russians, but he stopped himself, lest he swear in front of the
priest. Although Ben was not the same faith as the priest, he
didn’t believe in offending the holy man with strong language.

Ben searched Father Ott’s face for any signs
of disapproval at his tirade against the Soviets, but found the
priest nodding in agreement with him. “Yes, Ben, I think you are
right. The Soviets will not bring the salvation that some think is
coming. But like you said, who knows when they will arrive in
Poland? For now, our main concern is still the Nazis. I have some
information that may be useful to you.”

Ben liked the fact that Father Ott had used
the word, “our” indicating they were united. Excited by this, Ben
nodded enthusiastically as the priest continued, “Hitler is feeling
the pressure of the Allies on the West, and the Soviets on the
East. He has plans to, er, forgive the term – ‘liquidate’ – the
concentration camps. Getting rid of the people, and the ….
evidence. I am only telling you because, you might want to pass
this along to others in the Resistance. It will be a chaotic time
for the SS guards at the camps, rounding up the prisoners,
destroying papers, plans, buildings. People – a few prisoners, here
and there, might be lost in the confusion. If you understand my
meaning.”

“Of course, Father. That is a good idea, to
find a few who won’t be missed. So many have died, but we need to
continue to save more, even if it’s only a few.” Ben hoped his tone
was sufficiently grateful for having received this golden nugget of
information, information that could allow them to save more lives,
tired as Ben was.

Father Ott merely nodded his approval.
“Good, good. I’ll be in touch. But now, Amelia and I have a bit of
a journey ahead of us tomorrow, so I should get my rest. You take
care, Ben Gongliewski. I’ll keep you in my prayers, but they can
only do so much in this time.” The priest got up and headed out of
the room to go upstairs. As he walked through the doorway leaving
the room, he turned to Ben, “Good night, Ben.”

“Good night, Father.”

Ben mulled over the priest’s information. He
wondered how Father Ott managed to acquire bits of information like
that. Perhaps his role as a priest made everyone, even German
soldiers, trust him. Ben shuddered when he thought that the priest
might falsely instill trust in someone, only to betray that trust.
Although, in this case, such betrayal would be acceptable, because
it was for the side of good and not evil. Wasn’t it? Oh, how the
lines have blurred during these times, Ben thought to himself.
As he made his way over to the living room, he tried to reassure
himself by thinking that perhaps, like Ben, Father Ott didn’t
really care as much about the means, as long as the results were
acceptable.

Too tired to really contemplate anything
further, Ben settled himself on the couch in the small sitting room
that led off of the kitchen. He closed his eyes, and allowed his
thoughts to create a fiction. He imagined himself on a date with
one of those forest women the one he considered the prettiest, the
one they had called Rose.
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CHAPTER 5 – THE THRILL OF THE KILL

 


Rose awoke with her mouth salivating and her
stomach rumbling. She sat up, knowing full well what was happening.
She’d tried to convince herself, earlier that day when she’d seen
her fingers, all the same length, that it was just her imagination,
but it wasn’t. Despite the fact that the full moon wasn’t until
tomorrow night, she was changing. Her thinking grew fuzzy as her
mind was already being taken over by thoughts of the hunt. She
looked at her hands to see that her fingers were elongated, with
sharp claws at their tips. I’ve got to get out of here now!
she screamed inside her head. The woods, I need to make it to
the woods just outside of town!

She made to move to her feet quickly but
couldn’t, the pain of the change forcing her into a crouch as it
felt like a dozen tiny, sharply pointed stakes were forcing their
way out of her. She looked at the backs of her hands, and saw her
skin was now turning itself inside out, to reveal the fur on its
underside. All Rose could do was remain in her stance, knees to the
ground, her arms wrapped around her middle.

Breathing hurt. Her whole body in pain,
Rose’s thoughts clouded as the chemicals spurning the change
flooded her body. All she could think of was to curse her parents,
for having got together and had a child, knowing what they were and
that this curse would be passed on to her. The curse, its pain, and
… the guilt that always followed the hunt.

Rose turned her head – an excruciating
movement – to look at Miranda and Vanessa, who had been huddled
just below the window, out of any daylight that might come
streaming through. Rose’s vision blurred, but she thought she saw
Miranda’s eyes open – the sudden way they did when the last light
of day disappeared. A slight stab of relief came through Rose’s
pain as she saw Miranda rising to her feet in one fluid motion, the
vampire’s body remaining a straight line, not bothering to bend her
body to forces that commanded humans.

The next instant, Rose sensed Miranda by her
side, saying, “Hold on, Rose, we will get you out of here, to
someplace safe. Hold on.”

From the other side of the room where
Vanessa lay, Rose could hear a petulant, “But it’s not the full
moon yet. Don’t tell me she’s starting a night early now?”

“Vanessa – Lagraize explained this to us –
it happens this way some months. For two nights, not just one.
Please – take Rose into the forest that lies just beyond the town.
She’s changing and we don’t have much time before she’ll run out of
here, looking for flesh,” Miranda commanded.

Indeed, Rose could hear the words, but she
was starting to have trouble understanding them, as her wolf senses
took over. What was left of her human mind told her to leave the
room now, before the assault on her senses drove her to commit an
act she would regret, and that Miranda and Vanessa would have to
take great pains to cover up.

Looking down at her legs, which had stopped
hurting so much, she saw the thick, muscular haunches of a wolf.
She watched as her midsection grew taller and leaner, having that
slightly hollow part below the ribcage, just as dogs do. Soon her
shoulders would become broader, with huge, rounded muscles. She
didn’t like to think of the change in the shape of her head.

Hungry!! became her only thought now.
Rose opened her mouth to express her frustration and her urgent
desire to get out of here, but all that came out was a low howl.
She was vaguely aware of strong arms encircling her, and then that
all too familiar, sickening feeling of being pulled through a
tunnel.

 


**********************************

 


Miranda loved to fly. Soaring through the
cold night air in the guise of a crow, she loved to see the stars
above her. She allowed herself a few fun maneuvers through the air,
certainly not ones that natural crows perform in their daily
flights. She knew she had to find Rose and Vanessa soon – Miranda
didn’t quite trust that Vanessa wouldn’t allow Rose to hurt any
innocent people, like women and children. The few moments she had
right now were all hers, and it was nice to be alone with her
thoughts, her wings catching the breezes. She felt so free, without
a care, that she didn’t want to land and face the fact that she was
indeed thirsty and needed to feed tonight.

She wished her brother were here to soar
with her – he loved flying as much as she. Miranda smiled – in her
mind, for her beak wouldn’t allow such an action – as she thought
of how she and her brother, Cray, would often fly through the skies
together, trying to outdo each other with exotic tricks. They would
put off hunting until the very end of the evening, having been too
caught up in the feeling of being as light as air.

Miranda’s mind filled with the usual
emotions that thoughts of her brother brought. Happiness. Warmth.
Safety. Miranda thought it was funny how Cray made her feel safe,
even though it was she who seemed to always be rescuing him. No
matter. He was her brother – the same blood ran through their
veins, and she felt complete with him on the Earth.

Earth. She knew she should land soon – she
couldn’t stave off hunting until the close of the evening tonight,
not with her thirst, and Rose out there, running wild. She briefly
contemplated taking the life of a deer, but after the past few
nights of saving children, only feeding off dead humans and rats,
she needed fresh human blood.

One healthy, large male, patrolling the
outskirts of the woods, and there will be no need to drain
completely, not tonight, she thought to herself. She looked
down, searching the edges of the forest, looking for any potential
prey. There was none that she could see. She tried catching Rose’s
scent, but it was no use in this form – she would have to change
back to her usual body to reclaim her senses fully. She found a
clearing in what seemed to be the middle of the woods, and
descended quickly. A few feet before the ground, she concentrated
on returning to her human-like form and within that instant, she
felt her talons turn into toes, touching the hard, frozen earth
beneath her. Her legs became longer, more solid, and quickly the
rest of her body returned to a human form. She wiggled her fingers
in the cold air. Her hair, so thick and bothersome at times,
brushed against her face.

Miranda squared her shoulders and started
walking into the trees that stood in front of her. Her long coat
flapped around her booted ankles – she liked the feel of a long
coat, even though the cold didn’t bother her. As she rolled back
her sleeves, a thrill ran through her, the tingling of excitement
that came with the hunt.

Let the hunt begin.

Miranda held her nose out, and took in a
long, deep breath. It wasn’t long before she caught scent of two
humans, a male and a female. They were frightened, she could tell
by the sweat and adrenaline mixed in with the smell of their blood.
Her sensitive ears detected that they were running, running away
from something, and towards her.

Before she could appreciate the thrill that
her prey was coming right to her, she inhaled again. Rose,
she thought as she smelled the familiar wolf form, tinged with
human essence. Through the thick trees that allowed very little
moonlight to filter through them, Miranda’s keen eyes sighted the
pair of humans, now about one hundred yards away from her, as they
tried unsuccessfully to hurry their way out of the forest. A
pointless exercise for them. Miranda knew that Rose couldn’t be
put off their scent once she’d found it. Nor could the humans
outrun her, not in the dark, through the trees and the heavy forest
undergrowth, which reached up to trip them at every step.

Miranda didn’t like killing innocents. Her
brother often chided her, that she had inherited too much of a
human conscience, but she couldn’t see the point in striking down
the young, innocent lives who had so much to look forward to –
marriage, children, dancing, music. These kids certainly fell into
that category, for they were young, probably no more than sixteen
years old, but Miranda needed to feed, and it would take a lot of
energy – more than she had at this point, to tear Rose off this
hunt.

So Miranda made up her mind to join Rose in
the killing of these two young ones. From where she stood, she
could see Rose’s large form coming up behind the two doomed
adolescents now. The human girl had fallen, and as the boy tried to
help her up, both became paralyzed as they spied Rose’s large,
frightening form, practically on top of them.

As a human, Rose was pretty and petite,
about five feet tall, with soft, light brown hair, large brown
eyes, and a cute cupid’s bow mouth. As a werewolf, Rose stood over
six feet tall, walking on large legs that resembled the
hindquarters of a wolf. Her chest was broad, and the arms extending
from it were muscular, ending strong hands with long, sharp, curled
claws. Her fur was still a soft, light brown, but her eyes glowed a
fearsome yellow, and the cupid’s bow mouth was replaced with a
long, terrible snout filled with sharp, razor-like teeth.

Judging from the heavy scent of fear and
adrenaline in the air, Miranda supposed that the werewolf was
indeed a formidable sight for the humans to behold. Fear lay thick
in the air as the humans, now fully comprehending what had hunted
them down, screamed loudly. Miranda ran toward them, unable to
resist the thrill made by the scents and sounds of cornered
prey.

She reached the humans just as Rose’s large
claws gripped the boy by the sides of his arms, her jaws clamping
down on the boy’s neck, severing his head. Now is my time,
Miranda thought as she ran in and snatched the hysterical girl off
the forest floor. Miranda carried the girl away in the blink of an
eye, stopping only when they were a good two hundred yards downwind
from Rose. Werewolves, by their nature, only hunted humans and
wouldn’t go after a vampire. However, they could get territorial
over their kills, and Miranda didn’t want to fight Rose for the
girl.

Her prey in her hand, Miranda felt a brief
wave of sympathy for the girl, who had just witnessed her lover
beheaded and half-eaten by a large wolf-creature. She knew it was
probably best if the girl didn’t live long with such thoughts. So
Miranda drew her lips back from her teeth, and allowed her vampire
instincts to take over completely. Her eyes reddened, and she could
see the blood coursing through the girl’s veins. The canines, and
the molars behind them grew long, as did her fingernails.

With a swift motion, Miranda brought her
mouth down on the girl’s neck, piercing the jugular. She took a
long draught, knowing that quenching her thirst would also weaken
the girl, so that she would soon forget her fear and the pain of
her dead lover.

Sure enough, Miranda could taste the
adrenaline becoming less and less concentrated in the blood,
replaced by the surge of hormones brought about by the arousal
humans always felt during a vampire feed. It perplexed Miranda why
the humans felt that way during a bite. Perhaps because our kind
was born from an illicit coupling, it brings out the sexual nature
in others, Miranda mused as she felt the girl’s life force
enter her mouth, warm her stomach, and fill her veins with a
tingling energy.

Miranda took another long drink of blood,
the last in the girl’s slim body, and then lay back upon the earth,
allowing herself to feel the high that accompanied a feed. Humans
weren’t the only ones that enjoyed the sexual feelings a vampire
bite brought; it was as if the arousal of the humans were
transferred, along with the blood, into the vampire. Miranda sighed
aloud.

“Am I interrupting?” Vanessa inquired,
amusement in her voice. Miranda gave a small start – she’d turned
off her senses, allowing herself to enjoy the sensations inside her
body, such that she’d forgotten that there might be danger – or
Vanessa – around her.

“Yes, you were,” she answered Miranda
honestly. “I was actually wishing that Matthew were here right
now.”

“Why on Earth would you want that?”

Miranda sighed. Vanessa knew sex, that was
certain, but she didn’t understand that sometimes, the act was
accompanied by complicated feelings. So Miranda inhaled deeply and
reminded herself to be patient. If Vanessa wanted to learn how to
exist successfully on the Earth, and wanted Miranda to teach her,
then that was what Miranda would do.

“We’ve hunted before – Matthew and I. And
honestly Vanessa – it was the best sex I’d had with another of my
kind, the coupling after a mutual hunt.”

“So you do want to marry him now?” Vanessa
asked, somewhat excitedly.

“No, not really,” Miranda sighed again.

Vanessa sighed in frustration, and Miranda
knew her friend was confused. First Miranda wanted Matthew, but now
she didn’t...

Without warning, Vanessa blurted, “Is it
because Matthew’s a bore, Miranda? He leads a dull life, even by
human standards. That house in the middle of those marshy lands all
the way off in cold, dreary England. All those books he has,
written by your kind and mine, that he reads every night. Feeding
on cattle and elderly humans.” Vanessa stopped, but only to let out
a small laugh. Then she continued her insensitive tirade. “I mean,
let’s think about it – you’re going to spend the next hundred years
or so locked up in his big old house, sitting by some fire – as if
your kind got cold – while he reads you those ancient books, in
that old-fashioned way if his.”

Miranda knew that Vanessa had trouble
controlling her tongue, and was about to ask her to stop right
there. Miranda’s nerves were already slightly on edge about the
topic, and more words could just cause her to lose her temper.

Before Miranda could interrupt, the
following words rolled right off Vanessa’s tongue, “And God – his
mannerisms! Always, Miss Dandridge this and Miss Dandridge that.
Kissing your hand, asking your permission for everything. He’ll
probably ask you for permission to mount you, and then say he’s
sorry for having spilled his seed inside you afterwards!”

Miranda felt her eyes change color to that
reddish-orange glow that usually prefaced a feed. Or anger.

Vanessa stopped when she saw Miranda’s eyes,
and she held up her hands, palms facing Miranda in a placating
gesture, “Oh Miranda, I’m so sorry, I went too far…”

Miranda had moved so quickly that it took
Vanessa a few seconds to realize that they were nose-to-nose with
each other, the angry orange-red eyes boring down into Vanessa’s
black ones.

“You had better damned well be sorry,
Vanessa! Whatever faults Matthew may have, they pale in comparison
to yours!” Miranda gripped Vanessa’s upheld wrists as Vanessa’s
face turned from fearful to angry.

Miranda had made a fighting move, and
Vanessa’s instincts were to fight back. Even though Vanessa knew
very well that she had provoked the fight.

The two stood locked like that for a few
breaths, on the edge of a battle, the instincts of fighting
overshadowing any emotions of friendship as they sized up each
other’s strengths and weaknesses. Miranda was stronger, and could
shape-shift, but Vanessa could blink herself to a different place
in the wink of an eye, and her flesh had been made strong by the
spirit inside of it. It could withstand any blow the vampire could
deliver.

Then, Miranda’s grip weakened. Whether she
sensed that there would be no winner in this fight, or if she
remembered that Vanessa was a friend, albeit an imperfect one, but
loyal nonetheless, she decided to let go.

Vanessa, trying to make herself more like an
Earth-dweller and less like a callous demon, said softly and
simply, “I’m so sorry, Mirrie. I shouldn’t have said those
things.”

“It’s okay, Vanessa. I’ll admit, the topic
of marriage has me on edge. Especially since,” Miranda paused,
because she’d not told anyone what she was about to confess. “When
Matthew and I were last together, back in the 1920’s, we had both
agreed that the marriage should take place in twenty human years’
time. We figured we’d both be ready then. He wrote to me last year,
proposing that we marry in 1944 – this year – well, I put him off,
because of the war.”

“Wow – how did he take that?”

Miranda shrugged. “He didn’t really
understand it. The war, and human affairs in general, mean nothing
in our world. But, as you pointed out,” Miranda looked at Vanessa
wryly, “Matthew is a gentlemen. So we agreed to be married at the
end of the war. Which should be…”

“Very soon.”

“Yes, Vanessa. Very soon.”

“I just don’t understand why you vamps still
insist on these ridiculous, ancient, silly ceremonies.”

Miranda smiled. Vanessa had been around
since the days before the great flood, so she had seen a lot of
change in the world and also a fair amount of ridiculous, ancient,
and silly ceremonies.

“You know our kind, Ness,” Miranda gave a
small laugh. “We’re outcasts. The descendants of a woman who fled
her home of Eden to be exiled among the demons, and of an angel who
had rebelled against his creator and been cast out of Heaven. Not
wanted on Earth, not wanted in Heaven – we think it’s nothing short
of a miracle that our race has survived this long at all.”

“God doesn’t exactly love our kind, either,”
Vanessa reminded Miranda.

“Yes, well, be that as it may, we vampires
have our traditions, and our marriage ceremony. Besides,” she said,
her voice growing to a whisper, about to talk of an unpleasantness,
“you know what happens if we don’t have the ceremony. Stillborn
babies, barren couples, insanity, or worse – children who are
barbaric, mindless, existing only to feed on whatever they can get
their hands on,” she shuddered at the thought of having a child
that didn’t respond to you, one that you had to kill yourself,
before it grew too big and went wild upon a town of humans.

“Didn’t Matthew and his first wife have a
ceremony?” Vanessa asked pointedly, and Miranda dreaded the point
that Vanessa would make next.

“Yes, Ness,” she sighed tiredly. “And I’ve
told you before, I’ve no idea why his wife left him to drown
herself. But,” she continued, “I’ve got to, what do the humans say?
‘Buck up’? He’s a very good man, and he’ll treat me very well. And
it’ll only be for a hundred years, maybe less, depending upon when
we have children. We can go our separate ways then,” Miranda tried
convincing herself aloud.

She took in a deep breath, and looked around
at her surroundings, having forgotten the dead girl lying at her
feet and the fact that their werewolf friend was nowhere in sight,
or sound.

“So,” Vanessa began, and Miranda sensed that
she was about to ask another question about her marriage to
Matthew. Miranda had tired of the topic, so she said gently, “Ness,
can we not talk about it any more tonight?” She looked at Vanessa’s
eyes, “Please?”

“Sure, sure Mirrie,” Vanessa nodded eagerly.
“We don’t need another fight.” The two women smiled and looked at
each other, as Vanessa had said aloud what the two of them had been
thinking.

Miranda motioned to the lifeless form on the
forest floor. “Do you want her? I’m afraid I drained her, so
there’s no blood for you. She was so small and skinny…”

“S’alright,” Vanessa shrugged, “I can still
use the flesh. And getting Rose out here didn’t take too much out
of me. There’s always a stray soldier or two around the woods.”

“Right,” Miranda agreed. Unfortunately,
executions of prisoners took place day or night.

“Miranda – you gonna find Rose?”

Vanessa’s question snapped Miranda back to
the present situation, and she became anxious to find Rose. “Yes,
of course. Thanks Ness. Trying to get my head in the present, and
not the future,” she smiled at Vanessa.

Vanessa returned her grin with a devilish
smile of her own. “Hey, that reminds me of whisperings I heard in
Sheol today.”

“Really,” Miranda, despite her anxiousness
to find Rose, was intrigued. Oh, a few more breaths won’t
hurt, she convinced herself.

“What did you hear, Ness?” Vanessa was a
Nephilim spirit, one of the race of giants who were the offspring
of a group of angels, the ‘Grigori’, or ‘Watchers’ and human women.
After the angels fell from grace, the bodies of the Nephilim were
destroyed in a great flood, but their spirits were allowed to roam
the earth at night. During the day, the Nephilim resided in Sheol,
a middle-realm, neither Heaven nor Hell. Not unpleasant, but not
quite freedom, either. In Sheol, the spirit wisps were blown this
way and that by hot, dry winds, occasionally stopping to
communicate with each other, but otherwise, constantly moving.
Sometimes a Nephilim could hear the gossip of what the fallen
Watchers were getting up to in their abyss, in Hell.

“Well, it’s never easy to hear things in
that place, at least, not so as you could make any sense. But, a
lotta talk about…” Vanessa screwed her face in concentration,
trying to remember and decipher at the same time, “something about
‘We got the twelfth now – the future is ours’.”

“The twelfth? The twelfth what?” Miranda
asked, perplexed. The inhabitants of Hell often attached importance
to numbers and they were speaking of the future – all very strange
indeed.

Vanessa shrugged, her face showing that she
was a little upset because she couldn’t be of more help.

“Oh well, probably nothing,” Miranda
reassured herself. She had read part of the famous human book, the
Bible – Matthew had actually written a very good edition. She knew
of twelve apostles, but that was some time ago. Could they still
be talking of that in Sheol? The Nephilim had very little sense
of time…

Right now, Miranda had more pressing issues
than spirits gossiping about long-dead humans. She turned her head
towards the breezes, hoping to catch Rose’s scent. When she
couldn’t smell anything, she knew she’d have to take to the air to
find the werewolf. Not something I hate to do, she smiled,
as she took a half-step forward, arms outstretched, and the next
movement she made was the flap of her wings as a crow taking
flight.
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CHAPTER 6 – ONE LAST TIME

 


Gertrude Kluger sat at her desk in a small
building across the street from the SS headquarters in the Polish
city of Poznan. She was a secretary for the SS, the Schutzstaffel,
or German police. As such, she spent most of her days sorting
through papers, taking messages and so forth. Gertrude was also a
talented actress – she had to be, growing up with her gift. It came
easily to her, pretending to be a good little German, a staunch
supporter of Hitler and his Nazi regime, but all the while, she was
secretly helping Jews, Poles, and others similarly persecuted to
escape his hideous plans.

Although now, in late November of 1944, it
looked as if Gertrude’s role in the Polish Resistance was about to
come to an end. The Soviets had just pushed their way into
German-occupied Slovakia, and it was only a matter of time before
Poland was invaded. So the SS was moving their Poznan office – and
Gertrude with it – back to Berlin. Back to her home city.

Back to Helen.

It had torn Gertrude apart, the fact that
Helen hadn’t been able to accompany her on the long assignment in
Poznan. So Gertrude had consoled herself by pouring her pent-up
frustrations into helping the Resistance, which proved to be a very
cathartic experience. To her surprise, she and Helen had managed to
keep their relationship going, despite the distance. Gertrude’s
magic had, of course, helped – it was always easier, sending
messages in the form of birds and bats, than through the usual
methods. Now, all the fretting over correspondences would end soon,
for they would be together again, in each other’s presence.

Once back in their little apartment, the one
Helen had been keeping for them all these years, they could start
making their plans to head to the Netherlands, as soon as it was
liberated. Gertrude looked forward to starting a new life in the
Netherlands, where perhaps she and Helen would be bold, and live
together as something other than ‘sisters’. Germany had been very
accepting of such relationships before the war, but now – Hitler
had no use for couples who couldn’t produce children. The men were
persecuted horribly – made to wear pink triangles, sent to the
camps for hard labor and abuse. Women were not always subjected to
such fates – for some reason Hitler had not considered lesbians a
scourge as he had male homosexuals, but still – secrecy was better.
In these times, who knew if Hitler planned another purge like the
Night of the Long Knives, and she’d prefer not be a victim of such
a fate.

Yes, for now, she and Helen still had to be
careful. Careful, careful, careful. That was what Gertrude’s life
had been all about, pretty much ever since she was born, and now
certainly under the SS. Careful not to let others know she was
different, that she had ‘the gift’ to actually make spells work.
Careful to always shut doors, lock down windows, and stuff the
cracks with clothes and towels so that no one could see her perform
her spells and her magic. However, in the Netherlands, somewhere
quiet in the country, just she and Helen...

Gertrude’s reverie was broken as an officer
approached her desk. Dorf was his name, and he was holding a bunch
of papers, which he held out to her.

“What’s this?” she asked him.

He answered her with a confident smile.
“Plans for a vacation villa for the Goebbels family, to be built on
one of the Greek islands.”

“Really?” Gertrude responded, unable to keep
the surprise from her voice. What a dream world they are living
in, to think they can remain in power, she thought.

“Aah, Gertrude. The tide will turn soon. The
Furher is luring his enemies into a false sense of security,
allowing them to take France. He is about to show them who has the
true power and who is meant to be the ruler of all!” Dorf then
struck his thigh and laughed at this, a deep throaty sound, which
ended in his voice becoming a bit softer, seductive even, as he
transferred his hand from his thigh to hers. “We will then
celebrate, won’t we?”

“Of course we will,” reassured Gertrude,
placing one hand on his cheek, the other on his hand which caressed
her thigh. She stopped his caresses, and hoping to be friendly, but
not encouraging, brought his hand to her lips, kissed it, then
said, “But for now, I must review these plans and start the
implementations, Herr Dorf, otherwise we won’t have anywhere
to celebrate.”

“We could start the celebrations early,”
Dorf replied taking his hand from her and wrapping it around her
waist. Ugh, I feared this. Most of the time, the
soldiers were turned off by her encouragements, since they wanted
to be in control and have the power. Other times, like this one,
they were pushed further into thinking she was willing to be with
them. It was not so easy to get out of these situations without
angering them, and their anger was not what she wanted directed at
her. She’d seen a few other women spurn advances, only to have
revenge exacted upon them. Rapes, beatings, the scrutiny of their
families by the SS – Gertrude didn’t want to go through the same.
Not now, when she was so close to going back to Berlin.

She tried not to do this too often,
especially in broad daylight and in the company of others, but it
couldn’t be helped today. Thinking of Helen, as she’d done earlier,
well, she just couldn’t put herself through a sexual act with this
beast. So she reached into her pocket, her fingers finding the
small sachet of rosemary and salt.

“What did you say?” The officer looked
puzzled as Gertrude mumbled some incoherent words.

He then looked down at the two of them, as
if he only just realized that they were in an embrace.

“Oh, sorry,” he said, his red face showing
his embarrassment as he quickly undid his arm.

“I’ll get started reviewing these plans,
Herr Dorf,” Gertrude replied, in her sweetest voice.

He nodded, then turned and walked away
quickly, his mind still trying to figure out how he’d got into an
embrace with such a woman.

Gertrude turned back to her desk, then
started slightly as the phone rang. “Hello?” she lifted the
receiver, wondering who could be calling her so late in the
day.

“Oh yes, Father Ott. Of course, it’s always
nice to hear from you. The school is going well?” she played along.
Gertrude had never met Father Ott, but she had worked with him
several times, helping him hide Jewish children that would have
been sent to the camps. Father Ott worked under the pretense that
these children were potential students at a school he ran, outside
Berlin. He would call Gertrude to help him ‘transfer’ the children,
who always ended up in convents or with safe families, but he
usually sent letters or telegrams – never a phone call. This must
be urgent.

“Of course, Father Ott. I’ll send a medical
examiner out to vet them right away. I know time is of the essence
– the Furher needs as many willing students as he can get right
now.” Gertrude hung up the phone, twirling her pencil in her hand,
her nose wrinkling slightly as she smelled something funny.
Probably a dead rat in the walls somewhere.

One last rescue for the Resistance – she
could manage that. She did feel badly that her work with them was
coming to an end, and the priest’s voice had seemed so kind and
gentle, even though it was over the phone. So Gertrude started
mentally assembling her team of rescuers.

She knew that Ben was staying in Plonsk, at
the Jarosinski’s, who were also Resistance members. She could get a
telegram out to him easily, but, Ben Gongliewski wouldn’t be
enough. The Father had explained that this was a rush job, that the
Polish couple and the Jewish children they were keeping were about
to be descended upon by the SS any day now. Gertrude knew, right
then and there, that this rescue would require someone with
extraordinary talents. Someone who could only be contacted by one
of Gertrude’s spells – for they had to stay in abandoned houses,
with cellars, where no one would find them during the day.

Gertrude made a wry face when she thought of
that demon, Vanessa, or ‘former demon’, as Vanessa had always
corrected. Huh, that’s a crock – you can’t change a demon’s
nature, she thought angrily, remembering Vanessa’s trickery,
and the seduction. Gertrude could never see why Miranda insisted
upon keeping Vanessa around,. Of course, Miranda didn’t quite see
things through Gertrude’s human eyes, so she probably wasn’t nearly
as bothered by Vanessa’s habits as Gertrude was.

While Gertrude didn’t always approve of the
vampire and the company she kept, except maybe for that young
werewolf kid they had with them, Gertude did feel, deep down,that
despite her nature, Miranda could be trusted. Gertrude also
couldn’t help feeling that she owed Miranda, even after Miranda had
insisted, time and time again, that there was no debt. So Gertrude
would put aside any petty feelings and contact Miranda tonight,
when she could do the spell with no one watching.

She turned once again to the plans for a
vacation house on Santorini. Flights of fancy; such hubris these
leaders have, she thought to herself, then wondered if,
perhaps, she and Helen would venture to that island one day, far
away, when all this fighting was over.
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CHAPTER 7 – ANGST

 


“I hate my parents for having made me!” Rose
cried, her face buried in her hands.

The three of them, Miranda, Vanessa, and
Rose, were still in Plonsk, even though it was the end of November.
They hadn’t intended to stay in the abandoned tailor’s shop for
such a long time, but the Russians still had not advanced into
Warsaw, so they saw no reason to leave what had become quite cozy.
It had actually been nice, to stay in one place for over a month.
There was a certain comfort in knowing the ‘lay of the land’ –
where they could find food for Rose, the ins and outs of nearby
forests, where the soldiers gathered and so forth – all the things
which made their living a little easier.

A hard time was up ahead, at least for Rose.
The moon would be full in a few nights, and she was still haunted
by what had happened the last time she’d turned. It had been the
thirty-first day, the last day of the human month of October; the
night of the Samhain, when the veil separating the world of the
living from that of the dead was at its thinnest, allowing spirits
and demons to enter into the earthly realm, to haunt mortals and
cause mischief.

On that night, as with many werewolves, the
dead that Rose had killed came back to haunt her. The soldiers
hadn’t bothered her so much, but it had been the women – and a
child or two, from the early days when Rose had hunted alone,
without guardians like Miranda and Vanessa – they had preyed
heavily on Rose’s already sizable burden of guilt.

Now Rose was a few days away from another
full moon, and she was dreading her next change, which was coming
whether she wanted it or not. Huddled in the corner of her bed, in
the work area of the tailor’s shop, knees to her chest, arms
wrapped around her shins, Rose cried. Miranda sat with her arm
wrapped around Rose’s shoulders, trying to comfort her.

“Rose, the hauntings only took place last
month because of the Samhain. It won’t happen again this time. I
promise.” Miranda turned Rose’s face towards hers and looked deep
into her eyes, willing Rose to believe her.

Rose was too upset. “It never happened
before, though. Why this time?” Before Miranda could respond, Rose
broke into sobs again, burying her face in Miranda’s shoulder. “Oh
Mirrie, it was awful, to have them talk, whispering in my ears
about the pain they suffered at my teeth, and the families they
left behind.”

“I know Rose, I know,” Miranda comforted
her.

Rose looked up at her through teary eyes.
“Have ones you’ve killed, have they ever, come back, too?”

“No.” Miranda wouldn’t lie to her, even
though she wanted desperately to comfort Rose. “But, when I went
into Hell, to rescue Cray – I heard the same whispering, like
taunts – a lot of them. It was…awful.” Miranda shuddered at the
thought, and tried focusing on the present, to push the memories
out of her mind.

“But last month, Rose. That was a –what’s
the word? Anomaly? It won’t happen again.”

“But Vanessa said the veil thins again, in
the spring. Wal-something or other, she called it.”

“Walpurgisnacht,” Miranda corrected. “And
hopefully, the war will end by then. That’s why you were haunted
this time, Rose. Remember what Vanessa told us about the whispers
she’s been hearing in Sheol, about the restless demons.? It’s from
all the evil in the world right now, because this war has upset the
balance too much. Typically, some unrest is … well, it’s required,
in the world. There can’t be total peace. But this war is different
somehow. Maybe it has to do with what Vanessa heard, something
about a Himmler…”

“Hitler.” It was Rose’s turn to correct
Miranda.

“About his dabblings in some new religion.
So if the war ends soon, the balance should return so that the
spirits won’t be as restless, and don’t haunt you, even in the
springtime.” Miranda smiled at Rose. “Remember that werewolf we
saw, before the war started? His name was Lagraize? He said that
all werewolves go through something like this. It’s part of your
curse, to be haunted by…” Miranda broke off, before she said ‘the
people you’ve killed.’ She knew that Rose didn’t want to hear the
words.

Rose refused to be comforted by any advice,
whether it was from vampires or other werewolves. “I hate my
parents. I hate that they did this to me, that they had kids at
all, knowing what they were, were – cursed. And now I have the
curse, and have to live with it.” Rose stopped, then looked at
Miranda, “Miranda, did you ever, ever – hate, or even dislike –
what you are?”

Miranda was so surprised by the question,
that she shifted her body back an inch or two away from Rose. She
hadn’t expected such a query. In truth, no one had ever asked it of
her.

“Well, Rose,” she began, then stopped and
took a breath to think about how she should respond. It was best to
be truthful – her species was never very good at keeping track of
any lies they told, and sooner or later a slip up would happen. If
Rose found out that Miranda had lied to her, which she would
eventually, it would only add to Rose’s distress.

“I never thought about it, Rose. I’m sorry –
I don’t really have an answer for you. It’s never occurred to me,
to want to be something other than what I am.” She shrugged,
knowing her response was inadequate.

“So the killing, it doesn’t bother you?”

“To kill in general? No. I have to eat. Just
like humans, who are carnivores, and prey on species they consider
to be … lesser than themselves. Not that I consider you a lesser
species, Rose,” Miranda added hastily. “But I stay away from
children, you know that. And young couples who have their lives
ahead of them – although there have been exceptions…” Miranda
stopped again.

“I know, Miranda. Please don’t remind me – I
saw that boy, the one I killed, back at the beginning of
October…”

Before Rose could add another word, Miranda
hugged her again, hoping that the embrace would stop Rose’s
memories. “Rose, please,” Miranda whispered into Rose’s ear.
“Please believe me – you are not a bad person. Not a bad being.
Look,” Miranda took Rose by the shoulders and held her tight,
looking into her eyes to make sure Rose understood what she was
saying, “All things die. Even my kind – we last for a long, long
time, but we can be killed. There are none of us who have survived
from the beginning of our race, even our very first ancestors have
all died out.

“My point is – it’s not wrong to be part of
death – a method of death, if you will. With your curse – you can’t
help it – it’s a part of who you are, who you are meant to be…”

“I hate it!” Rose interjected, but
Miranda gave her a small shake, and continued talking,

“Hating what you are is not the answer,
Rose. Accepting what you are is. Remember how Lagraize told us that
he never really disliked what he was? And that he was able to
maintain most of his consciousness when he turned? Do you remember
that?”

Rose nodded through her tears.

“I think that’s the key, Rose. Accept
yourself, and you may find yourself stronger. Both as a wolf, and
as a human.”

“But Mirrie,” Rose interrupted again, her
tone less angry, and a little more logical, “it’s so hard, having
one foot in the human world, and one in, in … the underworld. It
would be so much simpler to be one way or another. Like you and
Vanessa – you two have your own world, with its own particular
rules that you follow. It’s the same for the human world. But me –
it’s hard to follow human rules when, for a short time every month
– I’m not human. And yet … I’m not completely living in the
underworld, like you are. I’m not immortal, I don’t have super
strength, I can’t run fast or fly, or change into anything when
it’s not a full moon. It’s…”

“Oh Rose!” Miranda couldn’t help embrace her
friend again, if only for a few short breaths, before she pointed
out, “What about witches? Psychics? Other humans with gifts. They
live in the human world with their powers, like Gertrude in the
Resistance, and they still find ways to make their lives work. To
bend the human rules around their gifts, and vice versa.

“And as for myself and Vanessa – well, we’re
really not supposed to be here at all. I’m the descendant of a
human that fled the garden of Eden, and a fallen angel kicked out
of Heaven – two outcasts. But here I am, all the same,” she held
out her arms to emphasize her words. “Of course, it’s not easy for
me – or for Vanessa, for that matter – to live on the Earth,
dodging sunlight, suspicious humans and all. And you know, during
the day, I have no powers.

“The day…” Miranda mused aloud, wondering if
she should confide that story to Rose. Of course she should. “You
know, Rose – I’ve never seen the sun. Never felt its light, its
warmth, on my face. Only once, I got very close – I was on the
rooftop of our house in Brooklyn, oh, about a hundred years ago, I
think. I stayed up there, as the sun was rising, just to see it,
feel it…”

“Oh my God, Mirrie – what happened?” Rose’s
eyes were wide with anticipation and… admiration at the
rebelliousness.

“I was badly burned,” Miranda answered her,
laughing when she thought back to the bandages her maid Ruth had
placed on her arms and face. Then she looked at Rose again, “Oh, it
wasn’t funny at the time – Cray and Fredericks – our butler –
managed to pull me away in time before serious damage was done, but
still – Ruth had her hands full for a night or two, I can tell you
that!”

“Did you… feel… anything?” Rose asked,
clearly curious at Miranda’s very un-vampire-like behavior.

“Yes, I can clearly remember its warmth,”
Miranda nodded. Then, reflecting back, she added, “It was worth
it,” and she laughed again.

“So, Mirrie, you do have regrets, about what
you are… sometimes?”

“I cannot change what I am, Rose, so there
is no point in my spending time wishing I am something else,”
Miranda answered, but looking at Rose’s face, she could tell that
her reasoning – typical of her kind, they didn’t have angst over
very much – wasn’t what Rose wanted to hear. So she offered, “But
there are times that I wish I could experience things. Like the
love that you humans have for each other – your bonds, especially
between a woman and her husband. With my kind – it’s
different.”

“But you have that marriage ceremony,” Rose
pointed out. “And don’t you grow to love your husband?”

“In a way. Especially after the children are
born. But,” and Miranda grew quiet, thinking about her future, tied
to a person that would never, truly care for her. She then said, in
a voice barely above a whisper, “It’s not the same, not like you
humans. We don’t grieve for our loved ones, not – not as a matter
of course.”

“But there’s you and your brother. You guys
would certainly grieve for each other,” Rose argued.

Miranda smiled. Everyone in the underworld
always pointed to Miranda and Cray, saying it was unusual for
siblings to have such close ties. Miranda grew annoyed by the
statements, often countering that her cousins, Silvannah and
Wolfgang, were still in touch with each other, though they were
almost two hundred years old by now.

Shaking her head slightly to stop herself
from thinking of her own annoyances, Miranda said, “But never mind,
me and Cray. We’re talking about you, Rose, and how you needn’t
fear this change. What happened last time, that was very upsetting,
I’ll not deny it. But, ghosts can’t physically hurt you. It’s
merely a mental challenge and, in your head, you need to accept
what you are, for if your human half accepts the wolf, then the
part of you that is the wolf will accept the human.” Miranda
finished triumphantly.

Rose sat there, looking at her hands, one
hand tracing the seams on her shirtwaist. She spoke quietly, as if
thinking over Miranda’s last words. “Do you really think that I
could have more of my human consciousness when I turn, if I accept
myself? Fully accept myself?” She looked at Miranda’s face, and
Miranda could tell she was searching for signs that Miranda might
lie to her.

Miranda didn’t. She looked her straight in
the eyes, took both of Rose’s hands in hers and said simply,
“Yes.”

“And Rose,” Miranda wanted to address Rose’s
feelings of not ‘fitting in’ to any world. “We all feel like
outcasts, like we don’t belong, from time to time. The others I’ve
met of your kind, they have confided in me that they can feel left
out of their own world. But – you are a part of something. My
family. Our family. It may or may not be the family you quite want,
but it’s here for you, nonetheless. Just please remember… not all
members of a family are the same. Everyone brings different
strengths, and weaknesses to the family. But we all function
together – function very well, I might add –as one, and that’s the
important thing.”

“Thanks Mirrie,” Rose answered her, and
returned Miranda’s many embraces of the evening. “It helps, hearing
how you feel like you miss out on things too,” Miranda heard Rose
say, though the words were very muffled as Rose’s face was hidden
in Miranda’s thick hair.

“Everything okay in here?” Vanessa’s voice
called out tentatively, through the shop. She was certainly not
used to such displays of crying – too deep an emotion involved, so
she had gone out hunting at the start of the evening, lest she say
something blunt – and how could she not – and upset Rose even
more.

“Yes Ness, I think we’re fine now,” Miranda
answered, looking at Rose to make certain she hadn’t misspoken.

Rose nodded. “Yes, Vanessa. Did you get what
you wanted, you know – what you need for the protection spells?”
Rose looked at Vanessa anxiously.

“Yep – got it, but man, it was hard to come
by. Don’t worry, Rosie ol’ gal – we’ll get you fixed up with some
symbols and what-not that should keep away any annoying spirits.
Yes ma’am, a few drops of ink, a spell – those ghosts’ll scram when
they see you comin’!”

It never ceased to amaze Miranda how deftly
Vanessa could learn and use slang terms in any language. Both she
and Vanessa, due to their angelic origins, had the ability to learn
and speak any language on Earth. Miranda’s native tongue, Vralic,
was a combination of Malachim – the language of the angels – and a
very, very early form of Sumerian, which was Lilith’s native
tongue. Vanessa usually spoke to Miranda in Vralic, it being so
close to Vanessa’s own language, which was a corrupted form of
Malachim that the demons used. Miranda often reasoned that because
Vanessa’s previous line of ‘work’ involved tempting humans, she had
to be quick to pick up on their languages, including their slang,
to insinuate herself into their trust. Despite that, Miranda
couldn’t help but marvel at Vanessa’s speech from time to time.

“Oh, almost forgot – I found this hovering
outside the shop. Think it’s from Gert.” Vanessa tossed a small,
wriggling object at Miranda.

Miranda caught it and opened her hands to
find that it was a bat, squeaking and shaking with indignation at
having been held prisoner by Vanessa’s for what it considered too
long a time period. It lay in Miranda’s palm for a breath, before
turning into a piece of parchment.

“Yes, you’re right Ness. It is from
Gertrude,” Miranda affirmed. “Oooh – it’s another rescue!”
Miranda couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. Then she
remembered Rose’s feelings, and softened her tone a little. “Only
if you’re up for it, Rose.”

Rose nodded quickly, as if she wanted to
show everyone that she was better, and not a burden. “Yes, I’ll be
alright. It actually helps, you know. Doing good things like
rescuing people. Makes me feel better about, about being a … a
werewolf. There! I said it!” Rose looked at them, a little
relieved, but still uncertain as to whether or not accepting
herself really would be a good thing.

Miranda started clapping, and Vanessa joined
in.

“Yeah, Rosie baby – being cursed is nothing
to be ashamed of. Trust me – happens to a lot of folks, more than
the humans would like to think,” Vanessa added, in almost
reassuring tones. Miranda looked at her, a little surprised that
Ness would show some compassion towards Rose. At the same time, she
was also happy that Vanessa was developing a little bit of an
emotional side.

“Alright, good!” Miranda said, allowing her
excitement at another rescue to bubble again. “Gertrude says the
rescue is in, in – Plonsk. Why, that’s where we are, correct?” She
looked at her friends for confirmation.

Her friends nodded affirmatively, and
Miranda went back to reading the note. “She says one of us is to
meet with Ben – he’s the guy we met last time – at the newsstand
near the central market, tomorrow, at about 3 p.m. – Oh, why
couldn’t she have made it closer to sunset?” Something inside
Miranda didn’t want Rose to go to meet the man alone.

“Actually Miranda – it’s not that far off
from sunset,” Rose chimed in. “The winter sun sets a lot earlier
these days. I don’t mind meeting him by myself, really.”

“Oh, I know that Rose,” Miranda said, not
saying anything else aloud for fear that she would reveal how
foolish she was being.

Vanessa had picked up on something. “How did
you remember that guy’s name? From a month or so ago? You ain’t
still gotta crush on him?”

“Vanessa!” Miranda exclaimed, more out of
surprise that her friend had cut to the heart of the matter so
quickly.

“Miranda, if you really want to meet with
him, maybe we can change the time? Or I can stall…” Rose offered
hopefully.

“Don’t be silly, either of you,” Miranda
chastised; having her feelings exposed made her a little defensive.
She really didn’t know that man at all, even if she had sensed
something good, and … passionate, about him. Really, now was not
the time to go throwing effort after foolishness. Looking at Rose,
she said firmly, “You’ll go and meet him tomorrow, and get the
assignment. Then, after Ness and I wake up and feed,” here she
looked at Vanessa, “we will meet the two of you.”

“You’ll be able to smell my blood? – but
Mirrie, I may be all the way across town,” Rose pointed out.

“S’alright. I can find you by your brand,”
Vanessa said, matter-of-factly.

Rose looked at Vanessa, confusion and
apprehension on her face. “Brand? I thought only Miranda had one of
your marks? You’re now saying I have one too?”

Vanessa replied smugly, “You were sleeping,”
then shrugged and smiled.

“It’s actually better, Rose, in case we get
separated,” Miranda was quick to reassure. “Ness can find either
one of us.”

Rose was still looking at Vanessa with eyes
narrowed in anger. “Just next time, Vanessa – ask before you do
it.”

“Don’t worry, dearie. No more branding
without you knowin’ about it. Come on, now – you should get your
sleep. ‘Specially if you’re going to go meeting Miranda’s new
boyfriend tomorrow,” Vanessa chuckled.

“Oh Vanessa – please don’t be ridiculous
now,” Miranda said sharply, but she had a feeling, deep inside
herself, that Vanessa was speaking the truth, and it scared her a
little. She shook off that thought, and got up, stretching her legs
for the upcoming hunt. “I need to feed, now. No comments, Vanessa!”
Miranda warned, sensing that Vanessa was about to make some smart
remark about the sensual feelings feeding could bring.

Still, the thought of another rescue made
Miranda happy, and there was a spring in her step as she walked
outside. She allowed herself a few imaginings of what her
interactions with humans – the children she would rescue – would be
like and maybe, just a little, a few imaginings about that human
Ben.

 


 


~~~~~~

 


 



CHAPTER 8 – A NORMAL DINNER

 


Rose walked through the Plonsk streets, on
her way to the central newsstand, as instructed by the previous
night’s message. She was also on the lookout for someplace that had
food. In two nights it would be a full moon, and she always needed
extra calories for the change. Especially if she changed the night
before the full moon, as she had last month. She hoped that
wouldn’t be the case – one night a month was more than enough.

Rose hated that she needed to go out during
the day, by herself, for human food; she always felt like she stood
out in these foreign Polish cities. She was constantly stealing
furtive glances, wondering if she really seemed as unremarkable as
she looked, if her forged papers were good enough, or if the SS
would call her out and shoot her on the spot. Although today, she
felt a small sense of relief as she noticed the streets were empty
of SS soldiers. Must have been called to the East to stop the
Soviet advances, she thought.

The absence of such danger was nice, because
on her walk Rose wanted to let her guard down a little, so that she
could mull over what Miranda had said last night. Maybe this is
the way, what I’ve been searching for. I’ve been feeling so lost in
my situation, my condition, that maybe this is how I can feel like
I belong somewhere again. Rose felt a small glimmer of hope
rise up inside her. She had been so opposed to accepting her wolf
nature for so long, believing herself to be an absolute monster.
However, what Miranda had said, about how all things had their
place, in life and death, it made sense somehow.

Can’t hurt to try, can it? Accept
yourself as a werewolf? Part of the food chain, part of nature?
Rose asked herself. She might as well try it; maybe then the ghosts
wouldn’t haunt her as much, the next time the veil between the
worlds thinned in the springtime. Although hopefully, Vanessa’s
protection spell would work as well.

After all, Vanessa’s mother was supposedly
the first witch on the earth, even if Vanessa’s spells didn’t
always work. Now Rose, she chided herself, better not be
too hard on Ness, she’s part of your family, after all! A strange
family at that! Rose wanted to laugh out loud. Although
Miranda’s brother wasn’t so bad… he was just so … mysterious.
Imposing and intimidating at first, but then very charming and
reassuring to Rose, as if he sensed her unease about him. He
certainly exuded confidence, no doubt – especially around Vanessa
and that big blond friend of his, who was one of Vanessa’s kind
–Denny. Soft-spoken, not at all like Vanessa. Quite a bunch I’ve
found for myself, she thought, then smiled when she realized
that these people – even Vanessa – were nice to her, and did care
for her. Rose decided that she must stop wallowing in self-pity,
forget about the ghosts, and concentrate on accepting her wolf
nature.

And also concentrate on the new assignment –
she’d been so absorbed in her thoughts, that she almost walked by
the central market place. When she looked up to find the newsstand,
she gave a little jump. Ben was standing at it, smiling, like he
was happy to see her. Rose thought this strange, as she considered
herself merely a cog in the Resistance wheel, and dealings between
Resistance members were typically gruff and all business. A grim
business it was too, keeping their movements secret from the Nazis
and those who supported them. Smiling was never a thought.

Rose wasn’t sure if she even remembered how
to smile to a stranger. Her attempt must have been successful,
because as Ben approached her, his grin broadened a little.

He asked her something in German.

That wiped whatever smile had been on Rose’s
face clean away. Although Rose had been studying German here and
there since the war started, she was not fluent. She knew enough to
get by, but Ben had said something to her that she hadn’t expected,
something about friends, and it wasn’t the typical phrase the
Resistance members used when greeting each other. Rose was unsure
how to respond, and she knew she couldn’t remain so for long, lest
she arouse the suspicion of anyone listening in.

So Rose turned to the newsstand and bought a
paper, saying the German words of which she was certain to the
salesman. She then turned to Ben and smiled, asking, “Excuse me?”
in German.

Ben responded in German, saying something
about a place to eat – she understood that much – then he took her
arm and steered her away from the newsstand and down the street.
His look was intense for a second, and she understood that she was
to play along with this charade until they were out of the public’s
sight. She nodded and moved in closer to him, as if she were
comfortable with him, and matched his stride as they walked
along.

Rose had no idea where Ben was leading her,
but she sensed she was safe. She’d always had an acute intuition
when there was danger close by, perhaps due to her cursed lineage.
Ben was chatting to her in German, low enough so that it was not
too conspicuous, but not so low that it seemed as though he were
whispering, which might also attract attention. He was speaking in
rather simple phrases about the weather, the color of the leaves in
the forests of Poland, and she was able to answer at the
appropriate pauses.

Before she knew it, they had stopped in
front of a café. Ben held the door open for her, and as she
entered, her senses were assaulted with the smell of something
delicious cooking. Ben noticed the surprise that registered on her
face and smiled, “Yes, they cook, mostly for the SS, but they’ll
serve us as well. I’ve helped her husband with various ailments –
she’ll protect me.”

Rose had been so involved in taking in her
surroundings that she had failed to notice that Ben had just spoken
to her in English. She turned her head quickly towards him, a
questioning look on her face, curious but not sure if she really
wanted to ask such a probing question.

He sensed her unasked question, and answered
it. “Yes, I speak English too. It’s a good language to know these
days. It’s okay to speak it here, we’ll just break into German if
anyone else walks in.” He smiled again as he helped her into a seat
at a table, across the room from where an older man sat – most
likely the husband. Ben walked over to the counter where a woman
was standing, speaking to her in Polish. She smiled at him in
return, and gave him two large servings of some kind of
reddish-colored soup she had cooked.

Ben walked confidently over to the table,
with a plate in each hand, some bread tucked under his arm. “No
cutlery, sorry” he apologized to Rose.

“It’s no problem,” she replied, allowing
herself to smile, grateful for the meal she was about to
receive.

“Have you ever eaten czernina?” he
asked her?

“Not that I know of, but I think I’m about
to,” she replied with a smile. “It smells delicious.”

“It is, made from duck – we’re lucky to have
meat today,” Ben added, before tearing off a chunk of bread and
dipping it into the soup.

Neither spoke as they both attacked their
food with gusto. Rose’s thoughts wandered back to the newsstand,
and she asked Ben, “What – what did you say to me, back at the
stand when you first saw me?”

“I asked you where your friends were,” he
replied simply.

“Oh, they’re still sleeping,” she responded,
not even having to think about her answer. She was so used to
giving it by now, and it wasn’t even a lie.

“Hmf” was the only answer he could muster,
as he nodded with his mouth full.

“They try to stay out of the daylight. They
look…” she trailed off, thinking of the right word.

“Striking” Ben answered without a hint of a
question in his voice.

“Yes,” she agreed with a small laugh. “You
noticed the last time we met?”

“Yes, even in the dark,” he answered. Then
he added quickly, “But I was looking for it. You three have a bit
of a reputation.” His sentence ended there, as if he wanted to add
an air of mystery to their conversation. His face looked
expectant.

“Oh?” Rose answered, trying to control her
panic. Damn, she thought, Not that Miranda cares much
about exposure, but still – it wouldn’t be good to have people
guessing. She tried to keep her expression innocent as she
asked the expected, cliché question, “What do you mean?”

“Just that you are very dependable, in
circumstances that are difficult.” His nonchalance, the fact that
he continued to chew while he talked, made Rose feel easier. They
hadn’t raised too much suspicion.

Relieved, Rose turned her head down and the
two of them ate in silence. It was all so normal, eating dinner in
a café with someone who didn’t have to pretend to eat her food.
Here, now, in the café eating, she felt like she belonged, even if
she knew it was only for a short time. I must remind myself of
this moment, the next time I get depressed, because it’s an example
of how I can enjoy my life – even if I’m a werewolf – by just
taking things for what they are, Rose said firmly to
herself.

The silence was broken by Ben. “I suppose I
should tell you about the assignment.”

Oh yes, I’d almost forgotten.

“There are three children that have been
staying with one family for several years now – the couple was
previously childless. The neighbors have always been suspicious,
and lately… it’s got much worse. The SS have paid one visit
already, and although they left the children with the couple – and
no one was hurt – the couple doesn’t think the trouble is over yet.
So, we need to move the children before the Nazis make their move.
The whole family will perish if the children are found out – you
know the rules.”

Rose did indeed. Any Polish citizen caught
hiding or helping Jews would be executed. No exceptions. “So, how
do you want us to help?” Rose asked, not used to having such an
active role in the planning phase.

“Well, the plan that’s been most successful
is this – I pose as a doctor. I’ve a degree, you see, from England.
That’s where I was before the war,” Ben explained quickly. “I say
that the children have typhus, or leprosy, that I’m taking them out
of this house and to quarantine but really…”

“We take them to another safe house,” Rose
finished for him, proud that she was catching on to the plan.

“Exactly,” Ben smiled at her, and Rose
realized that he was smiling a little too broadly.

“The other safe house, is it close by?” Rose
asked nervously, changing the subject so that he wouldn’t smile at
her, as if he liked her, as if she were pretty. She was also
wondering how long a trek they would have to make with three
children, especially since she would not be joining them for one or
two nights, perhaps not even tomorrow night.

Ben hesitated before answering. “I don’t
have a safe house yet,” he confessed. Rose tried not to look
crestfallen; she knew that these things didn’t always run smoothly.
“But, two other people are working on it, and we should have
something in two or three days,” he finished.

This rescue was going to be different from
the ones they normally undertook, for Rose, Vanessa, and Miranda
had only taken jobs that were already planned, not one that was
only half-planned. She knew that Miranda’s response would be to
help, no matter what. Rose wasn’t so sure – she liked having
something planned before she acted – it made her feel safer.

Ben was waiting for Rose’s response, and she
knew she couldn’t turn him down. Gertrude had contacted them
specifically, and for a reason – they were the ones who could pull
off a difficult rescue. So Rose nodded and asked, “When do we take
the children?”

“The couple has been told to expect help in
the next few days. We can do it tonight, if you’re up to it?” Ben
said hopefully.

Tonight, at least I’ll be there to
help, Rose thought. “Sure, tonight is good. We – my friends and
I, are staying in a tailor’s shop –it’s been abandoned. It’s got a
lot of stuff – stove, toilet – the children can stay with us for a
night” she offered to Ben, excited that she was now actively
planning a part of the rescue. “We can meet my friends there …” she
stole a quick glance out the café window and saw darkness. Mirrie
and Ness would be awake now, probably on their way to feed. When
they didn’t smell her around the city, they would figure she was
back at their shelter, and head there when they were done. “at the
shop,” Rose continued, “tell them the plan, and then we can all be
on our way.”

“I like that – it’s perfect!” Ben nodded
enthusiastically.

The two shared the excitement of the moment,
but it was short-lived. They both turned as the sound came from
behind them. The old woman had risen from the table in the corner,
making a lot of noise in the process, to stand behind the counter.
She looked over at Ben and Rose and nodded slightly.

Ben tipped his head in return, then looked
at Rose and started speaking in German. Three SS soldiers entered
the café. The soldiers noticed Rose and Ben, eyeing them from head
to toe, and then turned and walked over to the old woman to get
food.

If they left the café now, just as the
soldiers had entered, it would only arouse the soldiers’
suspicions. So, as a charade, Rose opened up the paper she’d bought
and held it across the table to Ben so they could both read it,
picking out items of interest here and there. They sat together
this way, for a good fifteen minutes, before Ben glanced at his
watch and said he needed to leave now.

Rose agreed. As she stood up from the table,
she tried not to look at the soldiers but failed, and stole a
sideways glance. They weren’t paying attention to anything other
than themselves and their food. Rose was careful not to exhale her
sigh of relief. Maybe they’re weary of the war too, tired of the
killing, the constant vigilance, and just want to eat a normal meal
in peace themselves.

They exited the café, Ben not holding the
door and being as chivalrous, lest he attract the attention of the
soldiers. Once outside, however, he hooked his arm under hers,
wheeled her around and asked, smiling, “Which way?”

“To the right,” Rose responded, smiling as
well as she fell into step beside him. This was actually a bit
thrilling, and just the little pick-up that she needed. Typically,
she followed Miranda’s lead, but tonight, she would be the one
telling them where to go, and what the plan was.
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CHAPTER 9 – TRAPPED

 


Ben felt like a complete fool. He had known
that what he was doing was wrong. Attempting a flirtation, even a
date, in the middle of this war, was pure nonsense, but he hadn’t
been able to help himself. She was pretty, and it had been so long
since a pretty girl had smiled at him, he hadn’t been able to
resist. Even more than her looks, he was actually starting to like
her – she had a sweetness about her that he found very refreshing.
In her manner she had a hesitation, as if she wanted to be direct,
but it just wasn’t in her nature. She preferred the roundabout,
polite approach to things. He liked that; it had been so long since
he’d encountered it back in England, he’d almost forgotten what
manners were.

Now, as they sat, huddled in some dark, damp
basement, Ben contemplated how Rose might lose her life because of
his foolishness. They hadn’t gone very far to their designated
assignment when the soldiers – the ones they’d seen in the café –
had chased them down. Stupid not to think we didn’t make them
suspicious back there, with her bad German and poor accent.
Shouldn’t have stopped to eat, should have just gone to the
Tasonyi’s house to get the kids and got out of there…Ben
mentally chastised himself.

Now, it was too late to revise their plans,
because Ben doubted they would make it out of this basement alive.
He had thought it was a tunnel and they could escape the soldiers
by heading out the other end. He had been wrong, for it was a dead
end. They were cornered, like foxes. Ben could hear the muffled
sounds of the soldiers outside the door, the one that would be
broken down soon, and they were laughing, as if chasing Rose and
him had been some sport. Doesn’t matter what they think now, for
she and I will soon be dead….

 


**********************************

 


Rose was certain she could smell the smoke.
At first she tried telling herself that it was just from nearby
chimneys in the neighborhood trying to stave off the damp cold. She
knew something was wrong, her innate sense of danger told her.
Despite her efforts to remain calm, to tell herself that the
soldiers would rather break down the door than burn them out, fear
ran through Rose, making her hands cold and clammy.

Ben, huddled against her in the small, dark,
narrow basement, must have felt her wiping her damp hands on her
trousers and looking around; he tried to console her by saying,
“They should leave us alone soon – if they haven’t broken down the
door by now, it means they’ve lost interest. A few more minutes in
here, and we can go. I know someone who can help us, just a few
houses down...”

“No, it’s not that,” she answered in a low
voice, even though it was doubtful the soldiers could hear her.
Still, if they could, she didn’t want them to get any ideas. “I
smell smoke. I can’t explain it, but I think we’re about to be in
trouble, big trouble, Ben.” Rose couldn’t keep the anxiety out of
her voice now.

Ben held her a little tighter, and they
tried to back away further from the door, but it was no use – the
wall behind them was thick and strong. Rose thought that she saw
grey plumes entering the room from under the basement door. It’s
going to suffocate us! she thought as the panic welled within
her.

She turned to Ben and asked wildly, “Are you
sure there’s no other door – you said this was a tunnel! There’s
got to be another door!”

Ben turned to the wall, his hands moving
across it frantically searching for a way out.

“I can’t feel anything,” Ben said to her,
his voice raised in fear. “They must have sealed it off – Damned
idiots!”

It was getting difficult to breathe with the
smoke in the air, and the fear in her was only making it worse. She
felt like she couldn’t get any air at all. Her hands went to her
throat as she gasped.

Rose had been in difficult situations
before, but never like this one and never alone. Miranda and
Vanessa, with their supernatural traits, could easily get
themselves and her out of scrapes like this. I doubt Miranda can
smell my blood with all this smoke, Rose thought as a lump
formed in her throat.

This is it. I’m not going to make it out
of this. She was only twenty-two. Never married, no kids. She
hadn’t even had time to forgive her parents, to tell them that she
did really love them. They’ll never know what happened to
me…

Rose was never given to big displays of
emotions – yesterday with Miranda had been an anomaly – but here
and now, faced with dying, in a basement with a strange man in a
strange land so far from home – she burst into tears.

 


**********************************

 


“I can’t believe she’d abandon us like that!
After all we’d done for her!” Vanessa said indignantly, even though
she personally hadn’t done very much for Rose other than explain a
few underworld things, and keep her company a few times while
Miranda went hunting. When she felt an emotion, Vanessa liked to
let them fly out of her, so she allowed herself a rant.

Miranda didn’t seem to appreciate that
Vanessa was actually feeling an emotion. “Vanessa – did it ever
occur to you that she might be in danger? In trouble? Why, the SS
could be holding her now, torturing her!” Vanessa could tell that
Miranda was letting her imagination run away right now as they
searched for Rose. She watched as Mirrie swung about in the middle
of the street, sniffing the air wildly to try to catch anything
that resembled Rose’s scent.

“Look, the kid’s been with us now for, what
– five or six cycles of the sun? She’s learned enough that she can
handle herself. Let’s just say she cut and be on our way. She’ll
meet up with us again when she’s ready.” Vanessa took the practical
approach.

Vanessa saw Miranda turn towards her and
cringed at the expected chastisement, but Miranda stopped,
apparently deciding that ignoring Vanessa was the better route to
take. The vampire continued to walk down the street, holding her
head high, trying to catch a scent on the breeze.

Vanessa decided to stay silent. She didn’t
really feel either way about Rose – she didn’t mind her being
around, but didn’t mind her being gone either. The thing that tied
Vanessa to Miranda – and Vanessa wasn’t made with emotions that
tied her to things – was that Miranda cared for her friends.
Somehow this always struck a chord in Vanessa’s spirit. Vanessa
liked – took comfort, as much as a former demon could – in the fact
that, if it were Vanessa missing, Miranda would be just as
determined to find her and bring her back to safety.

“I can’t smell her anywhere!” Miranda cried,
frustrated. Then she abruptly turned around and asked Vanessa,
“Wait, didn’t you say you had marked Rose?”

“What? Oh, yeah, the mark.” Marking was the
way demons like her typically found the humans they had been sent
after by the higher demons, the Fallen Ones. Vanessa, and Cray’s
friend Denny, had marked the Dandridge twins in case the Dandridges
had ever been in trouble and needed a rescue, just as the twins had
rescued Ness and Denny. Vanessa had marked Rose quite some time ago
– she wasn’t sure why, since she didn’t expect the kid to stick
around long – but it had been a whim one night while Rose had been
sleeping.

Vanessa stood still, eyes closed, and
concentrated on smelling the mark. She really didn’t have a strong
sense of smell, at least for human odors, because she hadn’t needed
it in her former line of work. However, she could smell the demon
marks, and as she sniffed, she detected something else in the
air…

“There’s smoke,” Vanessa announced.

“Yes,” Miranda answered her in agreement,
“and a lot of it now, it’s becoming much stronger. Something big is
burning.”

“You think Rose is there?”

“I don’t know, I was hoping you would tell
me,” Miranda looked at her pointedly.

“Yeah, I think she’s in that direction,”
Vanessa answered, although it was more than a thought to her – it
was a certainty. She knew Miranda would become very distraught, and
Vanessa had an inkling that it was best to keep Miranda as
level-headed as possible.

“Okay, well, we should head in that
direction anyway. Someone might…”

“Need our help?” Vanessa finished. Miranda
was so predictable when it came to human tragedies.

Miranda only turned and smiled at her. “It’s
a comfort to have someone who knows me so well, Vanessa,” she
replied as she laid a hand on Vanessa’s shoulder.

Another chord struck in Vanessa’s heart, for
which she had no reply. She merely nodded and looked straight ahead
towards their destination.

 


**********************************

 


Ben felt Rose’s tear-stained cheek against
his own and thought, That’s how I feel too. Here, what had
started out as a foolish lark – having dinner with a pretty girl –
was now a full-fledged disaster. Ben didn’t know Rose that well,
and now, he would be responsible for her death. The guilt made his
stomach turn.

He held on to Rose, whose body trembled with
sobs and choking – the smoke was becoming thicker and it was really
getting hard to breathe without coughing profusely. Ben could see
that the fire was burning through the door now, bits of orange
flames licking the wood.

“On the floor,” he managed to cough out,
remembering that heat rose, so the smoke would be thicker above
them than at their feet. Rose obediently crouched down, laying next
to him, burrowing her body into his for comfort. He could feel that
she was drying her tears, in an attempt to meet death bravely.

Ben looked towards the door and thought,
I must be dying. This has to be a hallucination – they
can’t really be here. Before Ben’s eyes, blurred with tears, he
thought he saw those two other women from the forest; Rose’s
friends, the wild-haired brunette and the dangerous-looking blond.
They walked right through the doorway of flames, as if the flames
weren’t even there at all.

The brunette had a look of relief on her
face as she looked in his direction. Before Ben knew it, the
brunette was at his side, gathering Rose in her arms. How did
she get over here… but Ben reminded himself, you’re dying,
these are just hallucinations before you cross over… Ben was
surprised when the blond one bent down, and, looking into his face,
said, “He’s alive – should we take him?”

Ben doubted the blond’s words – that he was
alive. He was certainly on his way to Hell, seeing visions of
demons – a kind of wolf now stood where the brunette and Rose had
been. Yes, he was with a wolf, who held some kind of small, limp
animal in its mouth.

Before he could wonder where the wolf had
gone, Ben became vaguely aware that the blond was gathering him in
her arms saying, “Hold on bud, this is going to feel strange.”

So this is this is what dying feels like,
like you really are on a journey, Ben thought as he saw a white
light in front of him, then – darkness as he was being squeezed and
forced through a tunnel.

 


**********************************

 


Rose felt sorry for Ben. He’s seen too
much, it will all be too much for him. She knew it was
hard to deal with the reality that the scary stories, legends and
myths – were true. She’d had to accept it, as she was part of their
world, but Ben – he could go back to denial.

That is, if he didn’t become a problem.
Miranda was reckless about exposure, and no doubt the rescue she’d
just performed had the soldiers, and any onlookers who had gathered
outside the burning building, wondering about supernatural beings.
However, when she was confronted by an individual person who
threatened them with exposure, Miranda could be surprisingly
ruthless.

Rose was watching as Miranda and Vanessa
made up beds on the floor of the tailor shop basement. It wasn’t
too bad, as far as basements go; it had a wooden floor, at least,
and Miranda had spoken to the spiders, to make certain that they
stayed out while Rose and Ben slept on the floor. Typically, Rose
slept upstairs in the shop, in a little bed made up for her on a
couch, but they had all decided that it was best to remain
together, underground during the day, just in case the Nazis were
out patrolling or in the event that Ben woke up. Miranda had locked
the door from the outside, so that he couldn’t escape, even if he
wanted to. Miranda said she wanted to talk to him, to see if he
would be okay. To check that she didn’t have to kill him,
Rose knew.

Rose looked over at Miranda, who was at
Ben’s side, inspecting him. She informed Rose, “I think he’ll be
okay. His heartbeat sounds find, and his breathing sounds regular.
I think it’s just shock, too much stress all at one time.”

Rose couldn’t manage a verbal response to
Miranda’s assessment of Ben’s condition, so she merely nodded and
turned away.

“Rose, it’ll be okay. I’m so sorry for what
you’ve been through tonight. Do you need something to eat? Vanessa
and I still have night hours left, and we can find you something to
eat.”

“No, no, it’s not that. I mean, it was a
rough night,” her voice cracked, “I thought I was going to die in
there.” Rose broke down again as Miranda drew her closer into an
embrace.

“But you didn’t” Miranda offered, pulling
Rose back into the present.

“How did you find me?” Rose wondered
aloud.

“Your mark – the one Ness gave you. It’s a
good thing she did that – we should have thought of it ages ago.”
Rose felt Miranda’s arms grow tighter in the embrace.

“I know it’s been tough for you lately,
Rose. Last month, at Hallow’s Eve, and tonight. We’ve not had close
calls quite like that before. But I think,” Miranda paused slightly
and looked towards Ben’s sleeping form, “I think your luck is about
to change.” When Miranda turned to regard Rose again, Rose was
surprised to see that the vampire’s eyes held tears. “I think
things will change for all of us now. For the better. I, I…can’t
explain why. It’s just a feeling.” Rose couldn’t respond, for her
breath had been squeezed out of her body by another one of
Miranda’s tight hugs.

“Come on, dear Rose. You should get some
rest. You need it as much, or even more, than Ben.”

Exhaustion hit Rose like a ton of bricks,
and she felt herself being carried towards the blankets where Ben
lay. She felt the warmth of his body next to hers, then blankets,
with their soothing heat, being piled on top of her, and it wasn’t
long before she succumbed to slumber.

 


 


~~~~~~

 


 



CHAPTER 10 – RUDE AWAKENING

 


Ben’s return to consciousness was slow and
gradual. His hearing came to him first; he was aware of the
stillness in the air around him. His hands moved and he sensed a
blanket on top of him, rough and woolen. It seemed as though he
were lying on blankets as well, for the ground was soft and there
was something hot on his right side, a source of heat that warmed
him from his shoulders, all the way down to his knees.

Ben opened his eyes. A sturdy-looking cement
wall stood about four feet in front of him. He looked up the wall,
and saw that it was short, the ceiling was probably only five feet
above him. There was an object at the top of the wall where it
joined the ceiling – a blanket or curtain of some sort. A
yellow-orange glow spread over the wall, some kind of artificial
light, whose source must have been somewhere near his feet.

The light … I wonder … is it day or
night? Ben had lost all sense of time, and his mind turned to
his last memories. Dinner with Rose, the fire, the two of them
trapped in that basement. Their miraculous escape made possible by
Rose’s friends – had that really happened? It couldn’t have … women
don’t just turn into wolves or dogs before fleeing a fire in a
basement.

Was the whole thing a dream? he
wondered. Even the part with Rose? It must have been, he
convinced himself. More so because he didn’t want to believe that
the fire had actually happened, and that his foolishness had placed
Rose and himself in danger. Never mind that rescue – that was
impossible, the way those women just walked through the flames. How
did the blond get him out of there? He clearly remembered the
feeling of being squeezed through some sort of tunnel. Had there
been some underground passageway that she’d known about and pulled
him through?

Ben finally decided that if indeed the fire
had really taken place, then a tunnel must have been how he and
Rose had got out. His imagination had played tricks on him when he
thought he’d seen those two friends of Rose’s. Yes, that must
have been what really happened. A secret tunnel, leading out of the
burning basement, to… here?

And where is here? Ben asked himself.
He hated to move – he was so nice and warm under the woolen
blanket. It was actually cozy, despite the fact that he knew he was
resting in what was likely another cellar – only something
underground could have a ceiling that low. His eyes flitted, and he
toyed with the idea of going back to sleep.

No, I must find out what happened to
Rose, he realized with a small start, and a shot of adrenaline
ran through his body as he thought of the fact that he really
didn’t know whether she’d made it out of the burning basement or
not. He thought he remembered a voice from last night say that she
was fine, but was that only part of a dream?

Ben unwillingly tossed the warmth of the
blanket off and pushed himself into a sitting position, resting on
his left hip. Without the blanket, and that warmth at his back, he
realized it was cold, wherever he was. He peeled the rest of the
blanket off his legs, and sat squarely on his haunches.

Damn – who’s that?!

Ben scrambled to his feet when he saw the
figure lying next to him. From his standing position, he was able
to recognize the brunette, her wild hair splayed all over her face,
curled in a fetal position, sleeping quietly without a blanket.
What had they called her – Miriam? No, Miranda was her name. At any
rate, she seemed to be in a very deep sleep. He couldn’t even
really see her breathing.

Ben breathed a sigh of relief when he saw
Rose sleeping next to Miranda. He recognized her pretty brown hair,
which was looking a big stringy, over the top of her blanket. He
saw the rise and fall of her body, and assumed she must be fine, if
her breathing was so steady.

This foolishness has gone on long
enough, Ben said to himself. The folly of his attraction to
Rose had almost got her – and himself as well – killed. It was time
he stopped bothering with her. Besides, her friends were … strange
to say the least; the very least. No matter how dependable Gertrude
said they were, Ben didn’t trust them. Where is the blond one,
anyway?

Ben looked around the room, dimly lit as it
was, and thought he saw a lump of a blanket in the shadows by the
door. Great, she’s blocking it, he groaned inwardly. And
I should really be getting out of here now. For all he knew, if
the Nazis were out last night looking for Resistance members, then
the Tasonyis might already be dead. He should go to their house,
now, get the children, and figure out how to get them all to safety
later on. The Jarosinski’s house, where he was staying now, had a
room tacked on to their basement – they could all hide there until
he had word of a new safe house.

Yes, better get out of here, and away
from this weird lot. Ben looked at the wall, where he thought
he’d seen some kind of blanket, or curtain hanging. That must be
a window, he told himself, a little excited that he might have
found a way out. He walked over to it, hunched, as the low ceiling
wouldn’t allow much of his six-foot frame to be upright. He
examined the curtain more closely. It was actually a large blanket
of some sort stuffed into the small opening in the wall. Ben didn’t
know if he could fit through the opening, but – better at least
try. He had no desire to approach the blond who was parked so
close to the door.

Ben quickly glanced behind him and reassured
himself that the three females were all still sleeping, oblivious
to his movements, then applied himself to the task at hand –
getting that blanket out of the window. Whoever had pushed it in
there really made certain it was stuck tight. He managed to get a
corner out, the daylight shooting its long ray into the room…

“No – you mustn’t!” Rose’s hand curled
around Ben’s wrist, and he was surprised at how strong she was.
More surprisingly was her hand – her fingers appeared to be all one
length. I didn’t notice that in the café, he thought, but
maybe I was too busy looking at her face.

Which he did now. He gasped – Rose’s pretty
face, with her clear skin, bright brown eyes, and pink mouth –
looked awful. Tired and haggard, it almost looked as though its
usual heart-shape had changed to something more rectangular. Her
features were unusually chiseled and her eyebrows were almost…
bushy. Ben was surprised to see that they met in the middle – he
thought she’d groomed them like those women in the movies.

“Rose, my God – are you alright? Did they
hurt you?” Tired as he was, a small bud of anger rose within him.
If those strange women had hurt her…

“No, no, Ben. I’m fine. But you need to put
the blanket back before…”

A low hissing sounded behind them. The two
of them turned slowly, both dreading what they would see – Rose,
because she knew exactly what was happening, and Ben – because he
had no idea.

The curly-haired brunette, Miranda, was
moving away from the ray of light, which must have hit her when it
streamed through the room. She moved slowly and awkwardly, very
different to how Ben remembered. Ben blinked, unsure if there were
really flames coming off her back. Only the smell of smoke in the
air told him that what he was seeing was real.

He was aware that Rose, standing next to
him, was working quickly to put the blanket back into the window
opening. Ben knew he should help her, but he just couldn’t tear
himself away from the sight before his eyes, the flames on
Miranda’s back actually grew less and less as the daylight in the
room diminished, as if the flames were somehow controlled by the
daylight.

It wasn’t too long before they were in
darkness again, with only the candle in the corner, miraculously
still burning. Its dim light made Miranda’s eyes look weird, as if
they were… glowing. A reddish-orange color, rimmed in yellow.

“Oh no – Miranda – are you hurt?” Rose asked
anxiously as she crossed the room to where Miranda was trying to
curl up in the blond’s blanket in front of the door. “Do you need
to drink anything, to heal?” Ben heard Rose ask.

He could hear Rose sigh in relief when
Miranda replied quietly, “No, no. I’m fine. I just need to
sleep.”

Then Miranda looked at Ben.

“You think we can trust him?” Rose asked
her.

A frisson of fear ran through Ben as he
realized that Rose would side with her friends, not him. He’d seen
the concern that Rose had shown at Miranda’s injuries, and knew he
was lucky to escape anger coming from both of them. My survival
depends on these next few minutes, he knew.

“No – you can trust me. Really, I don’t want
to cause any trouble here, no more than I already have. I think
it’s best if we all get some sleep, like Miriam – er, Miranda
suggested.” Ben answered, hoping they believed him, as he was not
sure he believed himself.

Rose looked at Miranda. “Can we trust
him?” Her tone seemed to ask something more than the basic meaning
of her words.

Miranda walked up to Ben, her eyes boring
into his. Ben broke into a sweat when he realized that her eyes
really were reddish-orange, and yellow – it hadn’t been his
imagination. He backed away instinctively, until the wall behind
him allowed him to go no further.

Miranda stopped about an inch from his nose.
She was shorter than he was, but it was difficult to tell her
height for even she had to crouch in the basement. Her eyes – those
frightening orange orbs, the eyes of a… monster… looked into
his.

“Yes, he’s fine,” she answered simply. “No
crosses.”

“Oh good,” Rose breathed another sigh of
relief.

“The two of you should get some sleep now.”
Miranda added over her shoulder, as she settled herself back down
on the floor near the pile of blankets.

Ben, bewildered by the strange talk and
gestures, could only nod in response, but he knew he should say
something. Miranda didn’t seem angry, so he called upon his courage
and forced himself to apologize. “Sorry – I didn’t know…” he
stopped, unsure of how to finish the sentence.

Miranda managed a small smile, more to
herself than to Ben. “Of course you didn’t, Ben. You don’t know us
and, even if you did, it’s hard to know which myths are true, and
which ones aren’t.” As Ben tried to figure out her cryptic
response, she added something that puzzled him even more,
“Unfortunately, it is true that sunlight harms us – is fatal to us.
So please, keep the curtain in its place.”

She smiled again, and Ben noticed that her
teeth, which were unnaturally white, and a bit longer than usual;
are her teeth really so pointed, like those of an animal? he
wondered.

Miranda turned away from him and lay down.
Ben looked at Rose, trying not to blurt out the many questions that
now buzzed around in his mind.

He looked at the blond, still an unmoving
lump of blankets and legs. “Is she alright?” he asked, his
curiosity getting the better of him. Surely she had to have felt
her legs burning – there had been smoke coming off them. He’d seen
it – he was sure of that.

Rose answered, almost with a laugh, “Yes
Ben, she’s fine. No lasting damage done. But come on, Mirrie’s
right – we need to sleep.”

Ben nodded, and then croaked, “I, I should
be going, though, Rose. After last night … I should really go now.”
He took a step towards the door, then looked at Rose again, as
though asking for her permission.

She shook her head, saying, “I don’t think
so, Ben. Mirrie and Ness have blocked the door from the outside and
if you try the window again…” she broke off, and Ben could sense
the unspoken threat.

“Miranda loses a lot of her powers during
the day – not quite like Vanessa, who’s pretty much unconscious.
Even though Miranda’s weakened, she’s still, she remains
quite…”

“I understand,” Ben said, and he did. Then
he remembered whom he was looking at, and how this tired-looking,
ugly – being, didn’t resemble the pretty Rose of last evening.
“Rose, are you sure you’re alright? I am a doctor. Maybe I could
help.”

“You couldn’t fix this, doctor, otherwise…”
she sighed heavily, “I would have been better long ago.”

Ben must have looked frightened, for Rose
said, “Oh, don’t worry – it’s not contagious, not in the least. The
myths are wrong on this too, just as they are with vampires. You
can’t become a werewolf by being bitten, or scratched.”

“A werewolf?” Ben asked, incredulous.
Gertrude had been wrong, all wrong about these women. They were
lunatics. Despite Ben’s earlier convictions about how he didn’t
care how they achieved their results, right now, he didn’t want to
be trapped in here with them. Not one bit.

His eyes turned back to the window, but Rose
laid a hand on his shoulder, her grip strong. She looked into his
eyes, her hand on his knee, her voice begging, “Please, please
don’t try to leave us. You’re really better off here. The Nazis –
they’re all crawling around up there. Really, you’ll be safe here.
Please don’t try to leave – or hurt us. Please.”

Her voice was now a whisper. “You’ve no
idea what we’re capable of.”

Ben could tell it was an effort for her to
say the words, she was becoming so exhausted. The fact that she
implored him so strongly, despite her tiredness, made him believe
her completely. He pushed the negative thoughts from his mind, that
these women were unpredictable, and … crazy. Werewolf –
honestly. They haven’t killed me yet, and a few more hours of sleep
will only do me good, if I’m going to escape them later. Which I
will.

Rose was waiting for his response, for him
to reassure her. Ben remembered how he’d found her attractive, and
it seemed like a long, long time ago, and said to her, “I’ll be
fine, I won’t leave … or try to hurt you. Honestly, I think I would
be too scared to try to hurt you women. Something about you…” Ben
broke off, realizing that now was not the time to be entirely
truthful. So he finished quickly, “But don’t worry, Rose, I’ll stay
right here. I promise.”

To emphasize his words, he laid down on the
blankets next to her. She collapsed beside him, her body very warm,
as if she were with fever. Once Ben pulled a woolen blanket over
them, however, the warmth relaxed him beyond the point of caring
about anything. He surrendered to a deep slumber.

 


**********************************

 


Ben awoke with a feeling of deja-vu. The
warmth of the blanket on top of him, the yellow-orange glow of a
candle-lit room, a sturdy-looking concrete wall in front of him,
with some kind of opening covered with a makeshift curtain, a low
ceiling, and the feeling of something – or someone, very warm and
soft lying next to him, all things he’d seen and felt before.

This time, Ben’s memories were quick to come
back to him. He sat up as they flooded into his brain – the
daylight, the brunette’s back covered in flames, the unmoving
blond, and Rose, looking quite ill.

He was aware that he was being watched, and
looking to his right, he jumped when he saw that Miranda was lying
right next to him, as she had done earlier that afternoon. Only now
she wasn’t sleeping, she was looking at him, faintly amused.

Why do they always laugh at me, Ben
felt the frustration starting within him, he stood up; he didn’t
like sitting next to her.

“You look like you’ve got some energy back,”
she commented.

Ben was about to give an angry retort, when
he remembered something from earlier in the day, or the night
before, the feeling that there was something very dangerous about
this woman. Involuntarily, he reached for the medal he wore around
his neck, hidden under his clothes. Usually only infants, Jewish
infants, wore the amulet bearing the names of the angels Sennoi,
Sansanui, and Samangluf, as a protection to ward off evil spirits.
Ben had found comfort in it as a child, and he continued to wear
it, even now, as it gave him the same sense of security, even in
his adult years. No Nazi had ever got close enough to really see
what was on the medal, so he had considered it a good-luck charm of
sorts.

“Don’t worry, your medal is safe.” Miranda
had guessed the meaning of his gesture. “I’m sorry we had to take
it off, but we figured I would be in close proximity with you, and
I couldn’t be around you if you continued to wear it,” she
explained further.

“Why?” he asked, his voice in a half-laugh.
“It’s just some silly superstition, given to children for their
mothers’ peace of mind. It means nothing.”

“It means something to you,” she asked, her
eyes looking directly into his, confident in her response. “If it
really meant nothing to you, then I would not have been repelled by
it.”

“I don’t understand…”

“I think you understand more than you admit
to yourself, Ben. We had quite a scene earlier today, and you
probably remember bits and pieces from last night in the fire. You
just haven’t had time to put it all together yet, but I suspect
your human mind is working quickly, and will reach some …
conclusions, very soon.”

Ben breathed a sigh of frustration. “You may
be right,” he admitted, then quickly asked, “ – what do you mean,
‘human mind’?” She didn’t answer, so he continued, “I am tired, and
I haven’t been thinking clearly. I’m not sure I’ve been seeing
clearly, either. I have seen things that make me wonder, and I’m
not sure if they’re real or hallucinations. The way you and the
blond…”

“—Vanessa” she chimed in.

“Yes!” Ben frustrated, released his emotions
in a flood of words, “You and Vanessa just walked right
through the flames last night. As if they weren’t there. Then, I
saw you and Rose turn into wolves. Was that the same wolf that
growled earlier, before I was fully awake? Not to mention you and
the flames on your back. And how did Rose and I get out of the
basement? Was there a hidden tunnel?”

Ben stopped when he realized he had
absolutely no breath in him. He sucked in a big gulp of air,
feeling a rush of blood in his head.

Miranda reached out a hand, steadying him.
“Easy, Ben, calm yourself. Try to stay calm – I know you’re
learning things, the existence of which…”

Ben was tired of her talking in the calm,
almost condescending voice, “What are you?!” he screamed in her
face.

Miranda merely closed her eyes in response.
Ben thought that perhaps he had gone too far, and when she opened
her eyes, they would be that awful red-orange –his last memory of
this world before she killed him.

When she opened her eyes, they were the same
blue-grey color he remembered from that night in the forest. She
took a deep breath, and said, “We’re not human. Not me, not
Vanessa, nor Rose, though she’s the closest…”

“She’s a werewolf?” Ben laughed openly
now.

“Yes, she is.” Miranda’s voice was quiet,
but firm. “Rose is a werewolf, Vanessa’s a demon, and I’m a
vampire.”

Ben laughed harder – it was all so
ridiculous, this situation. Vampires and werewolves indeed!

Miranda wasn’t laughing. She was standing
there, arms at her sides, waiting patiently for him to stop. Ben
thought he had seen her crouch under the low ceiling earlier in the
day, but now, she seemed to be standing upright, without slouching.
Yet, the way her eyes met his, she didn’t seem any shorter than
when he’d first met her. A very strange phenomenon…

She crossed her arms in front of her chest,
and Ben realized she must be growing impatient. Now is my time
to get out of here! There was only one woman between him, and
whatever her true height, she was indeed shorter than he. Running
straight for the door, he held out his arm, ready to push the woman
out of the way, but he didn’t get very far before she stopped him,
holding her hand in front of him. He grabbed at her hand, but she
was surprisingly strong. Ben couldn’t twist out of her grasp, so he
stepped quickly to his right, trying to maneuver around her.

It was almost as if he hadn’t moved. He and
Miranda stood in the same position, with Ben facing the door, and
Miranda in front of him with her hand on his chest. He tried
maneuvering again, and although he was closer to the door, Miranda
still stood between him and it. Frustration welled within him as he
wondered if he had been drugged.

Then, Miranda’s demeanor changed. She
smiled, a wide, inviting smile. Her eyes danced with delight.
Desire flooded over him as he found his limbs relaxing, his face
grinning, as she moved her hand from his chest, up to his neck,
caressing his throat.

“Ben,” she said, in a soft, silky voice,
“don’t be this way. Please. You want to stay. It’s better for you
to stay here. With us. You want to stay with us tonight…”

Her left hand moved up his stomach, over his
chest, and onto his shoulder, while her eyes took on a hungry look.
Ben felt his saliva increase in his mouth, and he licked his lips
in anticipation of a kiss. Her mouth was coming closer to him,
closer, as he found himself lying, horizontal, on the blankets on
the floor. He grabbed at her waist, wanting to hold her, to taste
her when….

He was suddenly surrounded by mist. Miranda
was gone, just as suddenly as the mist had appeared. It covered
him, and he waved his hands to clear it. The fog didn’t dissipate,
but rather it rolled off him, over the floor where he had stood
with Miranda just a minute before. He watched it slip through the
crack under the door.

Ben sat up, looked around the room, and
realized he was alone.

I have to get out of here now! With no
one here to stop me, I will get out! he thought frantically.
Ben crossed the room and tried the door, but it wouldn’t budge.
Locked, he thought. He tried ramming his shoulder into it,
but it held fast. So Rose was right, they have locked me in
here, the door is braced from the outside.

All alone, with nothing but my thoughts
for company; may as well put them to good use. Ben sat
down on the blankets, pulling one up around his shoulders, and
considered the situation he found himself in. Three women, all of
whom claimed to be supernatural creatures – things of myths. He
began to doubt that this could be a drug-induced hallucination, for
it had gone on too long for that to be the case.

He’d heard tales of vampires and werewolves,
always told around fires by old cronies when he was growing up.
Then there was that book, Dracula, that he’d read in
college. An interesting story, but it was pure fiction. At least,
he always thought it was. Old legends, wives tales, myths, meant to
explain the world to people of earlier ages, who didn’t have the
scientific technologies present today.

Yet, could they be true? Was it possible…
people wasting away from unexplained diseases, reports of seeing
those once-dead now alive and walking, mysterious disappearances?
The woman, Miranda, had said that his Sennoi amulet had repelled
her. Why would she make that up, if it wasn’t true? He was no
longer wearing it, of that he was certain. He searched through his
pockets, but found nothing. Why had they taken it, if it wasn’t a
threat to them? It certainly had no value, and it wasn’t something
easily seen on his person. If they thought it had been a danger
because of Nazis, they would have just told him so, wouldn’t they,
before insisting he remove it himself?

As for Rose, well, she herself claimed that
she was a werewolf. Ben thought about Rose’s strange appearance
earlier that day. It had been something more than just being sick,
her physical features had actually been altered. Her face had grown
longer, and angles that weren’t there yesterday. Never mind that,
her fingers were now suddenly all the same length. Wasn’t there a
saying about not trusting people whose eyebrows met in the
middle?

That other one, Vanessa – he could believe
that she was something other than human. The way she moved was very
awkward at times, as if she didn’t have complete command of her
body. Even stranger that she hadn’t woken up earlier today, though
her legs had been on fire – that was not natural at all. Nothing
about her is natural at all, come to think of it. Her eyes were
too dark, almost black, for her complexion, which was decidedly
chalky and dull. Dead. Her hair color – that white blond, didn’t
seem to fit either.

A demon – Miranda claimed that Vanessa was a
demon. It was one thing to pretend to be a vampire or a werewolf –
even the movies he’d seen in England had poked fun at those
creatures, but demons…they were no laughing matter. His faith had
taught him that. If Vanessa really was a demon, then perhaps this
whole strange situation, these happenings and hallucinations with
vampires and werewolves, were some trickery on her part to test his
faith.

Ben’s thoughts turned back to Miranda. She
had been so enticing earlier, and yet when he’d first met her, he
hadn’t found her the least bit attractive. Now, when he considered
her looks again, and how she had smiled at him, well, maybe he had
misjudged her beauty. What he thought had been wild, was just
merely … exotic. Not seen very often. She had light-blue eyes which
seemed almost a clear grey at times. High cheekbones, a perfect
Greek nose, full, red lips on a mouth that smiled rather often. Her
hair, a deep chestnut, was thick and wild, but it only served to
make her more attractive in a way. Rose he had thought pretty, and
sweet, but, it was Miranda who was really starting to intrigue him.
Ben thought back to his few exchanges with Miranda and realized
that she almost always answered him with a smile on her face.

Not hallucinations, Ben told himself.
Vampires. Werewolves. Demons. Yes, yes, Ben thought,
it all fits now. It’s crazy, insane, but it fits. The three
women, shuttling children through the forest at night through
impossible odds. Only those odds weren’t impossible when you had
powers that humans didn’t. When you could walk through fire, change
into wolves, overpower SS guards and outrun them, or seduce
them.

So, I am trapped in this basement, held
hostage by a vampire, a demon, and a werewolf. This was surely
a situation in which Ben never, ever thought he would find himself,
never in his entire life. He couldn’t escape it; they seemed intent
on keeping him for some purpose, but not to kill… they could have
done that at any time. Miranda could have drained his blood when
she lay on top of him, caressing him just moments before. So,
what purpose do I serve? Ben wondered.

He weighed his options. He could try to tell
people about these three women, and the fact that vampires and
werewolves really existed; that demons really did walk amongst us,
in human form. He doubted that anyone would believe him – they
would most certainly think that his mind had snapped under the
duress of the Nazi occupation.

If the women let him live long enough to
tell, that is. Ben remembered Rose’s words, ‘you’ve no idea what
we’re capable of’. He had understood the underlying threat.
They had been nice to him thus far, allowing him to live, but in
the end, the women were very dangerous … beings, ones who held him
prisoner.

Yet Ben didn’t feel scared, because,
dangerous though they may be, Ben had an inkling that they weren’t
all about wreaking havoc. The children – they had never harmed any
of the children they had saved for the Resistance. Not ever, and
Ben knew from Gertrude that these women had performed many rescues.
Ben remembered in Dracula, how one of the vampires preyed on
children. Certainly, these women could have had their fill, with
all their assignments.

So Ben came to the conclusion that these
women had to be good, whatever beings they were. They couldn’t be
inherently evil.

I have to trust them. If it meant his
death, then so be it. If they turned him into one of them, one of
the “undead” – he gave an involuntary shudder at the word – then
perhaps he could, like them, use that power to save people. Ben
vowed to himself that he would show the women that they could trust
him with their secret. He could even help them, making sure they
weren’t disturbed during the day and perhaps they could rescue some
more children...

Yes, yes, it’s all coming together
now. Maybe this was meant to be his destiny, driven by some God
or higher being. His meeting these women, who saved his people. He
had been tired, so tired of the war, seeing the misery, the
hopelessness. The children always crying when they had to go to new
homes. This, this would be his strength, his renewal. The ends
will justify the means, I’ll see to that.

Ben looked around the room again. The glow
of the candle was dimming, and it would soon be out. He would be
alone in the darkness. Not alone anymore, not with Rose,
Miranda, and Vanessa, he reminded himself. Ben was so excited
at his new prospects, that he doubted he could go back to sleep. So
he would wait for them to return from their, their feedings. He
still couldn’t believe that he’d found himself in this bizarre,
dangerous, wonderful, predicament.

Ben huddled down in the blankets as the room
grew slightly colder. He was awake, and alert, but unafraid.
This will work, this will work, he continued to chant to
himself, over and over.
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CHAPTER 11 – A LITTLE SOMETHING SWEET

 


Jurgen Knessler walked swiftly down the
Plonsk streets, every now and then looking to his left, his right,
and over his shoulder. He’d seen some weird things these past few
months. Most likely due to his drinking of the spirit he was
carrying in the paper bag in his hand that he’d gone out
specifically to acquire. Good old Polish vodka. The only thing
the Poles were good for, really.

He looked over his shoulder again, relieved
to see that the street was empty behind him. He couldn’t wait to be
out of this god-forsaken country and back to Berlin, to
familiarity. Away from wolves in the middle of abandoned cities,
carrying limp animals in their mouths, like the one he saw a month
or so ago in Warsaw or that wolf last night, that jumped right out
of the fire they had started in that building to flush out those
Resistance workers.

That was why he’d insisted on going out
tonight to get the vodka to calm his nerves – his mother had always
chastised him that he was too nervous to be a real man; besides,
Hoff and Schlatzinger would want some vodka too, even though they
hadn’t voiced their anxiousness aloud. Ah, back at the
barracks, he said to himself as he turned the corner and walked
down the street, where the building serving as their shelter waited
at the end. Jurgen felt a slight surge of relief wash over him. He
had made it out and back, with no sightings of wolves in places
where they shouldn’t have been.

The rest of his troop was out patrolling the
streets, looking for any signs of forbidden gatherings or other
subversive activities. Jurgen and two other soldiers, Wilhelm Hoff
and Gustav Schlatzinger, were allowed a night’s reprieve from such
duty after finding two Resistance workers last night and burning
them in their hiding place. The fire must have got so hot that it
reduced the bones to ash, because they hadn’t found the bodies.

Jurgen shook the memories of last night from
his mind. He focused instead on the bottle he was carrying. This
is going to taste good, he thought as he entered the door,
shook off his coat, and took the bottle out of the bag. From the
back room, he heard Hoff call out, “Hey, Knessler! Find anything
good to drink tonight?”

“Yes, here it is!” Jurgen marched back to
the room where Hoff and Schlatzinger were seated at a table, cards
spread in front of them. Any unease quickly left Jurgen’s mind as
he joined his comrades at the table, pouring drinks for them and
himself.

“Goddamn, I’d give my right arm to get out
of this hellhole soon!” Gustav swore, rather loudly, so that his
words echoed throughout the empty building. “There’s nothing but
trees and concrete out in this wasteland they call Poland. It’ll be
a good thing when Germany can start building some culture out
here!”

Wilhelm tried to reassure his mate. “Next
week, we should be back in Berlin, and back to German women,” he
said as he clapped Gustav on the shoulder. “Nothing like the German
women, eh boys?!” he added, including Jurgen in the
camaraderie.

Jurgen made no comment. He never really saw
the appeal of women, preferring instead the company of men. He knew
that his companions wouldn’t accept his preferences, so he just
nodded in agreement, hoping they wouldn’t press him.

“I just want to be out of here now!” Gustav
said, his frustration undiminished by his upcoming prospects. “Not
next week!” He slapped his hand down hard at the card table. “We
have the twelfth, don’t we? I don’t know why we have to waste any
time now!”

Wilhelm and Jurgen remained silent, knowing
that ‘the twelfth’ was something very important, so important that
no one had ever really explained its significance to them.
Apparently, foot soldiers such as they were not privy to such lofty
plans. Nonetheless, it had become their bit of comfort as the
Russians and the Western Allies advanced on German-held
territories.

Wilhelm turned up the volume on the radio
and Jurgen started dealing the cards. The men then sat there, each
looking at their hands, wondering what cards to keep and which to
discard, when a shadow fell over the table, as if the light from
the hallway had gone out. All three men looked at the doorway to
find the reason.

Cards dropped to the table as they stared,
mouths agape, at what was now standing in their doorframe.

A naked woman, who had materialized out of
nowhere. A blond, definitely Aryan – her hair was so light – whose
body exhibited the perfect female form. She moved to the side and
held out her arm, gesturing down the hallway.

The main entrance door opened, and standing
just outside the door was another naked female, a brunette this
time, with wild curly hair.

The brunette spoke, and even though she was
a good twenty feet away, her voice wasn’t loud, nor did it echo
throughout the building, as other voices usually did when they
called down the hallway. “May I come in,” she asked simply, placing
one hand on her hip.

Jurgen, who was entranced even though he
wasn’t attracted to the women, nodded. The others were incapable of
any movement.

Then the blond and brunette were standing in
the same room as the men – Jurgen didn’t even remember seeing the
brunette walk down the hallway. He could tell his thinking was
muddled, it was as if he kept blanking out at each step the women
took towards them, the sway of their hips acting like the taste of
vodka on his lips.

The blond reached Gustav first, wrapping her
arms around his neck. She didn’t waste but a minute before she
kissed him fiercely, so much that Gustav took a step or two
backward from the force. He quickly regained his balance, however,
and he returned her embrace, his hands moving up and down her bare
form with movements that grew quicker and quicker with each
pass.

The brunette approached Jurgen slowly,
running her hands through her thick, wild-looking hair. She bent
down to meet his face, looked deep into his eyes, and said “Why
don’t you go outside, and be lookout for us? We’ll call you when
it’s your turn, I promise.” She smiled, stroking his cheek.

The next thing Jurgen remembered was
standing outside in the damp evening. He couldn’t remember having
walked down the hallway to get there. He looked around, down the
sidewalk, back to the door of the barracks, wondering if he had
really been inside with Gustav and Wilhelm, or if he’d fallen
asleep outside, drunk from vodka, and dreamed the whole thing.

Yes, a dream, that’s what it was.
Jurgen thought as he stood, breathing in the night air, his mind
clearing. Then he grew worried again. Hallucinations last night,
vivid dreams today. No more spirits, he vowed to himself.
Wouldn’t do for him to go crazy and be dishonorably discharged.

Jurgen was contemplating going inside, just
to check and see if Wilhelm and Gustav really were in there, when
he heard voices; women’s voices. He stopped moving altogether, his
back to the door.

One of them was saying, “Mirrie, what about
the one outside?”

“Oh, right, I’d forgotten about him.”

“We can’t just leave him out there, he’ll
eventually remember the other two.”

“Let’s just make it quick, then, Ness” the
second voice commanded.

Jurgen turned to face the door, and the
women from his dream were there; the blond and the brunette, only
now they wore clothes. Jurgen didn’t feel like he was dreaming.

The brunette’s eyes, when he’d first seen
them back in the card room, had seemed warm and inviting. Now the
blue-grey eyes emitted an angry stare full of hatred; strangely,
they seemed to be changing hue as well. Strong hands gripped his
arms, holding them at his sides so that he couldn’t move, but he
already felt paralyzed, after looking into the brunette’s eyes,
which were now an orange-red color. She opened her mouth, and the
last thing he heard before the darkness hit him was “Make it quick,
Mirrie – I should get back to Rose now.”
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CHAPTER 12 – A MYTH NO MORE

 


“Forever.”

Ben was taken aback – he hadn’t expected
that for an answer, when he’d asked Miranda how long she’d been a
vampire. He’d thought she’d say, ‘Since I was seventeen’ or ‘About
fifty years now.’ Forever?

He realized that Miranda was waiting for him
to say something, as if she sensed that she had shocked him. So Ben
asked her to elaborate, “Forever? Since the dawn of time? Or just
as long as you can remember?”

Another laugh. “No, no. Neither. Well, I
suppose the latter. I was born a vampire. It’s a myth that we’re
created. Well, ones like me, with a mind of our own, anyway.”

“You were born a vampire? You mean, you were
a baby, at one point?” He couldn’t believe this. Vampires,
supernatural creatures, having young of their own. They were
supposed to be beautiful adults, suck blood, and turn humans into
one of them. “You’re going to have to explain this to me, I’m
afraid.”

“Yes,” she agreed, seemingly eager to do so.
“I was born in Brooklyn, New York City – best city in the world,
incidentally – in 1820. My parents are Cordelia and Jackson
Dandridge. They don’t live together now…” she stopped suddenly.
“But before I go into the complicated breeding practices of my
race, it’s probably best if I start at the beginning, with the
basics. I’m – my race – we’re descendants of Lilith, and the fallen
angel, Sammael. He was one of Lucifer’s lieutenants, in the
rebellion, when a group of angels didn’t want to acknowledge that
man was God’s favorite child.

So, I’m born from outcasts – Lilith, the
first wife of Adam, made from dust his equal, cast out of Eden when
she wouldn’t submit to him and Sammael, an angel who wouldn’t
accept man’s place in God’s love. It’s ironic – perhaps God made it
this way – that we must interact with humans, for our
nourishment…”

“You’re born from angels, but you drink our
blood?” Ben interrupted, asking it as a question, but knowing it
was more of a statement of fact.

“Yes,” Miranda affirmed. She didn’t
apologize for it, or seem ashamed of the fact. “It’s who we are,
and it’s what I am; there’s no denying it,” again explaining
herself as if she sensed what he was thinking. “Although I have to
say,” she continued, “those soldiers, the ones who chased you and
Rose last night, who had you cornered in that fire. They won’t be
bothering anyone. Not anymore,” she finished darkly.

That reminded Ben, “Where is Rose right now?
And Vanessa?”

“It’s a full moon tonight. Rose is out
hunting,” she explained. “Vanessa is, well, she’s supposed to be
watching Rose, to make sure she doesn’t go after innocents, like
children. But Ness isn’t always…careful,” Miranda said dryly.

“Oh,” was all Ben could manage. He had so
many questions; he truly didn’t know where to start.

“And you, Miranda – you can change into a
wolf, as well?”

“Yes, I can – that’s right,” Miranda seemed
almost excited, to be explaining herself again. “Wolves, bats,
rats, spiders, and crows. The vermin, creatures typically
associated with disease, and fear. Oh, and my wolf form – it’s a
true wolf form. Rose resembles a wolf, but it’s more…”

“A wolf-man?” Ben hazarded. He’d seen some
of the movies, in England. “Like on two legs, as a human
walks?”

“Yes,” she nodded enthusiastically, happy
that Ben was grasping her explanations. “But much, much scarier,
she frightens me sometimes.”

They both laughed, relieving the tension of
the situation. Miranda confessing her secrets to Ben, who she could
easily kill if he showed any signs of betraying her.

“So,” Ben stopped laughing, remembering
there was much he wanted to learn, to know which parts of the
vampire myths were true, and which were just stories. “You can
change into animals…”

“And fog, too. Just like you saw earlier,”
she added.

“And fog as well. And you drink blood. You
don’t like holy objects, such as my Sennoi amulet…”

“It’s meant to keep away Lilith, and her
minions. As her offspring, I’m bound to the same rules…” she gave a
small shrug in explanation.

“Crosses repel you too?”

“Crosses – but only if the person wielding
it has faith; we can’t enter churches; holy water burns us; regular
water renders us powerless – as the descendant of an angel, a being
made of fire, I think it must somehow be related to that. I can’t
be in the rain for long periods of time – my body doesn’t heal
quickly enough from all the drops. Nor can I be in sunlight…” she
broke off, and Ben wondered why. It made him want to reach out, and
comfort her.

She was talking again. “Stakes through the
heart will stop our heart, and paralyze us, but it doesn’t kill
us…”

“No, I’d have to cut off your head, and
stuff your mouth with garlic,” Ben interjected, proud that his
knowledge of vampires was a little more extensive than at first he
thought. So most of the myths are true.

“Er… No, not exactly, Ben.” Miranda
corrected him sternly, and Ben realized that he’d better watch his
use of pronouns – to talk of cutting off a generic vampire’s head
was one thing, but to target Miranda’s own head was another matter
entirely.

“Cutting off my head will kill me, but you
need a weapon made of enferous metal to do it.”

“What kind of metal?” Ben had never heard of
this before.

“Enferous metal. It’s the metal that the
angels used, when they did battle. It’s found only in the angelic
realms – and Hell. Sometimes on earth. But only the angels, or
their descendants, like me – can wield it. It’s much too heavy for
humans to lift.”

“So, you’re basically immortal,” Ben said, a
hint of jealousy in his voice. To possess the power these women
had, even if one couldn’t go out in the daylight. The good things
that Ben could do on the Earth…

“No, you’re wrong, and you haven’t been
listening to me. I can be killed, Ben and I’m not without
weaknesses. Sunlight will reduce me to ash; others of my kind, or
demons, can kill me with enferous metal; if I go without blood for
too long, I’ll die; and water and a stake through the heart will
paralyze me…”

“But Miranda – you’re not like I am. I can
be shot, knifed, get sick, fall and hit my head – we humans are far
more fragile.

“It’s your Earth, Ben. You are the dominant
species here. We, my kind – we’re just myths and legends,” she said
solemnly. Then she looked over to the window – the blanket was off
of it now, allowing moonlight to fill the room. “It will be dawn in
a few hours. Do you want to get some sleep? I should probably go
see about Rose…”

Rose – that’s another question… “No,
no,” Ben pleaded, grabbing her arm in his excitement. There was so
much more he wanted to know. It was amazing how his fear had fled
him, and how safe he felt; hopeful, like his life was turning
around. “Please, there’s so much more I want to know. Like Rose –
she’s human? But how did she become a werewolf?” he was too eager,
overemotional, to form a coherent question.

Miranda smiled, much as a parent smiles at a
child. “Her ancestors were cursed. They were humans, from somewhere
in Europe, way up North I think, that wanted to wreak havoc on
neighboring villages. It started off as a lark – making a deal with
a demon to turn into wolves when the moon was full so that they
could wreak havoc on neighboring villages. The fallen angel Sariel
once controlled the phases of the moon.

Well, pacts with demons never turn out the
way the humans expect – there’s always a ‘twist’ or a ‘catch’.
Demons don’t deal honestly, not with humans – they’ve too much
resentment for God’s favorites. So, when the villagers wanted to
stop turning, well, they couldn’t. They called upon Sariel, but she
never came back to them. She never lifted the curse.”

“And so, this curse, it gets passed on from
generation to generation, like blond hair or brown eyes?” Ben
hazarded.

“Yes,” Miranda laughed at his analogy.
“Although sometimes it skips generations, or siblings – a brother
may turn, but not the sister. Rose’s parents, from what I
understand, are both werewolves. So it was very likely that Rose
would be one, as well.

“But,” Miranda’s voice grew into a whisper,
and she pulled closer to Ben, as if imparting some secret, “Rose is
very, very upset about her curse. She hates that part of herself,
and blames her parents, for knowing what they are, and for having a
child who would inherit the curse. So you, Ben, you must never,
never…”

“I won’t speak of it to her, I promise,” Ben
nodded gravely to show Miranda that he understood about a heritage
that was undesirable at times because it might get one into
trouble. His parents had chosen Judaism as their religion, had
raised him in it. They certainly hadn’t meant him any harm…

“And you, Miranda – do you resent humans?
Like the demons do?”

She looked taken aback at the question, as
if he had asked something impolite, but her answer came quickly; it
may have been one she had said many times before. “No, no – I
don’t. Many of my kind do – I think it’s a way of feeling superior.
My brother certainly has a lot of disdain for humans. The fact that
we have to feed off you, that galls some of us, mostly those who
hate the human interactions. But me…,” she shook her head and
smiled at him. A warm, genuine smile. “No Ben, I don’t resent you,”
she answered quietly.

Another thought struck Ben. “Does Vanessa?”
Vampires and werewolves were one thing – it seemed as if they were
morally ambiguous. Rose was mostly human, after all, and Miranda
seemed to have a conscience. Demons, however…. Ben had studied the
Torah, the legends of the Jews, so he felt he knew – nothing good
ever came from messing with demons.

“No. She actually enjoys her interactions
with humans,” Miranda said wryly. “A little too much,” she added
under her breath.

“But she’s a demon,” Ben argued. “Miranda,
there’s a lot of evil being done on Earth right now. Are you
telling me Vanessa and her kind have nothing to do with it?” he
reasoned.

“No, no, no, Ben, please,” Miranda was
imploring him now, and he couldn’t deny the concern that she showed
about his allegations against her friend.

“There are demons about, because of the war,
no doubt,” Miranda conceded, but as she looked at Ben, her eyes
directly into his, he knew that she was being honest, and sincere.
“But they’re not responsible for the evil on earth, Ben. I’m sorry,
but that’s a human doing. There may be demons about, feeding on the
energy and using it to cause some mayhem, enabling humans to commit
some atrocities. But what started it all, Ben, and what continues
to drive it, that is unfortunately human.

“Look at the first sin, that of Adam and
Eve. There was the temptation of the humans, but they chose –
chose – to eat the fruit.” Here Miranda sighed, and looked
towards the door. “Humans can be good, Ben, like you,” she gave him
another warm smile, which faded as she continued. “Yet they can
also be corrupt as well. It doesn’t take much.” With that
statement, Miranda looked off through the window into the night
sky. Ben thought he saw an expression of sadness on her face.

“As long as Vanessa’s trustworthy, and not
responsible for anything the Nazis have done,” Ben asked, wanting
additional reassurance.

“No, she’s – sexually oriented.” Miranda
grew reflective, as if collecting her thoughts.

“Vanessa was what you might call a succubus.
She’s a Nephilim spirit – you’re familiar with the tale? The
angels, the Watchers who came to the earth?” Miranda looked at Ben.
He nodded; he’d studied the tale as part of his religious
upbringing and had even read some non-canonical Jewish texts on the
subject.

Satisfied that she didn’t have to explain,
Miranda continued, “Vanessa’s father was Azazael, one of the
leaders of the Watchers. Her mother was Naamah, daughter of Cain.
When the Watchers were imprisoned in the Abyss, well – you can
imagine that they were very angry, to say the least. Since they had
such success before, tempting men with their wicked ways, they
wanted to try again.

“However, a fallen Watcher can’t just appear
in corporeal form on earth. He can materialize – in spirit form –
if called by summoning spells, but that’s not always enough to
accomplish what they want to do on Earth. The Watchers needed
earthly bodies to do their bidding. So, they figured out how to put
Nephilim spirits into dead human bodies…”

“Vanessa is a corpse?” Ben was
disgusted.

“We – none of us, Ben – can help what we
are,” Miranda chastised. “We have choices, though, as to what we
can become. Vanessa grew tired of going to the surface of the
Earth, tempting men into fornication, adultery, and so forth. She
especially got tired of being a concubine in Hell for the other
fallen Watchers. She had no control over her body, her actions. She
left. Escaped. Azazael was angry, but not enough to call her back,
or have her killed.”

“So – Vanessa can be killed?”

“Don’t get any ideas, Ben,” Miranda warned,
and Ben grew slightly afraid. Something in her voice – he knew that
Miranda liked him, but he was still on dangerous ground; he hadn’t
yet proven that they could trust him.

“She can only be killed by sunlight, and
enferous metals. And if killed – her spirit still remains, but it
loses all of its memories that it collected in the earthly body
that was just destroyed.”

“I understand.” To Ben, that thought – of
losing one’s memories – was depressing. He sincerely hoped in the
existence of a soul. To lose all that one collected over one’s life
– that thought was too much for him to bear. So he changed the
topic slightly, asking another question that had been on his
mind.
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