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For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams …

 



—“Annabel Lee,” Edgar Allan Poe






FOREWORD


The tradition of Gothic literature stretches back to the early days of the novel, with Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, published in 1764. Anyone who has read Poe or Stoker or Daphne du Maurier would recognize the early gothic elements in Walpole’s story. The story begins with a tragedy—a lord’s son dies on his wedding day. The lord then decides to marry the girl himself. She flees to a church. The lord pursues and is about to kill her rescuer when a birthmark reveals that the young man is his own son. The lord locks him in a tower, but he escapes with the girl into the catacombs. And so it continues, a melodramatic tale of murder, betrayal and mistaken identity, with a bittersweet romantic ending. By the third edition, the book’s subtitle had changed from “A Story” to “A Gothic Story.” And so a genre was launched.

Classic Gothic literature, with its stock elements—innocent heroine, mysterious hero, isolated setting, curses, madness, secrets—has gone in and out of fashion since Walpole. In the sixties and seventies, it saw a revival with Gothic romantic  suspense, most notably in the books of Victoria Holt, Barbara Michaels and Mary Stewart. These novels often included an element of the supernatural, but it was usually subdued. A ghost might hold the key to a secret or a character might discover her ancestors were witches. The erotic elements were even more subdued. Rarely was there anything more explicit than kisses and longing. Even the erotic subtext was muted, far more than it had been in Gothic novels written a century earlier.

In the late seventies, Gothic fiction began another turn, one that firmly embraced both the sensual and the supernatural. Leading this new era was Anne Rice, who returned to the early days of the genre, following in the footsteps of Bram Stoker and James Malcolm Rymer by putting vampires at the center of her work. Her sensual vampires were not the monsters, though, but the protagonists. Twenty-five years later, authors took Rice’s ideas even further, and the genre of paranormal romance was born, replete with sexy supernaturals of every variety, from vampires and werewolves to angels and demons. And these were not the chaste encounters seen in the Gothic romances of the sixties. These were erotic, often explicitly so, exploring every facet of sexuality from GLBT to poly relationships to S/M to fetish.


Red Velvet and Absinthe celebrates the Gothic in all its forms and adds in the erotic elements that were often glossed over in the genre’s early incarnations. Here we do find traditional historical tales and exotic settings, but we’ll also find contemporary stories, and those with a magical surrealism that transcends time. The stock elements are well represented, too, often with an original twist, giving us delicious tales of family secrets and horrible curses, enchanted paintings and mysterious beverages.

Those looking for the supernatural will not be disappointed. Stories feature not only recognizable creatures, such as werewolves and ghosts, but mysterious ones too, men whispered to be demons or golems, and new fantastical beasts born from the authors’ imaginations.

Whatever the setting or the time period or the elements chosen, all these stories embrace the emotional and sensory richness integral to the Gothic tale. We don’t just read words on a page. We feel the red velvet. We taste the absinthe. We smell the flower and sweat. We hear the whispers and cries. And we experience the thrilling danger, the looming apprehension, the exquisite passion. That is the core of Gothic literature and this collection delivers.

 



Kelley Armstrong






INTRODUCTION


The genre of paranormal romance has had a very respectable history, having taken shape from the Gothic novel, which falls solidly into the category of Romantic literature. To the uninitiated, this might seem a bit odd, considering that Gothic literature is most often associated with elements we might not consider particularly romantic or sexy. I don’t know many people who’d consider howls in the night, creaking staircases, rattling chains, and a madwoman locked in the attic the stuff of romance. But those of us readers who have enjoyed a long-term love affair with Gothic fiction can wholeheartedly attest to the fact that there is, indeed, a romantic theme running through these works, even in the darkest and grimmest of offerings. So too, are there elements of sensuality and eroticism. Anyone who’s read Bram Stoker’s Dracula will tell you that eroticism is alive and well on the pages. The impassioned torment taking place between Heathcliff and Catherine in Emily Brontë’s classic Wuthering Heights provides some steam as well, even if not overtly expressed in the prose.

Perhaps it’s that delicious shiver we feel running down our spines when we read these works that keeps us coming back for more. Perhaps it’s that subtle sense of fear that thrills us and gives us a forbidden charge that’s ever so slightly erotic in nature. Whatever it is, Gothic literature is as popular now as it was in the past. Although the greats such as Bram Stoker, the Brontë sisters, Mary Shelley and Daphne du Maurier are long dead, we have a host of contemporary authors keeping the Gothic spirit alive and interpreting it in new and exciting ways. It is these writers past and present to whom I owe a debt of gratitude—both as a reader and as a writer.


Red Velvet and Absinthe is a book I’ve wanted to do for a long time. Having enjoyed Gothic novels since childhood, it was inevitable I’d one day wish to do something along these lines myself. The fact that the paranormal has been experiencing an even further renaissance beyond the written word thanks to the recent output from the film and television industries finally gave me the impetus. My goal for Red Velvet and Absinthe was to offer readers a collection of unique and original stories that conjure up the rich atmospheric and romantic spirit of the Gothic masters (and mistresses), but take things further by adding to the brew a generous portion of eroticism that’s far less restrained than what transpired between Cathy and Heathcliff. I hope this will be a collection our literary predecessors would have enjoyed reading, had any of them been alive to witness its publication.

So I’d like to invite you to lie back and relax and listen to the wind howling outside your window as you read these stories in the flickering light of a candle, the absinthe you’re sipping warming your body like the caressing touch of a lover’s fingers….

 



Mitzi Szereto

(Writing from a windswept moor somewhere in England)






SNOWLIGHT, MOONLIGHT

Rose de Fer

 



 



 



 



 




She remembered the snow; the snow and the blood and the velvet night. She had lain gazing up at the icy indifferent moon as her strength slowly ebbed and at last the darkness claimed her. That was when she’d heard them start to sing. The wolves: the terrible, beautiful wolves.

The full weight of the night pressed itself down on her but beneath her there was only softness, comfort. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even open her eyes. From far away she heard music. A piano, deep and resonant, soothing.

She felt calm. No, that wasn’t quite true. She felt as though she was meant to feel calm. As though she was somehow disconnected from whatever lay on the other side of the darkness. As though she’d been drugged.

With great effort she finally managed to curl the fingers of her right hand, slowly breaking the spell that held her immobile. Her skin began to tingle with awareness. It seemed like years before she got the fingers to open again, and by then the  tingling had begun to spread with nearly unbearable pleasure throughout her body. Tears pricked her eyes beneath the lids and her heart swelled with euphoria as the melody reached a climax. Was this death?

She reached out in the darkness, feeling for the snow. Instead her hand encountered a hard unyielding surface and something crashed to the floor. The music stopped abruptly and a crescendo of sharp taps told her someone was coming.

At last she managed to open her eyes and the room swam into being. She lifted her head and took in her surroundings. She was lying in a four-poster bed hung with heavy damask curtains that were tied back with braided cords. A fire roared in the hearth opposite the bed, and the room was lavishly decorated.

A man stood over her, his blue eyes dancing in the light of the candle he placed on the bed table. He was elegantly dressed in a black frock coat and matching silk cravat. A gold watch chain hung across the front of his burgundy waistcoat.

“You’re awake at last,” he said, in a soft cultured voice.

“At last?”

“You’ve been asleep for some time. Do you remember anything?”

She searched her mind. The forest. The moon. “The carriage,” she said suddenly. “It overturned!”

“Yes. You had crawled some distance off the road into the trees. When I found you, you were nearly dead. I’m afraid there was nothing I could do for your coachman.”

“And you brought me here?”

He nodded. “I patched you up and let you sleep.”

“Patched me up?” Frightened, she raised her arms and gasped in horror at what she saw. The skin was crisscrossed with jagged wounds that had been expertly stitched together with black thread. Her hand fluttered to her throat where she could feel the  evidence of an even worse injury—clearly a near-fatal one. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Dear god, what happened to me?”

“It was rather a nasty accident, I’m afraid. Still, you’re over the worst of it now. And no matter the unfortunate circumstances, I’m honored to have you as my guest, Miss…?”

She opened her mouth to tell him her name, then frowned in confusion. “That’s strange. I can’t seem to remember.”

He smiled and patted her hand. “You have had quite a time of it,” he said, “so I shouldn’t wonder if you’re a little confused. In the meantime I should be very pleased to have you recover your strength here with me.”

“Oh, I couldn’t trespass any further on your hospitality!” She tried to lever herself up, but he easily pushed her back down.

“No,” he said firmly. “You’re far too weak to be up and about. You were half frozen as it was when I found you.”

“But I must—”

“Must what? Must arrive for some appointment? How? Do you even know where you were going? Or who would know you there?”

She lowered her head. He was right. She had no idea of anything.

“Besides, you’ve nothing to wear. Your dress was torn to ribbons.”

Heat flooded her face as she realized she must be naked beneath the bedclothes, that he must have seen—everything. He seemed amused by her embarrassment and she bit her lip, suddenly feeling foolish. He was a medical man, after all. And he had saved her life. Would she rather be lying fully clothed and dead in the snow? A tear slipped down her cheek as she murmured a confused mixture of apology and thanks.

He waved his hand, dismissing her words. “My dear girl, there’s no sense in distressing yourself further. You just stay here  and rest for now, and I’ll bring you something to eat later.”

“I’m not very hungry.”

“You will be.”

With that he tucked her arms back beneath the covers and took the candle away. Shadows leapt and danced along the walls as he made his way to the door and closed it gently behind him. She thought she heard the sound of a key turning in the latch but before the idea—and its implications—could take root, she was asleep again.

 



The fire had died down when next she woke. The sheets were soaked with sweat and she was burning with fever. She kicked away the blankets and lay wholly exposed on the bed: naked, brazen. Her host had drawn the curtains and a jagged stripe of pale light spilled through the trees and lay across the floor. She watched it make its slow way across the room as the moon rose in the sky.

Hunger gnawed at her stomach and her mouth watered. He’d told her she would be hungry. He’d said he would bring her something to eat. Where was he? Should she call out? Knock something else to the floor?

She couldn’t lie still. Her skin burned, ached, itched. And there was another kind of hunger, a deeper kind, a kind she’d never known before. She thought of his eyes, his kind smile, his gentle hands. Her skin tingled, weirdly alive and charged like the air before a storm. The blankets beneath her were a sensual pleasure too excruciating to bear and she found herself writhing wantonly, both to escape their caress and to intensify it.

She remembered the wolfsong—the heartrending music of unnatural hunger and need. It had filled her with yearning even as she lay bleeding in the snow. Now she heard it in her mind and she found herself wishing she could join in.

The moonlight had reached the bed, where it spilled over her splayed thighs like quicksilver. Her eyes pierced the darkness. Every detail of the room was discernible to her. She could see each tiny imperfection in the carved oak dressing table, hear the brittle leaves shivering in the trees outside. Most acute of all was her sense of smell. She could smell the rosewater in the washing bowl, the melted wax of the candles in a room farther down the corridor. And she could smell him—the hot musky scent of his flesh and his spicy blood beneath.

Her own blood roared in her ears, echoing the surf from somewhere far away. Now she could see the moon fully through the trees—a beacon that drew strange growls from her throat the more she gazed at it. Her fingers clutched at the air, the nail beds burning and making her cry out in a voice that wasn’t her own, wasn’t even properly a voice.

“Is the pain unbearable?”

She was startled to see him beside her and she wondered how long he’d been there, watching. Time had no meaning. There was only the moonlight and the all-consuming hunger.

She tried to speak, but it was as though her mouth had forgotten how to form words. She shook her head instead and strained toward him, angling her legs as far apart as she could to show him what was truly unbearable.

“I brought you something to eat,” he said simply. “But first, you will forgive me but I must take some precautions.”

He removed his coat and purposefully rolled up his sleeves. Then one by one he unfastened the braided cords that held back the curtains on the bed. He gripped her left wrist firmly and looped the cord around it, knotting it and securing it to the bedpost. Hot desire surged within her and she yanked at the knot, testing its strength. She moaned with pleasure as he bound each limb until she was splayed open on the bed. All the  shame and fear she’d felt earlier were gone, and in its place was only hunger.

Once she was immobilized he held up a slice of raw red meat for her to see. Blood dripped from the edges where it had been recently cut. Her heart pounded violently and she lunged for it, held fast by the cords.

With an indulgent smile he held the meat out to her in the palm of his hand, where she tore it to pieces with her teeth, devouring it. Warm blood ran over her chin and down her throat and she was drunk on the pleasure. Nothing had ever tasted so delicious, so satisfying. He placed a hand on the side of her face and she pressed against it, biting gently at the meaty aspect of his palm, running her sharp teeth softly over his skin and licking away the juices.

The moon spilled its icy blue glow into the room. It crawled over and inside her skin, filling her with desire so intense it made her light-headed. She wanted more. She also knew instinctively that more would never be enough.

He stepped back and regarded her. “I don’t anticipate a full transformation tonight. It’s too soon since…” He paused, then asked, “Can you understand me?”

His words made sense in a distant, abstract way, but she only heard his voice. She wanted to lose herself in its dulcet tones. What she understood more easily was his mood. Beneath his professional demeanor was a hunger of his own. A hunger he was denying.

She strained against her bonds and whimpered, trying to convey her understanding. The ropes bit deeply into her ankles as she raised her hips, offering herself to him. She growled deep in her throat, a ferocious little sound of pure desperation. Beads of sweat stood out across her chest like jewels and her nails clawed at the headboard, carving deep furrows into the  wood. She wanted him. And she knew that he wanted her just as much.

But his will was stronger than hers. He pulled a blanket over her, smiling even as he covered her nudity. “You’ll sleep now,” he said.

She shook her head but the motion made her dizzy. The room grew blurry and she realized that he must have put something in the meat. She fought to stay awake but it was no use; the last thing she registered before sinking into a dreamless sleep was the hope that he would still be there when she woke up.

 



Birds were shrieking outside and from somewhere close by came a loud rhythmic ticking. She opened her eyes to see that he hadn’t left her. He was looking at his pocket watch, and when he noticed that she was awake he snapped it shut. She winced at the sound it made. Everything was so loud, every sense painfully acute.

“It’s morning,” he said. “You’re over the worst of it.”

“Worst of what?” she mumbled.

With infinite care he untied her right wrist and held the arm up for her to see. She had recovered her senses enough to be shocked.

Her fingernails had split and lengthened into thick, heavy claws and where before she had seen a patchwork of angry red wounds and stitches across her forearm, there were now only pale pink scars, as though from injuries that had healed years before.

“Your carriage didn’t just overturn,” he explained. “You were attacked.”

She looked up at him fearfully. “Attacked?”

He went to the window and drew the curtains fully open. The sky was strewn with wild color and light, but she had no  idea whether it was morning or evening. “Strange creatures live in the forest,” he said, his tone a mix of fascination and disquiet. “Creatures I have been studying for many years. When a person is bitten, they become something that belongs neither to this world nor to theirs.” He turned to face her. “You have perhaps heard such stories?”

Her eyes widened. “Werewolves,” she said at last.

She had heard such things as a child but never supposed them to be true. Indeed, if he had said the word to her the night before she’d have thought him mad. Now, however, she could hardly deny what she had experienced. The proof was carved into the headboard like an ancient, arcane map. Memories came to her like fragments of a nightmare: A huge hairy beast leaping from the shadows. The horses rearing, panicking. The carriage tumbling onto its side, spilling her out. A flurry of teeth and claws. Blood and snow. Death. And rebirth.

She knew it to be true. Knew it with an uncanny, animal perception.

He was watching her intently, as though reading her thoughts. “You can never go back,” he said, “even if you could remember who you are or where you were going.”

Hot tears stung her eyes and she tugged feebly at her bonds. “So I’m a prisoner.”

He frowned as though she’d said something vulgar. “Of course not. If you like, you can choose to live among those in the forest, eating squirrels and rabbits, shivering in the winter, hunted by the villagers who believe the forest to be cursed. However, if you would prefer a more comfortable and civilized existence, you are welcome to stay here, where I can look after you.”

“As another creature to study, you mean?”

His frown deepened and he looked hurt. “You really won’t be helped, will you?”

She sighed and lowered her head, ashamed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so ungrateful.”

She stared at her hand, flexing the fingers and marveling at the fearsome claws. They looked as though they were slowly retracting, but they still looked capable of doing damage. The night before, she’d ripped apart the meat he’d given her, not with teeth but with fangs. She ran her tongue along the edge of her teeth and noticed that they, too, had lost some of their animal sharpness. “Am I dangerous?” she wondered aloud.

“Not as you are now,” he said and he began to untie the other knots, freeing her limbs. “Right now you’re somewhere in between, but still mostly human. However, when the wolf in you takes over she won’t know me. She’ll have to learn to trust me as any wild animal would.”

Her wrists and ankles burned where the cords had bitten into the skin but the red marks faded before her eyes. She gathered the blanket around her and rose from the bed. The fine silk rug on the floor made her bare feet tingle with heightened pleasure. She crossed to the dressing table and met the eyes of the girl in the mirror. Her long dark hair was in disarray, giving her a feral look that seemed at odds with the unnatural grace of her movements.

The wolf had no concept of time or of consequences; it was a creature of pure instinct. It existed entirely in the present. There was no sense in mourning a past she couldn’t remember or fearing a future she couldn’t know. The wolf wanted only to live in the moment and the moment was undeniably pleasant. Her rescuer really was extraordinarily handsome. Even now, overwhelmed and exhausted by all that had happened, she could feel the primal hunger within, could feel her body stirring again.

“What if someone comes to look for me?” she asked.

He sat on the edge of the bed, watching her. “The villagers  will explain about the tragic accident in the forest. You’ll be presumed dead.”

“And if they come here? To this house?”

“I’m well respected in the village,” he said. “They regard me as an eccentric, but certainly no one would suspect me of anything untoward.”

“You live alone?”

“Alone these twenty-five years.”

“Then,” she said, a teasing smile playing on her lips, “who shall I be when they ask? A girl you found in the woods?” She let the blanket fall from her shoulders. It pooled around her ankles and she stood naked and unashamed before him. From across the room she could hear his heartbeat quicken.

“Shall I be your cherished pet, curled up on the hearth, eating from your hand?” As she spoke she sank to the floor and crept toward him on all fours. She knelt at his feet and rested her chin on his knee as she peered up at him. She placed one hand gently in his lap, pressing her palm against the hardness she found there. “Or shall I be your experimental subject, strapped down in your laboratory, naked and helpless…”

His resolve crumbled. He lifted her by her arms onto the bed, holding her down and crushing his mouth to hers. She arched herself into him, her tongue finding his. Then he pulled away and she gave a little cry of dismay. But it was only so he could remove his clothes, which he did quickly, leaving everything in a heap on the floor. In seconds he was back with her, his warm flesh pressed to hers, his hardness demanding entry.

He took her roughly, hungrily, and she threw back her head with a gasp as he filled her completely, thrusting in and out, every movement an attack—a desperately welcome one. She cried out, hardly recognizing the voice as her own.

She wrapped her legs around him and squeezed them tightly  together, flexing her inner muscles and enjoying his gasp of delight. Her own pleasure was almost overwhelming. She was balanced on a knife-edge of sensations almost too intense to process. Almost. If she were still wholly human she would never be able to endure it. She wanted everything he could give her, everything he could do to her. Pleasure and pain and everything in between.

When the climax overtook them both, she forgot herself completely. His moans mingled with her own wild cries and from deep within her came the urge to sink her sharp teeth into his throat, to make him like her, like them. She could hear the wolves in the woods, howling, as though communing with her from miles away.

Before he could react she writhed out of his grasp and leapt on top of him, pushing him down and raking her claws down his chest. He hissed with pain and met her frenzied eyes with surprise but not fear. She dragged her long pink tongue up the length of him, drunk on the taste of his blood.

But as she bared her teeth to bite he seized her by the arms and forced her down on her front, holding her wrists together in the small of her back with one hand. He yanked the cord from the nearest bedpost and wound it tightly around her wrists, ignoring her yelps of protest.

“Foolish girl!”

She peered up at him from under a curtain of hair, the madness fading with the diminishing pulses of her orgasm.

Panting and spent, he was nonetheless in control of her again. He put his trousers on but frowned at his bleeding chest as he dabbed at it with his shirt. Then he met her eyes and assumed an authoritative tone. “The condition is communicated through a bite and fortunately you’ve only inflicted a few scratches. It’s a nuisance, but I don’t think you’ve done any real damage.  However, if you insist on trying to bite, little wolf, I shall have no choice but to keep you in a cage.”

She squirmed at his rebuke, a slave to desire at his every word, however harsh.

He saw her response and his features softened. He stroked her hair with gruff affection. “I’ll be in my laboratory. When you’ve freed yourself you may come and find me.” And he left her wrestling with the knots.

He’d tied the cord viciously tight in his annoyance and it took her some considerable time to loosen it. Time enough for him to tend his wounds and forgive her, she hoped. At last the cord went slack and she wriggled free. She sprang lithely to her feet, stretching her limbs and relishing the strange new fluidity of her movements. The immediacy of the wolf’s madness had left her, but her memories were strikingly vivid. A deep engulfing soreness burned through every part of her, but it was a welcome pain; it told her she was alive. More alive than she had ever felt before.

She knew exactly where he was because she could smell him. She walked naked up a curving staircase that led her to the top of the house. A forbidding oak door opened onto a laboratory filled with strange contraptions and an array of scientific equipment, things whose purpose she couldn’t begin to guess. He stood at a table crowded with bottles of colored liquid and shining steel instruments. He was wringing out a blood-soaked cloth in a bowl of water and she saw that he’d stitched up the worst of the scratches.

She remembered the salty taste of his blood, the velvety thickness of it on her tongue. She traced one ragged wound with a finger, biting her lip guiltily. “Did I really do that?”

He removed her hand and kissed her palm. “You certainly did.”

She blushed and looked down at the floor. “I don’t know how to apologize,” she said, searching for words. “In the moment, I …I just wanted you to be—well, like me.”

“I know. But you will have to learn to control yourself, my girl. I meant what I said about the cage.” He nodded toward the wall.

A heavy iron cage stood there, large enough for a wolf to pace back and forth in. The thought of being locked inside it sent a little pulse through her sex and she pressed her thighs together. She could see herself growling hungrily at her captor from within, pawing at the massive padlock that hung from the latch. As she touched the smooth cold iron she imagined him stroking her sleek fur through the bars, taming her day by day until he could trust her enough to let her out. She turned back to him as she leaned against the cage, feeling drunk at the thought of his absolute mastery of her. He had saved her from one life and given her a new one—one in which she could not survive without his care.

She braced her palms against the top of the cage and raised herself enough to sit down, gasping a little at the chill of iron against her bare skin. He parted her legs and moved closer, standing between her thighs.

“I don’t even have a name,” she mused.

“Actually, you do. I’ve given you one.”

She closed her eyes against the nervous flutter of her heart, waiting for him to tell her what it was. Instead he reached across to the cluttered table and held up an elegantly tooled strip of rich brown leather. He looped it around her neck and fastened it with a tiny lock. “You belong to me now,” he said, “my pet.” Then he pressed the palm of his hand against her warm wet sex.

She whimpered softly as he pushed her back, forcing her  body to arch. Her right foot found purchase on the edge of a cabinet and she held herself still as he kissed her breasts, teasing her nipples into hard little buds with his tongue. She pressed against him, letting him know she wanted more. Much, much more.

He spread her legs apart and drew his fingers down to her sex, slipping two inside her with ease. Then three. With his hand he reached every deep part of her, stroking her and pushing hard against the walls of her sex while she clung to the bars of the cage, surrendering completely. His thumb remained outside, teasing her most sensitive place with a clinician’s dexterity. The flood of sensations gathered and swelled until it broke over her in a wave and she gave herself to it with breathless abandon.

When she finally came back to herself he was smiling at her. He gently withdrew his hand. “Extraordinary,” he said, sounding both surprised and pleased. “I don’t imagine many women would have enjoyed that. I’m sure it warrants further study.”

She blushed and lowered her head. “Let me be sure I understand. I heal quickly but you don’t. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“So any damage I might sustain, however serious, could be fine again in a couple of days?”

He took her wrist and lifted her arm for her to see. There was now no trace at all of her own injuries. “That has been my observation with previous subjects,” he said, emphasizing the word. Subject.

Her face burned as she spoke, giving voice to unearthly desires. “Then it really doesn’t matter how rough you are with me.”

“No. It doesn’t.”

“Then perhaps you could show me”—she teased the drawer open with her toes and her eyes gleamed with reflected light  from the stainless steel instruments nestled inside—“what you use these for.”

 



His fingers dance over the keys, filling the room with music as he works his way through the sonata. The final notes linger and then fade into silence as he looks down at the wolf that lies at his feet. She raises her head to meet his gaze and licks his proffered hand. He runs his finger along the line of her spine and the little silver lock jingles at her throat as she rises to his touch. Moonlight streams in through the windows and her amber eyes shine with anticipation. He releases the chain that tethers her to the leg of the piano. The collar and chain are no longer a necessity, but he enjoys the deep submission they bring out in her.

She pads softly at her master’s feet as he leads her outside to greet the moon. She likes to make the change outside, in the snow. The snow reminds her of the first time. When the snow is gone she will change among the flowers. Then the falling leaves.

He unfastens the chain from her collar and she bounds down the stone steps into the frozen garden. The moon reveals itself through a veil of clouds and he stands watching the wolf as she capers in the snow. Soon the wild circles of paw prints will be intertwined with human footprints and he will go to her then. She will be frightened at first, bewildered to find herself suddenly standing naked in the snow. Then she will remember. And he will take her back inside to spend the night reminding her of everything else.






COVER HIM WITH DARKNESS

Janine Ashbless

 



 



 



 



 




The first time I saw him fettered there in the dark, I wept.

I was seven years old. My father led me by the hand down the steps behind the church altar, through a passage hewn into the mountainside. I’d never been permitted through that door before. Inside, there were niches cut into the rock walls, and near the church they were filled with painted and gilded icons of the saints and of Our Lord, but farther back those gave way to statuettes of blank-eyed pagan gods, growing cruder in execution and less human in appearance as we walked on. I clung to Father’s hand and cringed from the darkness. Finally we came out into a roofless chamber, where the walls leaned inward a hundred feet over our heads and the floor was nothing but a mass of loosely tumbled boulders. I looked up, blinking at the light that seemed blinding, though in fact this was a dim and shadowed place. I could see a wisp of cloud against the seam of blue and the black speck of a mountain eagle soaring across the gap.

There he lay upon a great tilted slab of limestone, his wrists  and ankles bound by twisted leather ropes whose farther ends seemed to be set into the rock itself. It was hard to say whether the slab had always been underground or had fallen long ago from the mountain above; our country is, after all, much prone to earthquakes. Dirt washed down with the rain had stained him gray, but I could make out the muscled lines of his bare arms and legs and the bars of his ribs. There was an old altar cloth draped across his lower torso; only much later did I realize that Father had done that, to spare his small daughter the man’s nakedness.

“Here, Milja,” said my father, pushing me forward. “It is time you knew. This is the charge of our family. This is what we guard day and night. It is our holy duty never to let him be found or escape.”

I was only little: he looked huge to me; huge and filthy and all but naked. I stared at the thongs, as thick as my skinny wrist, knotted cruelly tight about his broader ones. They stretched his arms above his head so that one hand could not touch the other, and they held his ankles apart. I felt a terrible ache gather in my chest. I pressed backward, into Father’s black robes.

“Who is he?” I whispered.

“He is a very bad man.”

That was when the prisoner moved for the first time. He rolled his head and turned his face toward us. I saw the whites of his eyes gleam in his gray face. Even at seven, I could read the suffering and the despair burning there. I squirmed in Father’s grip.

“I think he is hurt,” I whimpered. “The ropes are hurting him.”

“Milja,” said Father, dropping to his knees and putting his arm around me. “Don’t be fooled—this is not a human being. It just looks like one. Our family has guarded him here since the  first people came to these mountains. Before the Communists. Before the Turks. Before the Romans, even. He has always been here. He is a prisoner of God.”

“What did he do?”

“I don’t know, little chick.”

That was when I began to cry.

 



“What did he do?” became a question I repeated many times as I grew up, along with “Who is he?” My father did not lie, but nor could he answer my question truthfully. He was an educated man, though he was now the priest of an isolated village in the most barren, mountainous corner of our rugged country. He had studied engineering at university in Belgrade, but he admitted that the answers to my queries were unclear to him. “The gods have condemned him,” he would say, with a sigh. That sounded so strange coming from an Orthodox priest that I didn’t know what to think.

Every Sunday, after going down into the village to celebrate the Divine Liturgy there—nobody ever climbed up the two hundred steps to our dingy little church carved into the sheer rock—he would descend into the prison. He would take the man water and bread, and wash his face. My father was not without compassion, even for a prisoner, and he felt the dignity of his position.

“Is he…Prometheus?” I asked when I was ten and had been reading the Greek myths in one of the dog-eared encyclopedias Father had brought from the capital. “The gods chained up Prometheus forever. Is it him?”

“It may be.”

“But…Prometheus was good, Father. He taught us how to be civilized. He stole fire from the gods to bring it to men. He was on our side!”

“What did man do with fire, Milja?”

“Cook?”

“He smelted iron, little chick, and with iron he made swords. He made all the weapons of war, and men have slaughtered men in countless millions ever since. Are you sure Prometheus had our best interests at heart? Would we not have been happier if we had stayed in the Stone Age?”

I was too young to answer that. Father sighed and fetched a black-bound book, laying it on the table by the window where the light could fall upon it. He opened it to near the beginning.

“My grandfather told me that it is Azazel we hold in our keeping. Have you heard of him?”

“No,” said I in a small voice.

“No man or titan, but a demon, little chick. A leader of the fallen angels: those Sons of God who lusted after mortal women. The Israelites dedicated their scapegoat sin-offering to him. Like the Greeks’ Prometheus, he too is credited with teaching men metalworking and warcraft—and women the arts of seduction and sorcery. Here in the Book of Enoch, see; the angel Raphael is commanded: ‘bind Azazel hand and foot and cast him into the darkness. And lay upon him rough and jagged rocks, and cover him with darkness, that he may remain there forever.’”
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