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It was her eyes that should have told me
everything about her, right from the very beginning. It felt like
just random chance that our gaze met from across the bar at that
one moment, but I should have known it was deliberate. Those eyes,
like huge green emeralds that shone from behind round black-framed
windows with heavy dark curtains, were her first line of offense.
The dame had gorgeous eyes, and she knew it … and she was using
them on me.

I waited for her to glance away. They always
did, any time I caught a gal looking my direction. They stared at
the freak show for as long as they dared, but looked away the very
second their attention was too obvious. It wasn’t politeness or
courtesy, but fear. I was a scary kind of guy, at least to anyone
that didn’t know me. I was scary because they didn’t know how I’d
come to look the way that I did, nor could they be sure what I was
capable of doing. They couldn’t know whether I was a man of good
intentions or ill repute, but a man with scars running across his
face the way mine did could only be considered bad. That was most
women for ya’, except for this one.

I waited. She didn’t look away. Bold, this
dame. A woman that could hold a stranger’s gaze like that from
across a room was one that wanted something. I wasn’t loaded, not
in the money sense, and the way I was dressed should have made that
fairly clear enough in a blink. Cheap hat and coat, worn and
scuffed shoes, and my hands and shirt still slightly grease-stained
from a bit of roadside mechanic work I’d had to do in the rain to
even make it to the bar that night, I was no Dapper Dan in the
least. So, unless she was looking for someone to cover her tab, I
knew that it wasn’t money she was after. Common sense should have
told me that she wasn’t looking to find her way into my bed,
either, but that heavy-lidded gaze of hers was dripping with sex so
raw that I could almost taste it over the Lucky Strike hanging from
my lips.

I’m not sure how I hadn’t noticed her when
she’d first walked into the place. She wasn’t making a scene, but
she stuck out from the crowd of usual barflies like a polished
black opal in a handful of diamonds. Girls these days were all
about the bob haircuts, flapper hats, and Raggedy Anne makeup; this
dame, on the other hand, was something straight out of the
Victorian days of wrought iron, corsets, and cathedrals. And the
way she held herself, almost posing for a snapshot of my mind’s
camera, I knew she was no dame at all, but a lady. My slow stare
took in her elbow-length velvet gloves, a formal dress, ballroom
slipper-like shoes, a long-stemmed cigarette holder, and a veiled
hat, all in black. I wondered whose funeral she’d just attended,
and who the hell got buried this close to midnight on a rainy
October weekday. Just the same, I wondered how the hell I’d never
seen her before; getting into a speakeasy like this was a matter of
knowing the right people, and I wondered just who the hell she’d
known to get in here, herself.

So, I gave her a few seconds. I never look
away first – I’ve never needed to, not for a long time – but after
I felt my eyes going dry, I started to feel a little bit ridiculous
and I finally glanced down into my tumbler of whiskey. I waited a
few, took a drag from my cigarette and a sip of my whiskey, and
pretended to accidentally look in her direction again. Those eyes,
those emerald green eyes were still locked on me. She wasn’t ogling
me with awe or horror, just giving me that same sultry bedroom
stare that never blinked. If she had wanted me to know that she was
interested, she had already made it pretty clear. Now, she was
dancing on a thin edge between randy and rude.

I don’t approach women. I’m not shy, and I’m
no fairy. Fact is I’m just not one of those guys. I see a fella’
sauntering up to a gal, I’m looking at a guy that’s full of
himself, or trying really hard to impress a dame enough to overlook
his shortcomings – a guy short on change, packing a derringer in
his jock instead of a rifle, whatever. I always figured, if a gal’s
hard up enough for company to settle with a guy with my looks,
she’d come to me first. It’s bad enough that I can’t help scaring
the daylights out of a gal with my ugly mug. The last thing I’m
sure any of them would want is someone like me getting up close and
personal with them, to boot; at that point, any woman that goes
home with me is only doing so because she’s probably more afraid of
what she thinks I might do to her, otherwise. But this one, she
wasn’t coming to me. She was interested, damned interested, and she
wasn’t going to be ignored. I wasn’t keen on being stared at,
either – call it a bad case of self-awareness, I guess – and there
was only one way I could think of resolving this matter, short of
downing my drink and walking out.

Standing up in a place like that was a lot
like sticking your head in a cloud. The ceiling was so low, the air
in that place so still that the smoke hung in a thick fog so dense
and separate from the rest of the atmosphere that you had to duck
under the bottom line and suck a few breaths if you weren’t already
used to it. A person standing under five-four probably wouldn’t
have even caught a whiff of tobacco unless someone blew it right
into their face. The way this underground speakeasy was laid out,
this was the upper half that caught all of the exhaust from the
lower half. Heat rises and shit floats, so this wasn’t the kind of
room where your upper class Rockefellers spent their nights. It was
something to make me wonder why she was here, as I walked through
that dense manmade fog with my cigarette pinched between my fingers
of the same hand that held my whiskey.

The barest hint of a smile curved her lips,
which were painted a burgundy so dark it could have been arterial
blood. Right away, I knew she was the type that was used to getting
what she wanted, especially when it came to men. Well, she’d wanted
me to heel, and there I was, standing next to her table like an
obedient dog on two feet. Three empty chairs awaited my selection.
I wasn’t comfy or brazen enough to go for the one right next to
her.

“So, how was the eulogy?” I asked her as I
sat down on the worn wooden stool farthest from the wall. For a
moment or two, she just stared at me. “The sermon? Y’know, the
preacher’s funeral speech?”

Those eyes were still on me, but they said
nothing, or at least not in reply. I wasn’t sure if she couldn’t
hear me over the mild din of chatter from the other patrons, or if
the dame had been born deaf. The way she looked with those
startlingly green eyes, pale alabaster skin, and straight, dark,
almost-but-not-quite-black hair, I should have guessed her to be a
foreigner. Gypsy woman, I guessed, something Slavic in her
bloodline. Nobody in these parts had all three of those traits of
skin tone, hair, and eye color, together. The Irish girls here had
the green eyes, the dark-haired gals were Greek or Italian, and the
pale women were German or Dutch, but there was always some other
odd quirk in the mix to throw it all off. We had all types in the
city, but not so much to the north end here, especially out past
the Johnson County line, and never any Slavs. It was just my luck,
meeting a lady of her caliber and not having anyone within a
hundred miles that knew how to speak a lick of any Slavic
language.

“Never mind. You’ve probably heard that one
before,” I sighed. I took a sip of booze that went down less than
smoothly. “By the way, I’m Paul.”

Yet again, she offered nothing in the way of
words for a response, but she did smile a bit more and nod her head
to me in acknowledgement. Either she was deaf, or her knowledge of
English didn’t even include the basic howdy-there stuff; in either
case, my chances for this going anywhere were already looking about
as bright as the rainy rural drive home.

“Me, Paul … Paul Verconi. You…?” I attempted,
going for the caveman approach as I gestured first to myself, then
her. When in doubt, use your hands.

She understood that enough to shake her head
in reply.

“You don’t have a name, or you just don’t
wanna give it to me?”

Again, she shook her pretty head. She was
still smiling, anyway. Okay, so she had her own way of playing the
name game. Fair enough, seeing as I was feeding her a phony name to
begin with – I wasn’t even Italian.

“Speak any English?”

She then offered what would be about the
closest thing to a full sentence she would give me that night,
without even parting her lips. She pointed to me, then made a
quack-quack gesture with her free gloved hand; she then pointed to
herself, and then to one of her delicate ears that peeked out from
under her glossy black hair. You talk, I’ll listen, she was saying.
I couldn’t read minds or lips, but I was a champ at charades.

“So, you understand English?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Pretty well?”

Another nod.

“Can you speak it at all?”

She shook her head lightly.

“Don’t know how, or you just don’t want
to?”

She made a zipper gesture across those full,
bloody-red lips of hers. Great, so she was a mute. I wasn’t sure
whether I would have been better off if she’d only been a
foreigner; at least, in that case, she could have learned to talk a
bit in something other than gibberish later on. Then again, I
wasn’t sure why it mattered, anyway. I wasn’t planning to marry
this dame right off the bat, was I? Frankly, a gal would have to be
either nuts, stupid, or one damned tough cookie to want to get
hitched with a sap like me. I’m not such a bad guy, really, but the
way my life works, she’d have to be bulletproof to make it last for
more than a few months before something would happen to her. I
don’t have enemies, but my friends do, and the friends of my
friends’ enemies are their enemies, too … or something like that. I
hadn’t exactly earned all of my scars from turning wrenches, if you
know what I mean.

I took one last drag from my cigarette before
I stubbed it out in a nearby ashtray, asking, “So, how does this
work, exactly? I tell you my life’s story and you decide if I’m
worth your time?”

She nodded to that, removing her spent
cigarette from its holder and crushing it out beside mine in the
ashtray. I didn’t recall having ever seen her take a drag from it
in the first place. She turned to face me more directly and propped
her delicate chin upon the back of her knuckles, resting her elbows
on the surface of an old wooden table as worn and marked-up as my
own face. I still hadn’t decided whether or not I liked the way she
studied me with those damned enchanting gem-like green eyes of
hers, looking at me like I was some kind of an ape behind an
invisible set of iron bars. Either she saw me as some kind of
fascinating freak show, or … something else that I couldn’t quite
place. The more I thought about it, the less I liked it.

Just the same, I wasn’t going to turn away
the only quality skirt whose attention had come my way in what felt
like years. I didn’t have to understand it to appreciate it, did I?
Besides, any man that thinks he understands dames is just about as
crazy as they are.

“Probably goes without saying, you wanna know
how I got this way, huh?” I proposed, rubbing my lumpy mug. “Not
much to tell about it, really. Some guys didn’t like me because I
was playing for the wrong team … y’know? So, I’ve had a few rough
nights. Broken bottle here, a knife there, close call with a bullet
on this part, and …y’know, things like that.”

She nodded like she understood me
perfectly.

“People see me, and for a minute, they think
I was in The War, or something. Then they see that I’m not in a
uniform and I look like an overdressed bum, they start making their
own assumptions,” I said. I gave a shrug. “Who am I to blame ‘em? I
saw you, I thought you were a widow or something, all dressed in
black like that. Easier to judge someone by their looks than it is
to take the time to get to know them, isn’t it?”

Again, she nodded. I took another sip of my
whiskey. It was getting low. I could make it last longer by sipping
smaller, but I’d earned my drinks. Besides, I had a feeling that I
wouldn’t be staying there for very much longer, anyhow. The look
that Little Miss Mute was giving me wasn’t so much a studying one
as it was something I could only call hungry. The way she leaned
just a little more over the table, the way her eyes hooked onto
mine with only a rare blink here or there for effect, she was
making me feel mighty damned uncomfortable. I don’t know how, but I
got the feeling that she wanted to just throw that table over,
pounce on me, and plant me a wet one right on the lips. I could
remember the last time I’d ever seen a woman look at me like that.
Actually, that’s a lie. Yeah, I could remember a time like that …
but I’d promised myself that I’d do my best to forget about it.

I knocked back the last of my drink and
wiggled the empty glass at her. “You up for a round?”

She shook her head. She didn’t have a glass
of anything in front of her. A teetotaler and a stranger in a
speakeasy? If she weren’t a she, she would have had “cop” stamped
on her forehead. Then again, there weren’t any laws that I knew of
that barred a woman from being an informant, either. The way she
was dressed and the way she acted, though, there wasn’t a chance in
Hell that she wouldn’t have attracted enough attention to herself
to get her cover blown. In fact, nobody else in the place seemed to
have the stones to do more than give her a curious look or two –
pretty to look at, but not pretty enough to approach? Either I was
several more drinks farther along than I knew, or everyone else was
privy to something about her that I hadn’t yet figured out.

“Suit yourself,” I said with another shrug as
I moved to get up, falsely meaning to order another for myself but
really just wanting to get away from her.

Before I was even halfway out of my chair, I
felt something soft but impossibly firm clamp down on my wrist in a
blink, pinning it to the table. If I’d been holding the tumbler any
more loosely, she would’ve knocked it right out of my mitt. That
black velvet-gloved hand of hers had a grip like nothing I’d ever
felt. She wasn’t trying to crush me, just holding her fingers
around the meaty joint of my wrist, but the tension I felt in those
slender digits of hers was something I can only compare to a pair
of handcuffs. I was a pretty strong fella’, but I could feel enough
power in that grip of hers that she’d only be giving my hand back
to me when she wanted to.

I started to seriously question the quality
of the whiskey I’d been drinking there. I knew the Feds were making
enough busts on liquor to put a hurt on the supply, and some guys
were starting to water their booze down with formaldehyde and
God-knew-what-else to make their stocks last. Either I was losing
my stomach for hard liquor, or I was losing my marbles, because I
could almost have sworn in that second that Little Miss Mute had
enough muscle she could’ve snapped my bones like twigs with just a
squeeze of her hand. Her smile had only faltered slightly as she
shook her head at me.

“No? What, you wanna leave already?” I asked
with a raised eyebrow.

She nodded, and her smile returned as she
arose from her seat with a graceful, fluid motion, picking up her
small black purse in the same movement. I stood with her, not
having much choice in the matter as she kept hold of my wrist. She
took the tumbler from my hand, set it down upon the table, and
began to lead me away. She looked to the barkeep and gave him a
wave. The way he returned a simple solemn nod to her and then a
blank stare to me was somehow unsettling, especially since Frank
and I had exchanged a lot of banter over that bar for the past
couple of months. Something was up, and I was really starting to
hate being the only one not in the know. I’m not that stupid, not
normally, but I guess maybe all it takes to undo a tough guy is a
spooky little skirt with a pretty pair of eyes.

The one smart thing I’d done that night was
bring along Big Bertha. Tucked under my coat in a worn leather
shoulder holster, that tough forty-five caliber M1911 had saved my
ass enough times in the past that I knew better than to go out to a
place like this without her. I don’t like to brag about it, but Big
Bertha had seen more action in the States than her standard-issue
sister ever had during her tour of duty in Europe in the war
against my ancestors.

Feeling that miniature piece of artillery
hanging heavy under my left arm against my ribs, I was bothered by
the fact that Little Miss Mute had control of my gun hand. I could
probably crank my left around and get Bertha out if I needed to in
a pinch, but it wouldn’t be anywhere near as smooth and easy as I’d
probably need it to happen. If things were going to get ugly for no
good reason at that point, the last thing I wanted to do was get
popped because I couldn’t fight off some eerie little dame’s
death-grip on my wrist.

Maybe ‘little’ wasn’t the word for her. She
was little, as far as her figure went – I liked my women with a bit
more substance to them than she had, but I wasn’t complaining – but
by height, her and I were almost a dead match. Then again, I was
just a stocky German, all shoulders and ape arms; she was all legs
and eyes, but the only glimpses I could catch of those stems of
hers were when she climbed the stairs ahead of me, leading me up
and out of the joint. The musty, smoky dampness of the speakeasy
was traded off in favor of the somewhat moldy, cool, clean dampness
of the rain-drenched night as we exited the cellar-like entry door
and then the foyer that sheltered it. I said goodnight to Big Vin
at the door; he half-smiled when he first saw me, but went
flat-blank just like Frank had when he saw Little Miss Mute wave
farewell to him. He knew her. He had to have known her, otherwise
he would have never let her in. But something about her didn’t sit
right with him. That unspoken reference said a lot about her and
should have set off all kinds of warning bells in my head. It
didn’t. Even if it had, at some point I had apparently sabotaged my
own personal warnings. This dame was beyond dangerous.

I hesitated for a blink in the doorway,
getting ready to shrug my trench coat and throw it over her
shoulders, but she led me straight out into the downpour without a
moment’s hesitation. Feeling my insides knot as I went on alert, I
started trying to dig in my heels and pry her fingers off my wrist.
I was being set up, I knew it, and this crazy dish would drag me to
my grave if I didn’t get hold of my gun right quick.

Who, and why? I was just a small-time hitter
in the big game, more of a clean-up goon than a straight enforcer.
I picked up after people, finished what needed finishing. They
didn’t trust me enough yet to do jobs that were all-or-nothing
deals, but I did have a rep as a guy that kept things tidy and tied
up the loose ends. I hadn’t seen any work in awhile, but my last
job had been pretty big and nasty; the cops had called in the FBI
months ago to figure out what happened to Tommy Benito, and so far
the only thing they’d found for his family to bury were a couple
chunks of his skull that I’d missed after Big Bertha had given him
two sloppy kisses goodnight. If this was John Lazia’s idea, why
were they bothering with the elaborate setup? If someone had
fingered me and Michael LaCapra had given me up, for whatever
reason, it would have made more sense for someone to pay me a visit
at home and greet me with a twelve-gauge in the face.

Before I could bring myself to really put my
foot down and say something, I realized that she was leading me
straight to my car. That battered old black sedan had seen duty as
a taxi for years before I’d gotten my hands on it, and everyone
that saw the thing never ceased to give me hell about what a jalopy
it was. It was the first set of wheels that I’d ever bought, and
even though I had a newer, nicer deluxe model tucked away downtown
for special occasions, this old beast was still my favorite. Now, I
was looking at the thing like a giant steel coffin on four wheels.
My eyes were all over the area as she led me to the passenger’s
side of the car, scanning the muddy lot of cars parked amongst the
maple trees for any sign of human movement. Nothing but raindrops
and the occasional falling leaf to be seen, here. My head was
practically spinning as I dug my keys out of my pocket and opened
the side door for her. Manners would have told me to seat her in
the back, but common sense told me that I needed to keep this woman
up front with me where I could keep an eye on her. Knowing my luck,
she would dig a derringer out of her dress and put it behind my ear
while I was driving, painting my brains on the windshield.

“After you,” I said with a forced smirk,
trying to hide my anxiety as I gestured into the worn interior of
the sedan.

She finally released my wrist, but surprised
me by grasping my waist with both hands and nailing me with a firm
kiss out of nowhere. Reflexively, I tucked my left arm in front of
Bertha, just in case Miss Mute decided to make a grab for her, but
the rest of me gave in to the kiss like a sucker. There wasn’t even
a hint of smoke in the taste of her, which told me the fancy
cigarette holder had strictly been a fashion accessory for her, and
the only liquor I smelled between us was that on my own breath. She
pressed her warm, slender body against mine and ground her hips
into me, like she wanted to merge our bodies together right through
the fabric. Putting my arm around her, I could feel the rigidity of
a corset under her dress – like I’d said, straight out of Victorian
times. Either she was the best lure that money could buy, or I was
simply being far too paranoid for my own good.

I broke the kiss and gave a couple of glances
around us. “Let’s hope you don’t cool off between now and home,
huh?”

She smiled and nodded, releasing me as she
accepted my invitation into the sedan. I kept an eye on her as I
went around the back of the car, watching through the rain-streaked
windows as she touched up her lipstick. I wiped my lips as best I
could, figuring she had smeared me up pretty good, and I slipped
Big Bertha out of her cozy spot and into a front outer pocket of my
trench coat. If this dame suddenly tried to turn the tables while I
drove and I needed to make a play for my gat, I didn’t want to take
the time to reach across my own chest, draw her, and pull it back
across to draw a bead on Miss Mute; in my front pocket, all I’d
have needed to do was jam my hand down there, turn my wrist her
way, and shoot right through the fabric of my coat. I’d never shot
a woman before, but I wasn’t going to hesitate to make this a first
occasion if my crazy paranoia turned out to have some kind of basis
in reality.

I gave one last look around the lot for
anyone that might be walking our way, then opened the driver’s
door, and hopped in. I took off my old black fedora and shook it
out just a bit outside before shutting the door. It wasn’t until I
was reaching a hand up to comb back my hair with my fingers that I
caught a glimpse of something in the rearview mirror, and by then
it was too late. The garrote snagged me with a soft zippy sound,
but it caught my hand between the wire and my throat.

I don’t know where these guys learned their
trade, but they weren’t half bad. They struck both of us with an
almost mechanical sort of simultaneousness, one guy jerking open
the passenger-side door and nabbing Miss Mute while the first one
tried to saw my hand in half to get at my neck. That gasp of
surprise and yelp of alarm was the first sound I’d heard out of her
thus far, and if the dope behind me had been smart enough to use
piano wire instead of a guitar string for a garrote, it might’ve
been the last thing I’d ever heard.

He had been smart enough to keep himself
ducked down far enough behind the seat that I hadn’t seen him until
that final split second. He was also wise enough to keep himself
down and tucked in against the back of my seat so that I couldn’t
even aim my pistol at him. He was pulling back on that string with
everything he had, and as low as the back of the front seat was, I
was bent over backwards in such a way that I had to kick a foot
against the dashboard to keep him from dragging me back there with
him. However, even though he had my left hand pretty well secured
against my throat and was starting to draw blood as he pulled and
sawed that string back and forth, my right was free to do some
good. With a good full-body twist to the left, I managed to reach
over my left shoulder and grab one of his wrists. With another hard
twist to the right, I dragged his left arm over toward my right
side, cranking his arm around and taking the tension off of the
wire he was using on me. He must’ve felt what I was about to do and
fell into panic before I even went through with the act. He was
wailing like a girl when I turned his left wrist upside-down until
it crunched a little, and then that wailing turned into a piercing
scream as I folded his elbow backwards under my bicep with a
wicked, wet crunch.

I was out of that car and dragging his sorry
ass out of the back seat in a blink. I had his face jammed down in
the mud with my foot and I had Big Bertha jammed against his ribs
when I first pulled the trigger. In all of that excitement, I
hadn’t thought to click off the safety. I thumbed it off, gave his
head one good stomp, and drew a bead on his skull with the .45 that
was about to earn another notch on its grip. His arm was folded
over in a totally unnatural position that would have given me the
willies, had he been anyone else.

“Tough break,” I said as I began to squeeze
the trigger with my index finger.

I had been aware of a screaming just before
that, but I’d been mistaking it for his own. However, it wasn’t
until that very instant that I suddenly realized that girly
shrieking hadn’t been him, after all, but Miss Mute. Deciding
against the idea of wasting good lead on him for the moment, I put
my heel down as hard as I could into the base of his skull. He went
still and silent, and I went around the back of the car again. I
had the forty-five up and aimed with both hands before I rounded
the back bumper, but I quickly realized that I didn’t have a clear
shot at anything. Some sorry rodent was sprawled on top of Miss
Mute in the muddy grass, thrashing about in one hell of a struggle
with the little lady and screaming at the top of his lungs. He had
a big, fancy knife of some kind held high overhead, and he was
fighting like hell to bring it down into her. Even though he was on
top, he had his head thrown back and was hollering in pain like she
was in the middle of tearing his man parts off with a fork. I could
see both of her hands, though; one grasped the wrist of the hand
bearing that expensive-looking, brightly polished and elaborately
engraved dagger, and the other was on the back of his neck,
actually looking to be pulling his face towards her own.

My first impulse was to stand right over him
and let Big Bertha whisper something mind-blowing into his ear, but
I didn’t want to risk hitting Miss Mute at the same time with her
being so close. My second idea was to yank that fancy blade out of
his hand and shove it up his ass, and I don’t just mean
figuratively. I knew that would just lead to a lot more screaming
and hollering, though, before I had time to lay his throat open and
shut him up. Instead, I thumbed Bertha’s safety back on and jammed
her back into her home, straddled the unhappy couple, and grabbed a
fistful of the goon’s rather short, black hair with my left to pull
him up a bit away from Miss Mute.

“That’s my date you’re laying on,” I informed
him as I grabbed his chin with my right hand. I pushed forward with
my left and yanked back with my right. The sound of his vertebrae
cracking was like someone biting into a fresh raw carrot.
Instantly, he went as limp as a rag doll in my hands, and I tossed
him aside just the same.

Poor Little Miss Mute was a mess. Her hat was
on the ground in a ruin, her pretty black hair was soaked in wet,
stringy strands, and her dress was smeared beyond hope with mud and
grass. More importantly, her pretty mouth was practically drooling
with blood from whatever that bastard had done to her. Her eyes
were almost impossibly wide and bright with green, her running
mascara and smeared powder lending an almost ghoulish quality to
her otherwise gorgeous features. She was gasping for air and
bug-eyed with alarm, but the way she kept her hands up at the ready
and her eyes upon me with near-mistrust, I knew at a glance that
she was one hell of a fighter. Delicate little black flower that
she appeared to be, I had to wonder just who’d really been winning
the struggle before I’d interrupted them. She wasn’t crying. She
wasn’t cowering in fear. She didn’t even really look scared or
hurt, in spite of the blood coming from her lips. She was tough as
nails, this broad, and suddenly I found myself wanting her in ways
that went beyond a few minutes of horizontal dancing on my bed at
home.

“You okay?” I asked her, giving her attacker
a brief glance. If he was still alive, he must’ve grown gills,
because he clearly didn’t have a problem with having his face
buried in a deep puddle of muddy water.

Little Miss Mute hesitated for a moment, also
looking over to her former assailant, and then nodded. I held a
hand out to her with a smile.

“C’mon,” I said, “let’s go someplace a little
less rough.”

I looked over to see Big Vin standing not far
away from us. He had a rather surprised look upon his pudgy mug
when he looked down and saw the crumpled leftovers of the second
would-be hit man. I felt a twitch in my right hand and had to
consciously stop myself from unconsciously reaching for Bertha
under my coat. He didn’t seem to notice.

“You knew it was coming, Vin, didn’t you,” I
said more than asked. He stared at me blankly, dumbly. “That’s sad.
I never thought you were the type to sell a guy out.”

He shook his head too quickly, saying,
“Honest, Paulie! I didn’t have no idea they was after you!” His
voice never had quite matched his looks, sounding about two sizes
too small for his ape-like frame.

I jerked a thumb towards Miss Mute. “You
saying they were after her, then?”

“I didn’t say nothin’!” he insisted, holding
up his beefy hands and shaking his head again. “I just knew these
guys was out here. I didn’t know who they was looking for,
honest!”

“They don’t pay you to keep an eye on the
lot?”

“Nuh-uh. Just to make sure the wrong people
don’t come in, that’s all,” Vin replied with a shrug.

He was a dumb old lug, that guy, but I
couldn’t fault him. He followed orders better than most guys would
have. If someone told him to do something, he did it; he wasn’t
bright enough to think for himself, but he had enough marbles to
know how to stick to the rules of the game we all played, so he
made a perfect bit of muscle for the house. Sadly, if the guy had
enough wit to think on the fly, he’d be the kind of chump that
could actually put a fellow like me out of business, or at least
make me work that much harder not to lose my place in the whole
scheme of things.

I glanced around. “So, just these two,
then?”

“Yeah. Just two.”

“If there were more, you’d tell me,” I said,
looking him straight in the eye, “wouldn’t you, Vinnie?”

He gave that a firm nod. “Sure would, Mister
Verconi.”

Guys like Big Vin only called me by my last
name – my assumed last name, that is – when they felt like they
might be in trouble. It was a way of acknowledging that one dog was
bigger than the other. Sometimes, it wasn’t how big that one dog
was, or how loud he could bark, but how mean of a bite he could
give if you rubbed his fur the wrong way. I wasn’t a mad dog, just
a scrappy one that did what he needed to get by. Part of that
included masquerading around as an Italian from Chicago when the
truth of it was that I’d been born to German parents in Kansas –
not exactly something you’d want to shout from the rooftops in
those days.

I took my coat off and laid it over the seat
to help save the interior of the car from getting too nasty when
Miss Mute sat in it. That coat was going to need a serious
cleaning, though, because her whole backside was smeared all to
hell with grass, bits of leaves, and that nasty clay Missouri mud.
I’d use the money that I’d saved from the drinks that I never
bought that night for the cleaner’s bill the next day. I gave her a
clean handkerchief to clean herself up with a bit while I drove us
away from there, trying to resist the urge to speed away in too
much of an obvious rush on that messy back road.

“You hurt bad?” I asked her as she wiped at
her pale, damp face.

She only glanced at me for a second before
looking to the road again, shaking her head. Only paying as much
attention to the road as I needed, I watched her carefully dab away
the moisture from her pretty face for a few moments before laying
the hanky in her lap. She peeled off her gloves, wiped a smear of
blood from beside her lovely mouth, and then stared at her
crimson-stained finger for just a moment. The crazy dame dipped
that same slim finger in her mouth and closed her eyes, licking it
clean like she’d just dipped it in ice cream. I wasn’t sure I was
seeing things right in the darkness of that sedan, but watching her
for a few seconds longer, I saw her do the same thing again and
again. At first, I only raised an eyebrow when I saw her do that;
when I saw her start wiping away the rest of the blood from her
face and being a little bit less discreet about lapping it up,
practically slurping blood from the palm of her own hand, the other
eyebrow was up. She seemed completely oblivious to everything else
as she did that, her eyes closed the same way I imagined she might
have looked in the middle of a really good bedroom romp.

With her index finger stuck between her lips,
sucking away that last bit of red like it was honey, she finally
seemed to come to her senses. She opened her eyes, saw how I was
staring at her, and suddenly tried to look more civilized by
fussing with her hair. I’d seen more than enough, and she knew it.
I had one seriously disturbed skirt on my hands, here.

“Well, I guess I oughtta be taking you back
to your place,” I said as we turned onto the main highway leading
south to Kansas City. “You live downtown, right?”

She was shaking her head worriedly at that.
Instead of trying to put her hair back up, she was taking it down
all the way. Without her hat, which had apparently gotten lost
during all of the night’s excitement, and without those little pins
and such holding it all in place just so, she looked wild, strange
… and somehow even more beautiful than before. That pitch-black
hair of hers rolled all the way past her shoulders so far that I
wondered just where it ended. The nails on the tips of her slender,
delicate fingers were longer than any I’d seen before in quite
awhile – not the hands of a working girl in any sense of the word,
for sure.

“Not downtown? Okay, then,” I shrugged, “what
side of the river you live on?”

She shook her head again, sending wet strands
of inky, curly blackness in front of her eyes that she combed back
with her fingers. She pointed one of those almost dangerously long
fingernails at me.

“Me? What about me?” I thought about it for a
second, and then I was the one shaking my head. “I don’t think so,
missy. We just met awhile ago, and I almost got you killed. I’m
taking you home.”



She was furrowing her brow into such a crease
of worry and disagreement as she shook her head, she almost looked
angry. She pointed to me, mimicked my driving with her hands,
pointed to me again, and then made a steeple sort of gesture with
her fingertips pressed together. I’m sure she meant to say, Take me
to your place, but another part of me thought for some reason that
she was saying, You should drive yourself to a church. Did the sins
of my past really show that plainly on my face? Never mind, dumb
question.

I let out a heavy sigh, examining my left
hand in the backlit glow of my car’s headlamps as I told her,
“Listen, lady. I dunno what kind of a fella’ you take me for, but
I’m really not your kind of guy for that. I mean, don’t get me
wrong, you’re one hell of a fine dish, but given the circumstances
tonight, I don’t think we should be getting too tangled up with
each other.”

That didn’t seem to sit well with her. She
scooted right on over next to me on that bench seat, putting a hand
on my shoulder and another on my elbow, squeezing both. Again, she
had one hell of a strong grip, especially for being such a
frail-looking but dark little angel. Hell, even if she’d been a
man, I would’ve been surprised at that kind of hand strength. She
knew how to use it, enough to make damned sure that she had my full
attention but not enough to really hurt … although I honestly
wondered how much more it would have taken for her to leave
bruises, especially since I wasn’t one to get marked up very
easily.

“Take me home with you, or we will both die,”
she practically whispered into my ear, barely audible over the
droning of the car’s engine.

I was too surprised by her speaking for the
first time to really grasp what she’d even said. Right away, my
suspicions about her homeland were pretty much confirmed. She had a
thick but velvety accent that gave her words almost a sort of
purring sound, very Slavic, very Old World … more like Ancient
World. Her voice was woman through and through, nothing girly or
weak about her. She had as much strength in her voice, I knew just
from those few words, as she did in her grip.

Face-to-face with her again, I could feel the
warmth of her closeness to me, almost feverish in spite of the
dampness that should have been chilling us both. I tried not to let
the feel, the soft scent, or the spellbinding sight of her manage
to overtake my sense of reality. It wasn’t an easy thing to do at
all, keeping my head on straight when next to a gal like that.

Trying not to let my surprise overrule me, I
asked, “How do you figure that?”

“Take me home with you,” she said again with
a nod. “I will tell you more.”

I noticed that she barely parted her lips
when she spoke, actually speaking through clenched teeth. Was her
jaw wired shut? Had some worthless bully of a so-called man knocked
her around enough to bust her up like that? Or was it just part of
the way that she was used to speaking in … well, whatever country
it was that she came from?

“Why not tell me right now?”

She hesitated, moving away from me slightly
before saying, “I will tell you more … later.” The reluctance I
felt must have shown clearly on my face. “Please … Mister
Verconi.”

I thought about it another second, looked at
her, and knew that there was just no use in fighting it. I didn’t
want a fling, and I didn’t want to get this poor girl hurt any more
than I already had … but, dammit, the curiosity was going to eat me
alive from the inside out, if I didn’t figure out what she was all
about. They say that curiosity killed the cat, but I think
curiosity’s list of victims goes on for a few miles beyond a nosey
feline.

“Call me Paul … or Paulie, if you want.
Everyone else does,” I said with a smirk. She nodded. “You got a
name? Or do I have to wait for that, too?”

“Erzsebet,” she replied.

“Elizabeth?”

“Erzsebet Kasimira Vladislav,” she said with
a more deliberate, ethnic enunciation. I thought that I saw
something unusual as I caught my first flash of those pearly white
teeth of hers when she repeated her name, but it was so quick and
the lighting so poor at that moment, I dismissed it.

“How about if I just call you Bettie?”

She considered that for a moment, then nodded
with a close-lipped smile. And so I drove along through the rainy
night toward downtown Kansas City with Bettie snuggled close at my
side, wondering just what in the hell I had already gotten myself
into, and what kind of a mess I would have to sort through over the
course of the next few days … and nights.

The only people out that late at night, even
downtown in the city, generally were crooks, bums, or cops. I
wasn’t a cop, for sure, so I wasn’t sure which of the other two
categories I fit into; Bettie, on the other hand, was still such a
complete mystery to me that she still could have just as well been
any of the three. She clammed up on me just as quickly as she’d
started talking, going back to being the quiet and sweet pretty
thing she’d been all night long – the innocent part, however, was
long gone. I wasn’t sure whether or not to call her on the
blood-licking thing just yet. I still wasn’t quite even sure that
she was consciously aware of what she’d been doing, really.

My left hand was throbbing with pain by the
time I was within a couple of blocks of my destination. It wasn’t
bleeding much now, but there was a definite sting at the surface,
and the pain got worse whenever I tried to move the fingers of that
hand to clench the steering wheel – pinched muscles, I guessed. The
sooner I could clean and dress it, the better I’d feel about my
chances for my hand getting infected to a point that a doc would
have to lop it off. I’d had worse, much worse, but those were
usually clean cuts and the like; the chump that had tried to saw
off my head had been using a rusty guitar string instead of good
ol’ piano wire. I would have almost preferred if someone had sent a
higher-class hit man to do the job, because taking a bullet to the
head or heart would have been easier than slowly dying off from
complications of an infected wound.

I parked the battered old black sedan in the
lot behind my apartment building, donned my fedora, and helped out
Bettie. Still giving me the silent, mysterious treatment, I
escorted Little Miss Mute into the rear foyer of the building with
my muddied trench coat held over her head. She was still pretty
well soaked from the mess back at the speakeasy, but I was a sucker
for pointless gestures of chivalry. She didn’t let it go
unappreciated, either, as she gave me a gracious and eager full-on
kiss when we were under a dry roof.

Without even thinking, I started to lead
Bettie up the stairs. I always took the stairs, not so much because
I liked to keep my legs strong, but because I just didn’t trust
elevators … or at least not the one in that building. That elevator
was out of service more often than not, and I didn’t want to be in
it the one day that a cable decided to snap and drop my sorry self
fifteen stories down. I figured most gals to hate taking the
stairs, but Bettie didn’t even seem to be short of breath in the
least by the time we were five stories up; on the other hand, I had
to stop for a breather at that point, telling myself for the
hundredth time that I needed to kick the habit, even as I lit up
another smoke.

Bettie snuggled herself against me with her
arms tightly around my waist as we stood there for a few minutes.
More than really needing to catch my breath or pollute my lungs, I
needed a moment to think things over. First of all, what was I
doing, taking this dame back to my place? It was something I almost
never did, not just on principle so much as a matter of
practicality. My place was nothing to look at, for one, and my bed
was only built for one. More than that, especially considering the
way it seemed those two clowns up north had really been looking to
do in Bettie more than me, I wasn’t so sure I wanted her to know
exactly where I lived. Sure, I might never see her again after that
night, but I didn’t need a couple of thugs to come beating down my
door later on, looking for her – not a fear, just another headache
that I didn’t need.

Not so much a priority issue, but something
that weighed no lighter on my conscience, I was really starting to
question the wisdom of bedding this skirt. Saying that she was a
weird one was like calling the rain wet; she dressed different,
spoke different, acted different … and, hell, she preferred licking
up blood instead of wiping it away. Of course, any macho tough guy
would have dove into a challenge like that, but I wasn’t trying to
impress anyone. There was something unmistakably dangerous about
this dame, and even though I still couldn’t quite put my finger on
it, I didn’t want to be the last to find out if and when things
came to a point that they would cost me big.

Looking into those perfect emerald green eyes
of hers, her spooky-dark mascara and lipstick smeared but still
somehow beautiful on her, those strands of black hair curling and
kinking up ever so slightly as she still struggled to dry out from
her earlier drenching, I knew there was no point in lying about it.
I wanted her … and entirely for all of what should have been the
wrong reasons. What every guy needs is a gal that’s stable,
predictable, communicative, and down to earth; Bettie was none of
that at all, as she was strange, mysterious, damn near mute, spooky
… and just plain weird, really. Besides, common sense and prior
experience should have told me by now that I didn’t need a woman in
my life at all, not with the kind of life that I led. How many more
times did I need to have that concept pistol-whipped into my empty
head before I got it?

If this was a planned scheme of hers, she was
an artist; if her appearance and demeanor was all just an act, then
I would make it a quest from the next day on to seek out and marry
the real woman that had inspired her. Maybe it was the whole Little
Miss Mute routine, the careful manner by which she fed me just a
tiny clue here and there as to what she was all about, or maybe I
really was just as shallow as any other Joe Schmuck and I was done
in by her looks. Maybe it was the simple fact that she obviously
wasn’t from around these parts that just set her hundreds of miles
apart from any other run-of-the-mill dame in the Midwest – city
flapper or country girl, alike.

Whatever it was, whether it was a single fact
or the whole deal, I was sold. I just had to keep the blood from
draining from my brain to think straight about how I was going to
play this out. For one, I was intrigued enough by just the first
taste of her that I wanted to read every page of her life’s story.
I wasn’t going to let this be some one-night stand. Stupid, I know,
and totally against what I’d just finished telling myself not to
do, seconds ago. I still wasn’t sure if that was what she had in
mind, herself, but at the very least, she sure wasn’t making any
secret of the fact that the attraction was mutual.

I wasted half of a good cigarette as I
dropped it into a nearby ashtray and led her up the last few
flights of stairs. No building has a real thirteenth floor, but
anyone that could count knew that’s where I lived. Then again, it
wasn’t so much a floor as a glorified attic, and not even a real
apartment as it was an overgrown janitor’s closet. Basically, I
lived on the roof. I never had quite understood the point of the
construction of my place, other than the fact that it had seemed
like a total afterthought from the building’s original
construction. I think they had meant it to be the live-in quarters
for some of the building’s staff, since the place had originally
been more of a ritzy hotel than a housing slum, but the owner had
outfitted it just enough to make it legal to fit in a few more
folks that he could squeeze for some rent every month.

Sure, the walls and roof were solid and
secure enough, bricks and shingles and all, but the walk from the
stairwell to my front door was bare, naked sky overhead and
asphalt-tarred rooftop underfoot. It was the damnedest thing I’d
ever even heard of, but the present landlord and I had come to an
understanding long ago on another matter. I had done a major favor
for him in the past, and in lieu of paying me, he’d let me shack up
in this place for as long as I wanted. I couldn’t complain about
the conditions when the shelter was free. And hey, I had my own
shower and toilet. Still, the location meant having to use my coat
from an umbrella for Miss Mute again as we made our way north and
then east to the door of my place. I poked my key in, jiggled it
around until it finally caught, and gave the door a shove with my
shoulder until it popped open. The door frame always seemed to
swell up around the wetter times of the year, so getting in and out
always meant fighting that flimsy damned door.

My room was cold and had a musty, moldy sort
of underlying smell to it from the occasional water leaks, but it
was dry and safer than standing out in the storm. I clicked on the
lights, took back my coat from Miss Mute, and hung it and my hat on
the half-broken cheap coat rack by the door. The coat rack, like
almost everything else in my place, had been furnished by the owner
from old leftovers before he’d had the downstairs lobby remodeled.
The ripped and worn leather sofa, chair, and ottoman, the coat rack
with two out of its four hooks missing, the scarred and tarnished
brass luggage carrier that I used for a closet of sorts, and the
beat-up desk and swivel chair that I used more for reading the
paper and sipping whiskey than doing any sort of paperwork, were
all hand-me-downs from the owner. The only things I’d invested in,
myself, were the small but functional icebox, a second-hand radio,
and the worn-out bed that was only marginally more comfortable than
sleeping on the floor. I honestly expected a gal like Bettie to
turn around and walk right back out into the rain, rather than face
up to the prospect of spending any time in a dump like this.

Seeing that she wasn’t making a run for it, I
shrugged, spread my arms, and said, “It ain’t no castle, but it’s
all I got.”

She followed right on my heels as I went over
to the bathroom and fetched some necessities from the medicine
cabinet. Taking out a bottle of alcohol – surgical stuff, nothing
good for drinking – and a box of gauze, I laid out a few things on
the table next to the sink and turned to face her in the glaring
light of the bare bulb overhead. She squinted against the glare of
the light and shielded her eyes with one delicate, pale hand,
regarding its brightness as though it were the sun.

“Okay, now, where’s the worst of it?” I asked
as I uncorked the bottle of alcohol. Little Miss Mute just looked
at me sort of naively, blinking. “C’mon, I saw how bad you were
bleeding. Where’d you get cut up?”

She just shook her head, smiling slightly. I
looked her over as best I could.

“Doesn’t look like he split your lip,” I
said, eyeing her over as she stood perfectly still. “Did you bite
your tongue?” Again, she shook her head. “Well, then what? You cut
the inside of your cheek?”

I gently tried to pull her lower lip down,
hoping she would take the hint and open her mouth for me to take a
look. I was no doctor, but I knew enough to help patch a person up
after they’d been knocked around a bit.

I didn’t even see her move. One moment, she
was still holding her hand up to keep away the brightness of the
light; the next instant, she had me by the wrist again with that
unreal grip of hers. Her cute smirk was gone and her narrowed eyes
were a bit wider with what looked like some form of panic. She
relaxed after a second or two, shaking her head as she let go of my
wrist.

“Relax, okay? Just trying to help,” I told
her, laying a hand upon her shoulder. She nodded her head in
understanding, but quickly spun away, suddenly out of my reach.
“You’re not making this easy, Bettie.”

“I am fine,” she murmured with her back to
me. “I was not hurt.”

“Then whose blood was all of that,
earlier?”

“Not my blood,” she replied after a moment’s
hesitation.

I’m a little slow about these things,
sometimes. “You’re saying it was his blood?”

Bettie nodded, turning her head to look back
at me through her damp, stringy veil of black hair.

“So, what’d you do? Bite him?” I chuckled
under my breath as I unbuttoned my left cuff and began to roll up
my sleeve.

She didn’t move. She didn’t even blink. The
girl just stared at me like that, looking at me through her hair,
those impossibly green eyes that were still so bright through such
darkness. Pieces were falling together in the back of my mind, but
the picture I was getting out of it all was just superstitious,
crazy-talking nonsense. The first supposedly rational conclusion
that I came to was so nutty, I didn’t even want to justify it with
a conscious consideration. What was I going to do, ask her straight
out if she … oh, come on! Had I really read that many stupid
fairy-tale books as a kid?

“So, you’re not hurt at all, then,” I said
more than asked.

“No. I was not hurt.” I couldn’t even see her
lips move as she said that.

I shrugged it off and turned to the sink with
my sleeve rolled up to my elbow, turning on the cold tap. There
wasn’t a real cut across my palm, really. It was sort of like a
really thin line of rug burn, more than anything. It wasn’t
bleeding, not really, but there was a hint of pinkish color to the
water that swirled down that rust-stained ceramic basin as I rinsed
it off. I grit my teeth and did my best not to curse aloud as I
quickly scrubbed by hands clean, trying not to irritate the wound
any more than it already was. By the time that I’d finished washing
it, the line was bleeding bright red again, and I stained the hand
towel in a few places with it as I tried to dab it dry.

I hated cleaning up cuts and scrapes, but I’d
seen folks get in sorry shape for ignoring smaller stuff before. I
held the bottle of alcohol tightly in my right hand and held my
left over the sink basin, pausing to draw a few steady breaths. I
glanced over to Bettie and saw that she had turned to face me,
again shielding her eyes from the brightness of the lamp.

“I always hate this part,” I sighed, shaking
my head an instant before I started to pour the medical-grade hooch
over my hand. It felt cold for a second, and then the burn sank in
quick and hard, like someone had just shoved a red-hot spike
through my palm. I tried my best to remain gentlemanly, but I had
to either cuss or scream. An old habit I’d picked up in my
childhood, one that I needed to lose before it got me into trouble
someday, I started hissing a few random German obscenities through
my clenched teeth – things I’d overheard Pops muttering a long time
ago.

My astonishment overruled my pain in an
instant as I glanced over to find Bettie suddenly standing very
close to me, looking just as surprised as I felt. Either she was
bothered by what I was doing to myself, or…

“Sprechen sie Deutsch?” I asked. She nodded.
“Wait, you’re German? I thought you said you were … something
else…?”

She didn’t have an actual reply for that,
only shrugging and shaking her head.

“So, now you’re German?” She shook her head.
“No? But you understand the language?” She nodded to that. “How
many different languages do you know?”

Bettie contemplated that for a few moments as
I corked and put away the bottle of alcohol, still hissing with
discomfort. If the light hadn’t been on, I wouldn’t have been very
surprised to see blue flames coming off my left hand, it burned so
much. After a few moments, as I began to wind the gauze around my
hand, she held up eight of her fingers.

“You’re full of…” I blurted. She shook her
head. “There’s no way you know eight different languages.” She
nodded emphatically, combing her hair back with her fingers. “Now,
this I’ve gotta hear.”

She stared at me for a few moments, then
blinked slowly, rolling her eyes almost exasperatedly as she turned
and began to walk away. She stopped in the doorway, thought for a
moment, and then held up one finger as she rattled off something in
German that was too quick and too fluent for me to catch. She held
up another finger, and then said a sentence of something else in
another language that sounded distinctly like something one of the
Italian girls across town might have yammered. She went on like
that, counting off one language after another with her fingers as
she repeated what I presumed was the same sentence in several
different languages – German, Italian, Spanish, something else,
another something, so on, and so forth.

Okay, so her list of oddities included the
fact that she was an expert linguist, if not a genius. I had
finished wrapping my hand by the time she finished her
demonstration, although she kept her back to me and her face turned
away the entire time. I approached her from behind as she recited
her seventh language, and her words stopped abruptly when I placed
my hands upon her hips. Through the damp material of her
mud-smeared black dress, I felt the ribs and laces of her corset
under my thumbs as clearly as I could now see them. It was just
another strange thing about her, a woman as skinny as her thinking
that she needed to wear a corset, but it did give her already
attractive shape just a little bit more of an hourglass curve in
the middle. Standing this close to her, I drew in a full breath of
her scent. She smelled like damp earth, mint leaves, and
warmth.

“I love it when a woman talks dirty to me,” I
growled as I nuzzled my face into the crook of her neck, “no matter
what language she uses.”

She hummed approvingly and caressed my
scarred cheek as I laid a few kisses against her collarbone. I
pressed myself against her backside firmly enough that, even
through all of that clothing, she knew just how honest my words had
been. She pushed back, ground herself against me, and took my right
hand from her hip to guide it straight to one of her firm
breasts.

“Tell me what you want,” I murmured. She only
let out a breathy sigh. “Tell me what you want … exactly what you
want … and in English.”

“You,” she said, whirling around to face me
directly and pressing her lips straight to mine.

I’ve never been kissed so hard by a woman
before. She was so passionate, so intense with that first major
kiss that I felt a pinch at my lower lip and tasted blood a moment
or two later. Bettie pawed at me, pulling off my jacket and
fumbling to undo my tie. She didn’t bother with the buttons of my
shirt – she gave it one solid yank with both hands and sent buttons
flying everywhere. Ordinarily, having one of my only good shirts
destroyed like that would have killed the mood, but for this doll,
I wouldn’t have cared if she’d taken a pair of scissors to every
piece of clothing that I owned. I didn’t even care when she started
slipping off the straps of my shoulder holster, although I did have
to make her hesitate just long enough for me to unbutton it from my
trousers. Rather than waiting for me to finish getting all of that
loose, she took to disassembling my pants with an equally fevered
enthusiasm. Big Bertha clunked to the floor in her holster along
with my trousers, and I was in the middle of trying to kick off my
shoes when Bettie gave my boxers that one last frantic tug that
made the moment official.

I thought that I’d had good women in the sack
before, but this dame was beyond anything I’d ever dreamed of … and
we weren’t even in the sack, really. She took to doing to me what
most guys had to beg some women and pay others to do, and she did
it completely of her own free will. Hell, she seemed to be having a
grand ol’ time at it, in fact. She was quick, firm, and not the
least bit shy about it, making the most rude and delightfully crude
sounds as she kept staring up at me with those heavily-lidded eyes
that looked almost drunk with passion. I had to hold on to the door
frame of the bathroom to keep from falling over as she went about
it, and I was surprised to hear sounds coming from myself that I
wasn’t even consciously making – groans and moans that someone
outside might have possibly mistaken for a man in torment.

She was so caught up in her eagerness that
she scraped me a couple of times … and sharply. I only winced at
the first time, but had to flinch my hips back after the third
time. She held on to me with those very capable fingers like she
wasn’t going to let go, but I reached down and held her face in my
hands for a few moments. Catching my breath, I shook my head at her
with a chuckle.

“No more,” I told her. “You keep that up, and
I’ll be useless to you the rest of the night.”

She seemed to shrink down a bit, frowning a
bit. In fact, she almost looked hurt, maybe disappointed. Was she
really so crazy about that deed that she didn’t care to do anything
more? Most guys would have thought that finding a gal that wanted
nothing more than to please them was the catch of a lifetime. While
I couldn’t disagree that Bettie, here, was quite the
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I wasn’t about to let her
enthusiasm go unappreciated. Again, I’m not like your average dope.
I don’t use or abuse women. I’ve always been a fan of mutuality,
you might say. Sure, I liked to play the top half, but I like to
know that the other party is just as keen on the moment as I am,
myself.

Bettie knelt there for a moment in silence,
glanced aside, then looked up to me with an almost impish smirk. In
that very moment, when she nodded toward the bed, I knew that this
was going to be one hell of a night. She practically leapt to her
feet, took my hand, and paused only long enough for me to strip off
my socks, shoes, and shirt before she all but dragged me across the
place to my bed. Without a word, Little Miss Mute took hold of me
and planted another soul-searching kiss on me for a few moments
before turning and suddenly shoving me down almost violently onto
the bed. She kicked off her muddied dress shoes, hiked up her skirt
just a bit, and straddled my midsection as she pinned me with both
of her hands on my chest.

Hovering over me like that, Bettie looked
down upon me with an almost triumphant, mocking sort of smirk. In
that moment, as she raked those long, well-manicured nails of hers
down my bare, fuzzy chest and chuckled softly under her breath, I
suddenly realized that I wasn’t just excited by all of this. I was
scared as hell. I was so taken aback by her brand of lovemaking
that I didn’t know how else to feel about it. Women just weren’t
like this, or at least they weren’t supposed to be like this – so
controlling, so unhinged, so damned wild. It just wasn’t natural or
normal in any sense of the word. And y’know what? I loved it. God
help me, I loved it. And I would have loved her, too, if only we
hadn’t just met an hour or so before.

She ground herself into me for awhile, just
teasing the hell out of me, before she suddenly swung her leg over
and dismounted to stand beside the bed again in a quick but fluid
motion. I moved to sit up, but she slapped the heel of her palm
into my chest and shoved me back down onto the bed. She wagged a
finger in my face the way you would scold a puppy, no longer
smiling.

Slowly, yet gracefully, she made me lay there
and watch as she slid off one of her black silk stockings, and then
the other. Without a word, not even bothering to ask if I was okay
with it, she grabbed one of my hands and pinned it high above my
head, then took to tying my wrist to the tubular metal bed frame
with one of her stockings. It was weird, maybe a little bit scary,
but Little Miss Mute was an incarnation of weirdness. Besides, I’d
never met a gal that even had the faintest bit of interest in doing
anything kinky.

When she finished tying my other wrist to the
frame, she stood back for a moment and admired her handiwork. For a
fleeting moment, I had this sinking feeling that she was going to
just put on her shoes and take off, leaving me to lie there naked,
stupid, and tied to my own damned bed. That was, of course, until
she turned her back to me, reached under her dress, and slowly drew
down her knickers. I glimpsed nothing more than a bit of leg just
above knee level, but the gesture was no less pleasant to watch.
Stepping out of them, I was surprised to see she’d been wearing
black silk there, as well. Not only was she a strangely but
attractively unique dresser, but she also had expensive tastes.

“So, what comes next?” I asked. Bettie laid a
slim finger across her lips for me to be silent. “What, you want me
to play mute, too? What for?”

Shaking her head and smiling, she wadded
those silk panties up and promptly shoved them into my mouth as an
improvised gag, effectively shutting me up. If this was what the
boys meant by “kinky” when they talked about wild women, I wasn’t
sure I wanted to settle for normal ever again.

Without further ado, Little Miss Mute
straddled me once more and settled right down with a shuddering
sigh. She felt like nothing I’d ever known before – sultry, smooth,
snug, and sodden in ways that defied belief. Her dress completely
obscured my view of our union, but the sight of her heavy-lidded
eyes looking into mine was nothing less of a treat. I felt as
though I might drown in the black abyss of her incredibly dilated
pupils, adrift in the center of those perfect green seas of her
irises. She yanked out the gag an instant before she kissed me hard
as she rode me just the same. I needed only to lay there and do
everything I could to hang onto my restraint. She didn’t just pinch
me against my own teeth this time, she deliberately bit my lower
lip. I cried out into her mouth, the taste of her kiss so sweet,
even mixed with the sharp coppery flavor of my own blood, and it
only seemed to excite her all the more.

Bettie sat upright as she moved upon me,
groping herself through the material of her dress, throwing her
head back and then tossing her hair from one side to the other …
beautiful, just beautiful. She breathed in time with me, my zeal
echoing hers, her fervor a mirror image of my own in sound. I knew
that this would not last, that I could only hold back for so long
before it would end, and I used every last ounce of my control to
hold back the inevitable. It was too much, just too much, and this
was one form of excess in which I would have gladly died while
indulging.

“Hold on,” I breathed. “Wait. Stop. Slow
down, there.”

She only shook her head at me, groaning as
she changed her rhythm to a grinding sort of motion that made my
loins practically melt. I started yammering, not even caring what
nonsense rolled out of my mouth as I felt myself giving in that
last bit of self-control to the moment. Bettie crammed that bundle
of silk back into my mouth again. I tried to warn her, tried to
buck her off, kicking my legs. Hell, I was in a panic. I didn’t
want to father a child with this dame on the very first time we
were together.

She would have none of it. She was every bit
as absorbed as I was, if not more so. Her eyes rolled back until
nothing but the whites were visible, she threw her head back, and
she let out a low, long, and guttural but womanly moan that told me
she was just as close to the edge as I was. Her hands balled up
into fists, pulling hairs from my chest as she did so, and she
threw herself forward as she changed her rhythm one last time to
devote her efforts to finishing us both off at once.

That was when it happened. For the first
time, I saw her true smile as her lips parted when she was
overtaken by the start of our shared climax. The flash of those
pearly, perfectly-aligned whites was beautiful and terrifying at
the same time. I felt that heart-stopping flash of terror as her
eyes opened and met mine in the same instant that I saw fangs.

“Ich liebe dich,” she breathed, switching to
German an instant before she struck. It was German, a phrase that I
knew. I love you.

I was screaming when she sank those elongated
upper canines into my upper left chest, not so much in pain as just
plain, raw horror. It hurt, but not nearly as much as it should
have. What was even more surprising to me wasn’t just that she
hadn’t gone for my jugular, but the fact that she still moved upon
me at the same time that she was wetly sucking from the wound she’d
just created.

It wasn’t a horrible bite, either. It wasn’t
like a wolf taking a giant chunk of meat from its prey and … well,
wolfing it down. Rather, she only bit me with just her fangs – just
her right fang, actually, because of the location she bit – and she
then sucked and lapped at the readily seeping wound with reckless
abandon. Her whole body convulsed as she lay on top of me,
possessed by the sublime pleasures of intimacy and blood at once.
She paused amidst her feeding to turn her face aside, messily
smearing her chin and both cheeks with my blood as she moaned and
gasped for breath for several seconds, only resuming her devilish
drink when she had caught her breath.

I had stopped screaming after awhile. In
fact, I had stopped struggling, as well. I had become practically
paralyzed, and I had no idea how. Erzsebet Something-Something, the
vampire, had conquered me with the oldest and simplest of seductive
ploys, and I had fallen into my fate just like any common fool
would have. So, this was how I was going to die. In spite of all my
caution, all of my strengths and experience, and in spite of how
I’d always insisted that I wasn’t like all of the other guys, I was
going to die just like any other dumb sheep in the flock.

What a way to go, though, huh? It could have
been worse. I could have hurt a lot more. In fact, the more she
lapped and sucked at that little wound, the less it hurt. I barely
even felt it when she bit me again, sinking both fangs into my
flesh this time as she began to feed from my right shoulder. Over
and over again, between her sucking sounds and her gasps, she
whispered that one sacred phrase over and over again – I love you –
in German, English, French, and every other language that she knew,
as well. By the time she laid into my neck with those fangs, I was
all but thanking her for it. If I was going to die a bloody death,
at least I could do so in the comfort of my own home, in the arms
of the most beautiful woman I’d ever met … in the arms of someone
that loved me. Or rather, someone that loved me to death…
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