CHAPTER SIX

My eyes feel glued together. I fight to open them and gradually realize they are covered with crust. I lift my hand to wipe it away—and I raise it from my side so fast I slap myself in the face. I whimper.  Crust?  What do you mean…?

There is a sound to my right, so I turn my head towards it.  

“What is it?” a voice asks. I recognize that voice. It’s the young man’s voice.  Who’s he talking to?

“Where am I?” I croak. 

A damp cloth is being gently rubbed on my eyes, until the crust is gone. I open them slowly. I blink, gazing around in confusion. 

“You are in my mother’s home,” the young man answers. “You’ve been here before, to have your fortune told.” 

The urine smell is overpowering. It fills my nose and my head. It is stronger than any other smell I’ve smelled before. I gag heavily. Tears smart in my eyes. He hands me a cloth to cover my nose with and sighs.

“You will get used to it. Eventually you’ll learn to block it out if you want,” he tells me. I don’t answer or acknowledge him. I keep blinking, sure there is something wrong with my eyes. The world is different. It is more vibrant. My senses seem unnaturally keen and vivid. The world is sharper, yet curiously unreal. I can see through absurdly tiny cracks in the walls of the shack to the empty street around it—but that can’t be right. I can sense every movement of every creature close to me.  A mouse, I think, burrows underground. Its small claws work quickly.  Through a tiny hole in the roof I can see a bat at the top of the building that towers above us. 

“What’s wrong with me?” I ask huskily. I start as I listen to my voice. Even that is different—it has the sound like the young man’s voice sitting beside me. It is silken and enticing… am I insane? 

“Nothing is wrong with you,” the man says. I finally look at him. I look into his black eyes and nothing stirs in me. I am no longer under his hypnotizing power. 

“What do you mean?” I ask, cringing when I comprehend that I am lying on the bed of dirty laundry. What a sight I must be. What a smell I must be. I sniff experimentally and yes—I do smell atrocious. 

The young man turns away and says something to someone. Astonishingly, I can hear what he’s saying, though I get the impression he doesn’t mean for me to hear. “Is she ready to know?” he asks whomever he’s talking to. I don’t hear an answer, so I can only assume the person has nodded. He comes back to my side. 

“My mother will tell you everything.” He inclines his handsome head. I try to rise to see who he is talking about but she already knows – she met her before, but I gasp with needle-like pain and flop back. 

“Are you ready ’o ’ear things tha’ you may no’ like?” a new voice calls out. I look around. 

“Who is that?” I ask the man. He doesn’t answer. The old woman appears in front of me seemingly out of nowhere. I recoil against the wall of the shack, and gasp at the astute pain that shoots through me. Why am I so sore? 

“You!” I shout, trying not to bite my lip from the throbbing in my body. “Get away from me! You put a spell on me, I know it!” The old woman looks amused. Her son just looks stoic. 

“An’ why would I pu’ a spell on you?” she asks calmly. I clutch my knees to me, rocking back and forth. Sharp pains shoot through me and force me to stop the motions.

“Why am I here?” I try to demand. I just moan the words out instead. “Why do I feel so odd? I need to go to work!”  As soon as the words leave my mouth I remember. I don’t have a job anymore. Everything comes back to my memory in slow, crushing waves. The thieving of the coat. The creature and the red-haired girl. Giving my consent for that thing to feast on my blood. Someone—him—rescuing me. I quickly glance at my right palm, where he had sliced my skin with the knife. Huh?  Who? It is healed, no trace of the wound and unscarred
. I turn to look at the young man. 

“It was you,” I say quietly. “You found me. You helped me.” 

“In mo’ ways than you know,” the old woman answers. I turn back to her. 

“Tell me,” I say. “What has happened to me?” I am no longer Rachel Baldwin. I feel like stranger to myself. It frightens me. There is darkness in my mind and heart. A horrible fear strikes me that it may be in my soul. Am I being punished for stealing the coat? Has God condemned me to spend the rest of eternity in Hell?

The old woman seats herself on the floor. “Very well,” she says with a toothless smile. I think she means it to be calming, but I am only repulsed. I look away, not wanting to gaze at her ancient, withered face anymore. I see the coat folded neatly in one of the corners of the shack. 

“My son ’ere is one o’ the younges’ no’ includin’ you,” she begins. “He is oonly eigh’y.” I frown.

“Eighty? Your son—” I look at him, dark and beautiful—“Is eighty. And that’s young?”

The old woman nods. I laugh a little. Wanting to leave, I unfurl my legs hesitantly, and they are free from any pain. 

“I may have done some stupid things,” I say coldly, standing so quickly that I am up before I comprehend it. I feel oddly tall, and then the ache in my veins and the proximity of the ceiling brings me back to myself.  “But I am not a complete idiot,” I finish, and go and pick up the coat. I decisively move to the door. My movements are fluid and so swift I am a blur to myself. I am truly going mad.

“You must stay here,” the young man speaks again. “You are not ready for the outside world yet.” 

I move to the “door”. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, whoever you are,” I say sternly, “And I need to leave the city. I’m certainly not staying here.” I openly show them my disdain for their home. Neither of them seems offended. “Now, if one of you would please show me the way back to the street?” I raise my eyebrows expectantly. 

“My name is Sudeep,” the man says, standing also. “My mother is Avani.”

“I don’t care who you are,” I whisper, even though my betraying heart jumps at the new knowledge of his name, “I need to leave. Now. I’m not going to stay here.” 

As I start to leave the shack, I feel his hand gripping my upper arm. How did he move from the floor to my side so fast without me seeing? 

“Let go,” I order icily, ignoring the flame his touch ignites in me. He remains calm and his chiseled face reveals nothing. New paragraph. “No. The Necaz will be looking for you. You’re lucky it only took some of your blood, and hadn’t started on your soul.”  

“Who are the Necaz?” I ask, not bothering to ask what he meant about my soul. I’m past trying to understand. Not really – she just tried to understand who they are. I quickly close my eyes and open them again, wondering if this is a nightmare and I if I will wake up soon. 

Sudeep makes a sound in his throat. “They are things you don’t want to cross—which you already have. Many of our kind wonder how you survived its feasting as long as you did.” 

“‘Our kind’?” I repeat. “Who is your kind?” 

“Not just mine. Yours.” 

I scoff a little. “I have no kind. No one even knows or cares if I exist.” Except Beatrice. But I don’t mention her to these people. Oddly for this exact moment
, I remember Amy. I wonder if she has noticed that I am gone. Does she know about my crime? How would she notice already?  Apparently the don’t see each other often.

“Stop this annoying self-pity. You have a kind now,” he says shortly. “And if you choose not to follow us, I will have no choice but to kill you. And I promise you, I will do it if I have to.” 

I stare at him. How can he be so cold-blooded?  Anger surges in me now, unfamiliar and strange to me.  I feel strength such as I’ve never felt before flow through my veins. 

“I will follow whomever I choose,” I announce, shocking myself at my boldness. Who has torn myself out of my body and put someone else in? 

If possible, his face grows even colder. 

“Be careful, lit’le one,” Avani pipes up. I had forgotten she was even here. “Your choices will affect who you are, as a newborn.” She lost her accent!

“You both are insane!” I shout, dropping the coat and gripping my head in my hands. The pain is back again, forcing me to bend over and breathe heavily. 

“I’ won’ las’ long. You’ body is get’in used to the new blood.” Avani tells me. I can’t answer her. I grit my teeth until my jaw aches. 

“We are called the Voluntas,” Sudeep says in his deep voice. “It is Latin for ‘good will’. Our people first came from—”

“I don’t care where your people first came from!” I shout, still clutching myself in pain. “Don’t you understand? The police will be searching for me! I have to get out of London!” 

“They’ve already been by ’ere, dearie,” Avani says soothingly. “We ’id you well.”

I shake my head. They are lying to me. The police find me and they will arrest me. I will be put in prison. I must leave! 

“I need to leave,” I repeat fiercely. “I won’t be stopped.” 

“You’ve been here for almost three months,” Sudeep says abruptly. “The police have long since ceased their searching of you.”

“I have not been here for three months,” I snap, staring at him in disgust. Does he really believe I am that stupid? He doesn’t reply. He doesn’t even blink. Now thoroughly annoyed, I say, “I was attacked by that—that—thing yesterday, and though I appreciate your help I cannot repay you. I am going to leave, with or without your help.” Neither reacts for a quiet moment.

Finally Sudeep turns and looks at his mother. An unspoken communication passes between them. 

“Fine,” Sudeep says after a long silence, “I will escort you out of London.” 

I eye him, trying to guess his motives. “You will?” I ask suspiciously. 

You can trust me. The words are so faint that at first I think I imagined them. I jump and frantically look at Sudeep. He nods. “Further proof, other than your improved eyesight, hearing, and smell, that you are one of us now.” His stone face has dropped a tiny bit to reveal sincerity. He truly does believe what he is telling me and he wants me to believe it too.

“You really expect me to believe all of this preposterous nonsense?” I ask them with incredulity. Neither of them answers. They both just gaze at me with their strange black eyes.

I can’t accept such a ludicrous abomination. There are no such things as… as... whatever they seem to think we all are. My father was always sensible and I have tried to model myself after him. If I were to believe what they say, everything I’ve made myself to be would be gone. My eyesight must be slightly damaged after that creature assailed me. Not ‘damaged…’ My smell… the urination must have grown in this shack since I’ve been here last. I can’t explain my hearing—but it has to be something other than what they say it is. I’ve passed out several times, and m hearing is always odd at the beginning/end.  Maybe use that?  But it works as is, too.  Like she’s doubting herself… Whatever they are saying. I still haven’t understood. They’ve mentioned an odd word like Neczer something or other and something about me being a newborn? Newborn what? 

I’m not going to ask. I don’t want to encourage their delirious states. 

“I’m going.” I say flatly as a reply. Sudeep’s mask immediately drops back into place. 

“Very well,” he says in his old, icy tone. “We will leave when it is light. I’d rather risk the wrath of the police”—disdain fills his soft voice—“then the Necaz.” 

I shake my head, pursing my lips. “I need to leave as soon as possible.” 

“We are leaving as soon as it is possible!” He snaps. His eyes burn again, like they had that night he rescued me from the men. It divulges the darkness in him that I had sensed before, a sort of evil that he tries hard to suppress. But instead of shrinking back the way my old self would have, I rise up to meet his anger. 

“That’s not soon enough for me! I told you and I meant it. I’m leaving now!” 

“You’ll stay,” he says through gritted teeth, gripping my upper arms in a crushing grip. “Or I’ll kill you. As I promised.” Then why had he agreed to escort her out of London?

I gasp as his hands tighter, far more than I ever thought possible. Indignation blazes its way down inside me. 

“Let go of me!” I scream, and with power I did not know I possess, I wrench myself out of his grasp and shove him against one of the shack walls. But he’s one of these things, too.  She may be stronger than many, but certainly not him, as she hasn’t even adjusted to her power yet? He crashes through it, and hits the brick wall of the building behind this structure. He crushes some of that wall, too. 

I gasp and rush forward, sure that I’ve killed him. He leaps to his feet into a crouching position, snarls ripping out of his chest. I’m frozen; I stare at him. How could he have survived that and without any damage at all? How did I even do that? 

“You’ve once again displayed your impeccable stupidity,” he growls. I dart a glance at the old woman. She is watching everything with a calm, almost amused expression. 

Sudeep advances, and I back promptly away. I cannot draw breath to cry out, because every muscle in my body is tense and all my attention is focused on him. I am shocked and terrified at the look on his flawless face. His eyes are narrowed, the sensual lips set. His long black eyebrows flare how do they flare? like those of a demon. An unbelievably stunning demon. There is none of the mockery or the self-assurance that I am accustomed to. I have never in my life seen a face so cold, so hard, and so merciless. He pins me to the wall, and I can’t move while his arms hold mine. 

I spit in his eye.

A very, very foolish action. He now glares at me as a predator would. He’s lost what humanity he’s been trying to hold onto. His face has transformed into what can only be called ugly. The perfect features, twisted in a malicious hatred. I can’t take my eyes off of him. I am transfixed by a horrified fascination.

Unexpectedly, my mind shuts down. I meet his terrifying anger with calmness. I analyze his movements with an expertise I’ve never known in my life. He still advances, but I somehow know that he is preparing to spring. I consider every possibility. I could step aside and be just barely be grazed. Of course if I did that he would instantly retaliate and get a hold of me before I could react again. Another option: I could meet him head on. Somehow, I know, know, that my strength is bizarrely matched to his. Perhaps I have even more. I can feel the fresh blood in my veins, flowing like tiny little needles. Poking and slicing, and yet I don’t flinch. 

Sudeep is gathering all his strength to himself now. I can feel his thoughts gushing through my head. Want. Thirst. Kill.  Despite all my new senses that are overwhelming at this moment, the smell, the sight, the sounds, the coldness, I don’t want to fight him. It flashes through my sharp wits that he is the one who rescued me. Even now as I gaze unflinchingly into his hard eyes, and I sense the evil in him that he managed to overcome to save me, I feel something new for him. Not infatuation or awe, or contempt. 

Pity.

And another option occurs to me. It would avoid all this confrontation that I hate. It would get me away from these strange people and get me out of London. I can run. 

Instantly he knows my intention and hurdles for the doorway. 

“Out of my way,” I say through gritted teeth. He laughs in my face.

“Do you really think you can get past me? Defeat me? You are a newborn,” he says the word with contempt, “and though you have fresh strength that I do not have right now, I can easily tear you apart within seconds.” 

I feel my eyes flash. “You—”

The wretched pain chooses the most horrid moment to grip me, and I once again double over. As I struggle to overcome it, I can sense him still standing above me. Waiting. Challenging me, mocking me again. Eventually I am able to straighten. 

His lip is curled and his head is tilted arrogantly. I am so angered by this that I screech in a way that I never have before and reach up to claw at his faultless face. So quickly that I don’t even see, he has backhanded me and I process the sensation of flying backward briefly before I crash into the same spot in the wall that he had. 

I don’t feel anything. My skin crawls with shock. I sit for an instant, stunned and staring up at him. His face is impassive for a few silent moments as the dust from the bricks settles around us. Then, as he is reaching down to grab me, his expression changes. He freezes, and then backs away. With a start I realize that he is not looking at me anymore but through me, his eyebrows again flaring over the black eyes and in his face is an ancient bitter fury. 

“See what you’ve done?” he asks me throatily, still not looking at me. “I never should have saved you.” 

“Son…” Avani, whose existence I had completely forgotten, rises unsteadily. He turns to her.

“It’s useless,” he says flatly. “Nothing can change me. Decimus was wrong.” 

His mother shakes her head. “No. She is jus’ a foolish child. She—” Oh, at ‘she’ I thought you were talking about Decimus, whoever that was.  Clear all this up.

Pride comes to my aid. “I am not!” I snap, getting my voice back. They both ignore me. 

“Let ’er go. If she ge’s killed tha’s ’er oon business. You did wha’ you could. You did wha’ was righ’!”  The old woman persists. Sudeep’s hand goes to the back of his neck in a movement of long-suffering. 

“What would he say?” Sudeep asks her. “Would—”

I don’t listen to anymore. I’ve lost complete interest. There is nothing standing between me and the doorway. Without another thought, I dive for it. 

They are startled. They don’t chase me at first. My new keen hearing catches Sudeep muttering, “Should I…?” 

“Le’ ’er go!” Avani shrieks. “Wha’ are you doin’?”  Odd reaction to his dialogue?
It is night, farcically warm, and there are no shadows this time what with the moon only producing a faint trickle of light. There is mostly darkness. But I can hear. I can hear every animal that stirs, every leaf that turns. I don’t even pause to wonder as I attempt to decide which way to take. Left or right. Sudeep has found me and is reaching for me. I grunt and dive into the right alley, catching him off guard again. 

As I try to make my way through the maze of alleys I comprehend that he is coming after me. With a new surge of power, I push on faster, ignoring the fact that my skirt is tangling around my legs. There is only the running, the chase. I want to win. He does too. I can sense it. I shut down my emotions and allow my strange other side to take over. It knows where to go. I can hear Sudeep’s even breathing behind me, getting closer with every step. We are flying at a speed I never thought possible. Miraculously up ahead, I spot the distant glow of the street. I draw breath to cry for help, scream, anything, but at the same moment a hand touches my arms, grips it for a second, then darts around me and seizes my throat with brutal strength. I recheck myself, and lunge for his face with my nails again. In a flash he twists me around and clamps an arm across my front. I savagely turn my head and bite his neck, and he shouts out angrily, releasing me. I try to run again, but he again gets a hold of me. We both go down and hit the hard ground. We roll and hit the wall. Terror explodes within me, but no sound can escape my lips. One of his hands is covering my mouth, and the other still grasps determinedly at my throat. I claw madly at him, and he finally releases my throat. Only to clench my wrists. I wriggle frantically, so he leans his steel body on me, smothering me under his weight until I’m pressed tightly against the slimy wall.  Okay – so I know what he did, but I don’t know what she saw…

Through the drumming in my ears I fight in stubborn silence against him. I no longer want help; I want to make him feel extreme pain. Or kill him, whichever turns out to be easier. 

“Hey! You! Get your hands off that young lady!” A voice demands. Sudeep freezes. Oh – it’s Sudeep?  I assumed it was a different thing. Beneath the anger and panic that consumes me a tiny shred of logic remains. 

“Help!” I shout. “Help me!” 

“Release her!” The voice orders, closer this time. 

Sudeep swiftly rolls away from me and sweeps to his feet all in one motion. 

“Get out of here!” my champion shouts. “Unless you want the police to come get you!” The man touches my hand softly, hesitantly, and I look up.

Into Mr. Garret’s kind face. I gasp and he snatches his hand back, afraid he’s offended me. 

“Are you all right, miss?” He asks, his forehead wrinkling in anxiety. Absurdly, I want to laugh. I’ve been attacked by a dark shadow that sucked my blood and something is horribly wrong with my body and I’ve just been in a lethal battle with a—a—creature and the police are after me and I have to leave London and I have no money and I’m covered in slime.  Could be much more powerful.

“Yes,” I say simply. “I’m fine, thank you.” I allow him to assist me to my feet. I self-consciously try to brush myself off. This is the first time I’ve spoken with the man and he has to see me like this. Suggestion: ‘This is the first time I’ve spoken with the man, and he has to see me like this?

Sudeep is seething. From the corner of my eye I see him melting back into the shadows. Fine, die, I hear him say. I hope you suffer. Is he really saying it?  Or thinking it?  Why aren’t there quotation marks?  Make this more clear.

I shudder, and Mr. Garret sees it. “Are you cold?” He hurriedly takes off his light gentleman’s coat and gently puts it on my shoulders. 

“Thank you,” I say again, studying his attire now. He is in splendid evening clothes—as if he were just at a ball. Mr. Garret smiles timidly, looking at me closely in the dusk. 

“It’s a pity about your nice coat,” he offers. “It looks as if it was lovely. Surprising you need it on a nice summer night like this.” She was still wearing it?  After all that?

I almost laugh when I notice that I’m still wearing Mrs. Nathanial’s coat. “It’s ruined,” I note dryly. He laughs.

“You seem to be taking it rather well. I trust you have another like it?” he asks conversationally. I frown, wondering what he is talking about. With a pang I suddenly see me through his eyes. A young girl, dripping and disheveled, my clothes are unrecognizable in such a way that they could be mistaken for a lady’s clothing, and of course the once-brilliant fur coat that hangs about my slim form. He thinks I am a lady. 

“N-no,” I reply honestly. “I—”

Then it hits me. A light breeze slides blows from behind Mr. Garret, and then teasingly brings his scent to my nose. I stiffen. My fists clench the edges of his coat until my knuckles turn white. I struggle to breathe evenly. I can smell his blood. Blue and pulsing through his veins with life, with vigor. Images flash through my imagination—me drinking that banquet… me sating the thirst that now burns my lungs. 

I don’t know why I suddenly crave this, and it frightens me more than anything else. …Crave what?  I am confused. More than that shadow-thing, more than Sudeep. More than the police coming after me. Because it demonstrates a lack of my once-stable self-control. 

I lose myself completely. There is only the wanting, the need. My hands slightly extend towards him, and I instinctively prepare to break his neck. 

But then he does something that utterly throws me off. He tenderly takes my hands in his, like I am some kind of precious china. I make a sound in my throat. 

“Are you going into shock?” He pats my hand. “I’m sorry, I’ve been so thoughtless. Where do you live? May I escort you home?” Can you really walk home in shock?  Or is he just uneducated on shock?

His touch still jars me, and I blink. I realize with horror what I had been about to do. I stare at our clasped hands. The numbing thirst is still there, but I manage to subdue it by picturing the creature that had sucked my own blood. 

“I-I…” With great effort I try to bring myself back to me. I know that I must get away, before I do something I regret for the rest of my life. Take one problem at a time, I tell myself. Where do I tell him I live? I just won’t tell him. Where to go? I can’t go back to the boardinghouse…

One problem at a time. 

“I c-can see myself home, thank you sir,” I whisper. “But thank you again, for saving me.”

He smiles uncertainly and nods.

Combine with previous paragraph. “You’re sure? I can indisputably—”

“Quite sure, Mr. Garret.” I answer hastily, desperately taking my hands back. I rub them. His smiles changes to puzzlement.

“How did you know my name?”
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