CHAPTER SEVEN

Could I be any more brainless? All these strange sharper senses… and for what? I don’t know how to use them correctly, and I still blunder on as I did before all this happened. My wits are not as quick as I had thought they were.  Show us him right away – we forget he is there.

“I-I-I…” I mentally race for an answer. “You…”

He is frowning a little. “Yes?” 

“I am friends with Amy,” I blurt dreadfully. “She once showed me a—a miniature picture of you, and it is a good likeness.” Outwardly I think I look convincing. Inwardly I’m furiously telling myself, very smart, Rachel Baldwin. Now he’s going to go and talk to Amy and ask about picture that doesn’t exist! 
“Really?” he asks, still frowning. “She’s never mentioned a portrait of me before, Miss…?” 

I ignore the hint. It is time to leave, before I expose more of my idiocy. “I really must be going, sir. Once again I thank you for your assistance. You probably saved my life.” I give him back his coat.

He nods and takes it automatically. “My pleasure, miss. Are you sure I cannot give you a ride home? My carriage is just around the corner. I’ve just gotten back from a dinner, you see, and I was dropping off a friend. I had needed some fresh air so I went for a walk, and that’s when I saw you,” he babbles, clearly disconcerted by my odd behavior. 

“No, I’ll be fine, sir,” I answer past the lump in my throat. I am holding my breath, trying not to inhale his intoxicating scent. “Goodbye!” I whirl and run.

“But—”

I’m already rushing down the street, ready to hail a cab. I don’t look back, but it occurs to me that I have no money. I curse aloud for the first time in my life. First, I need to settle on what I am going to do in order to survive. I have no money, I am having frequent spasms of pain, there are things after me, I have nowhere to go, and I am still covered in slime. Hide. I’ve got to hide. It’s the only thing to do, just in case Sudeep decides to come after me. I thank God that it had been night when I awoke, else the streets would have been alight and I would have been all too easy to pick out.
“Wait! Miss!” I hear Mr. Garret’s heels click against the stones as he follows me. But I am safe, hidden among all the shadows of London. I duck into a doorway where loud laughter comes from. Sudeep wouldn’t dare take me in here.

Almost as soon as I enter the room, I wrinkle my nose in aversion. The place is full of people, and there is a strong smell of alcohol and sweat. I can even smell the lust and hate and anger and anguish of some of them. The scent of blood is there also, but it is tinted by what they are putting into their bloodstreams. Not at all appetizing or attractive.  I try brushing off the coat again, and a glob of the slime plops to the wooden floor. Even though I don’t see him, I know a man has noticed me. He is nudging someone sitting next to him, and they both stare at me. I can hear what they’re saying, though any normal human wouldn’t be able to. Murmurs travel the room until they all stop and stare at me. All the women and the men alike. 

I do not blush, as I once would have. I just stare back, lifting my chin a little. 

A brave soul approaches me, probably the owner of this establishment. “Can I help you, miss?” he asks and visibly swallows. I look him up and down, trying to gauge whether I can trust him or not. 

He is a small man, almost half my height. The top of his head is balding, and his clothes are wrinkled and worn. The only fine thing on his person is a glinting gold pocket watch that dangles on a thin chain on his old faded waistcoat. I can smell the metal of it. I can smell the odors of his unwashed body. I force myself not to retch. But it is not all this that compels me to put my trust in this man. It is his thoughts. As soon as I express a desire in my body to hear them, they are there, loud and palpable.

Poor girl. No doubt Tommy or one of the boys roughed her up.  Hmmm, I’ve never seen her before. Best get her away from this crowd or the men will not stop bothering her. With those green eyes and that angel face she will send them all into madness. 

What is he talking about? I consider looking over my shoulder to see if there is another girl behind me. But I don’t bother; there is an emptiness there that I sense. I am the only girl standing in the doorway. He is thinking of me. Me, plain Rachel Baldwin. Perhaps his eyesight is damaged. 

“Yes, I believe you can,” I finally reply to his question, my voice uneven. “I—” They are all still staring at me. I scowl in frustration. He notices and turns. 

“Go back to your drinking,” he snaps. “Helga, why did you stop playing?” 

A rotund woman sitting at a piano jumps, and hesitantly launches into playing a lively tune. I feel the tension in the air ease, and some of the men begin to talk again. They haven’t quite taken their attention off me yet, but I know they will soon lose interest by their drifting thoughts.

“I need a place to stay,” I whisper loudly over the piano music. I am glad to hear that my voice is growing steadier now. “I was attacked,” I tell the man, still in a low tone. I am thinking rapidly, “And my money was stolen. I have nowhere to go, as I’m only visiting the city this week. I was going to have one of my… servants …find me a room but, well, now I can’t…” I paste the most convincing distress I can manage on my face. My soul is now black with all my lying, I’m sure of it. If I ever make it to Heaven my father will not even look at me. 

The man is nodding. “I see,” he says sympathetically. Just what I thought, he thinks. A lady. What scoundrel would hurt the likes of her?  My guilt grows when he doesn’t even have a sliver of suspicion towards me. “I can give you a room for tonight,” the kind man says. “I won’t charge you, miss. But be sure none of the others find out. I’d have an angry mob on my hands, else wise. They’d all want a free room.” 

My shoulders sag in relief. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 

His small face is red with embarrassment. “It’s nothing, miss. I’m only doing what anyone else would.”

I see that he truly believes this. I’ve lived in the world. I’ve seen the cruelest of circumstances. “No, you aren’t,” I say softly. “You are truly one of a kind. Big jump here – give us a pause. I’m Katharine Mackenzie.” It is my middle name and my mother’s maiden name combined. In a twisted hopeless way I hope I am not lying. 

“I am Fridley Harper. Everyone just calls me Frid.” He extends his hand, realizes I am a “lady”, and pulls it back abashedly. I smile gently. 

“Hello, Frid.” I take his hand anyway and shake it politely. I cannot explain why, but I know that this man is not treacherous. Perhaps the knowledge of people comes with these baffling new senses that I have. “Pray, what is the date today?” I ask suddenly. The weather outside is oddly warm, now that I think about it. 

“It is the seventh of April, Miss Mackenzie,” he says cheerfully, grinning with his big, slightly yellowed teeth. 

I gasp, and I feel the color ebb from my face. No, it cannot be. It is still January, and I was attacked yesterday! It has not been three months! But… how can it be? How can it be April? How could I have missed all that time? I realize with a jolt that Sudeep and his mother had been telling me the truth. 

Frid is alarmed at my apparent distress. He sputters. “A-are you all right? Do you need something…?”

I manage to get myself under control again. “I’m fine, sir,” I mumble. “I suppose it is delayed shock from the attack.” 

He nods understandingly. “You need some rest,” he decides with fatherly concern. “Before you go to your room, would you like something to eat? Drink?” I look down at him, and have to smile again at his eagerness. 

“Yes, that would be nice,” I answer. “I will just sit down in that corner there.” He sees where I point and nods, and he goes through a small doorway that is, judging from the sounds and smells, is a kitchen. I ignore all the gazes I feel on me as I manage to move gracefully to the table. I don’t take off the coat. I study my hands as I wait.  Watch your sentences – these are starting the same.  If you change the last one, you’ll be fine.

With Frid’s departure, attention turns back to me. No one dares approach, but they do not attempt to stifle their loud curiosity. Their thoughts entertain me. And puzzle me.

What a beauty. Pity I married Bertha last month.

Look at that coat! I bet before it was wrecked I could’ve paid a month’s rent for it. I wonder what happened to her…

Where is she from? Where are the servants that usually come with her type?

She reminds me of someone… Amy! The same eyes, I think.

At that thought I find the man who thought it. He is young. He has brown hair and blue eyes. I know all about him after I look into his eyes. His name is Ashen Marrow. He is courting my sister, one of the many. He doesn’t know that he isn’t the only one. He’s also courting another girl, though he claims he’s true to Amy to his friends. Scum. I glare at him heatedly. He blushes when I catch him staring and he lowers those blue eyes. I consider leaving, to be cautious. I don’t want him to make any connections. Perhaps he’s seen me with Amy, what then? And what if he remembers my name, if she’s mentioned me? He would say something, and then someone else would remember that Rachel Martin is a thief. The police would be summoned—

His mind is blank now. He takes a swig of his ale. I allow myself to relax; I am jumping to conclusions too fast. I listen to more thoughts.

Those eyes… they’re strange. Disturbing. Beautiful, but they don’t feel right to me.

Wonder where she came from. I’ve ne’er seen ’er around ’ere before. I bet she’s one o’ those uppity women who lives in one o’ them nice houses, and she’s probably runnin’ away from an arranged marriage or some sort o’ nonsense…

Look at all of them staring at her, with their mouths hanging open. Even Ashen is drooling. Pathetic. Disgusting.

I lift my head and look for the woman who’d thought that last one with such contempt. She is not a woman, no; she looks to be about Amy’s age. She is standing by the front counter.  She is striking, but not what anyone would call beautiful. Her chin is too stubborn, her eyes too small. An interesting mole rests beneath her left eye. It sets off her auburn hair. I meet her gaze coldly and her neck snaps back as if I’ve slapped her. 

I see the depths of her liquid brown eyes. I know her secrets. I know her desires. I know everything about her just as I knew Ashen Morrow’s. Her father is an opium addict. Her mother is a prostitute. Her brother is here, among the men, and he is a drunk, like my father, like countless other men on this Earth. She wants Ashen. She thinks he’s sweet and faithful. She wants him with every fiber in her being. She doesn’t know that she isn’t the only girl Ashen holds in his arms. 

She resents the wealthy, that much is clear from her thoughts. Slut, she thinks at me resentfully, not backing down or dropping her gaze. 

I hiss as I exhale. I don’t know why I do what I do next. I shouldn’t, don’t usually, let what others say or think bother me. And her business with Ashen is really none of my business. But something bitter and vindictive comes over me. I smile mockingly at her and stand. Everyone silences again. I turn my back to the girl and search Ashen out once more. He is still sitting in the middle of a group of men. I approach, and they all seem to move away from him, seeing where my gaze is. Ashen is pale, his innocent blue eyes wide. 

“You know Amy?” I ask in my new husky voice. He frowns and nods, seeming dazed.

“How…?” he begins in a whisper.

I have no patience for coming up with explanations. “You are courting her?” 

Ashen stills. He wildly looks toward the girl, whose name I now know is Wendy. “I-I don’t…”  Is Wendy the girl she hates?  If so, show us when you describe her family.

“It’s quite simple,” I cut in with irritation. “You are courting her or you aren’t. I am under the impression that you’ve led Amy to believe that you are courting. If you aren’t, I’ll be sure to inform her of it.” 

The boy boy or man? is confused, baffled. He doesn’t want to lose Amy, who lets him touch her soft body. I see the images in his mind. Ew much?  Her sister?  My sweet little sister is not as innocent as I’d once thought. He is still considering. If he admits to courting Amy he will lose Wendy, who he also doesn’t want to lose. But he will lose Amy if he denies my question. I’ve caught him in such a way that he will be struck no matter what he chooses. 

“Are you?” Wendy demands. She is no longer able to keep silent. “Who’s Amy? Are you seeing her?” 

He rubs his forehead. “Wendy, I—”

“Answer me!” she shouts, walking up to him and brushing past me. I am struck by the scent of her blood. It is pure and untouched by alcohol and whatever else they are using in this place. My nails bite into the palms of my hands. I chew my lip and hold my breath yet again. It is slightly better, but I don’t know how long I can hold it. I don’t want to leave and miss what my dramatic confrontation will unfold. 

“Y-yes, I am,” Ashen admits with shame. He has chosen Amy, who has money and allows him more access to her curves. Wendy gasps, and chokes back what I think is a sob. 

I am still holding my breath.

“How could you?” Wendy accuses. She is humiliated and is berating herself for trusting him. My mean satisfactory fades when I’ve seen what I’ve done. I see that the girl will trust no man ever again now. She will most likely become bitter and remain the rest of her life alone and unwed. I close my eyes and I can see it in my mind: her upcoming hollow cheeks and her snapping at her brother more sharply than ever before. Somehow, someway, I’ve caught a glimpse of the future. 

I’m sorry, I think sorrowfully, still holding my breath. She whirls, eyes huge, and I realize I’ve said it in her mind, as Sudeep spoke in my mind. She looks at everyone, who are all avoiding her eyes. Finally she looks at me. Hate surges up within her. 

You, she mentally rails at me. I know what you are! You did this! You’ll be sorry!

Without another thought or word to anyone, she storms from the room. I don’t bother to tell her that I already am sorry. She already did say that, though…  There is an awkward silence. Then Helga bravely starts playing again. Ashen doesn’t look at me either and he turns away, to drink some more of his ale. He will drink his regret away this night. 

“Here we are!” Frid proclaims, setting down a plate full of food for me. 

“Oh, thank you.” I had forgotten about him and his kindness. And look what I’ve done to his customers. Frid doesn’t notice the tension in the air until he’s straightened. Then he frowns, and looks from side to side.

“What is it?” he asks loudly. “Has something happened?” At first there is no answer. 

Then, “Yes, you could say something happened.” A man stands, wobbling on his feet in a way that is strangely familiar to me. 

Suddenly my stomach drops. Bart Penndel. He hasn’t changed at all in the last three months. He still clings to his drunken ways. But now he’s different to me. He isn’t just an annoying drunken lout. He feels things other than lust and want for drink, as I had once thought. He resents. He resents everything and everyone. He despises his father for not treating him with respect as he does his brother. He hates a Miss Gauss for snubbing him at a ball. He’d been in love with her. And now, as he smiles meanly at me, I see that he hates me, too. In his head I can see all the times I showed my disdain for him, and turned up my nose. 

I’d thought myself better than him. I’d shown him that. Made it all too obvious, I see now. My emotions hadn’t been as obtained as I’d thought. And now, when I most want to, it’s too late to take anything back. It’s too late to apologize. He opens his mouth. Even before he speaks I feel his intentions. He’s going to reveal me, and show me how it feels to be under condescension from people. 

She reminds me of Miss Gauss, he thinks bitterly, preparing to say his cruel words. Always too good for anyone. Look at the way she treated Ashen and Wendy. And she’s just a maid. Acting so high and mighty. The slut, she liked watching Ashen squirm. She tries so hard to hide her jealousy of Amy. It doesn’t work, dearie. I saw it every time I mentioned her name in front of you. 

I stand so quickly that the chair I’m in tips backward. “Why, sir,” I say, pleading with him with my eyes. “Don’t I know you?” I silently convey repentance with my expression, making it as contrite and sincere as possible. 

He quirks a brow. My heart sinks. I am not forgiven. I will not be given mercy, as I did not show any to him. I’ve never regretted anything more. 

“Yes, you do,” he says slowly. “You are Rachel Baldwin.” There is only a second of silence, and then it dawns on one of the women. 

“Aren’t you the one who stole from that rich family? That nice coat?” she asks, her eyes narrowing as she sees the remains of the coat on my shoulders. Then she gasps. “That’s it! That’s the—”

“Thief!” someone yells out in an accusatory tone. 

I throw a remorseful glance to Frid, who’s standing open-mouthed, and I once again duck into the night. What a fool I am. I should’ve just kept quiet and watched. Sudeep is right. I have impeccable stupidity. I run until my lungs should be burning, but they’re not. I don’t want to ask myself why. I’m tired of questions. 

It is raining. The drops fall on me fervently and I welcome their brisk coldness. They begin to make the slime on my body disappear. 

I do not know where I’m going. Though I can see everything from the top of the highest building, and hear everything to far below the ground under my feet, I don’t know where I should go. I don’t deserve to have anywhere to go. I’ve just thrown away a free meal and a free night of shelter. I push my thoughts away; they’ve caused knots in my stomach. As I run, I study my surroundings. Perhaps I will need to know them in the future, for whatever reason. As I’m hurrying along I notice deep trenches dug along the sides of the street. Frowning, I wonder at the cause and reason of them, but further along I see that they’ve put up electric lights. It occurs to me that they are putting in lines for these new electric lights. My father had predicted the change before he’d died. As with most everything else, he’d been right.

They’ve not put any fancy new lights the farther I go, and I find comfort in the familiar gaslights. I keep going, and life becomes more sparse. But the more I get away from noise and people, the more my fear grows. After a bit I try to stay away from the shadows that the lamps cast on the street; they remind me of the night when I was chased by the creature. I don’t want to go any farther. I’m not tired, but I feel as if I want to rest anyway. As far as I can tell none of the angry people in that place are coming after me. I stop to rest against a wall of a building, facing the street. This whole incident reminds me of the day I stole the coat. The same feeling of desolation, of loneliness. But I’ve put it all on myself. 

I laugh out loud when I remember when I’d prided myself on being sensible. All that had gone crumbling down on that fateful day when I’d tried to be like Amy, brave and uncaring of my fate, when I’d followed that old woman down the alley to have my fortune told. I am more like Amy than I should be. 

I am not like my father. I am not worthy of his love, to be his favorite.

Now look where I am. I’d gone looking for death and I’ve found it. What had happened to me back there? When I’d done that awful thing to that poor Wendy, I’d felt as if something was taking over, shoving the real me aside. Oh, sure, Rachel. How convenient to have something other than yourself to blame your cruelty on, I snap at myself. I turn my head a bit, and draw back from the wall when I see that something is written on it.

Ice is their eyes,

Fire is their mouth.

Pain is their touch,

Silent is their steps.

Appears as supposed,

Blends as belonged.

A shadow.

Warning in your stomach.

Time always short.

Run, run, run.

Run.

Run.

Run.

The script is written in a … red … ink. Haha, I bet it’s blood.  ( I reach up with one finger and touch one of the letters. The R in one of the runs. It chips, and I snatch my hand back. The words are so chilling and ominous that I scoot closer farther down the wall to get away from it. Seconds tick by. I lay my head back against the brick wall. I cover my face with my hands, not letting myself have the relief of a good cry. If I’m lucky maybe I’ll catch pneumonia and die here. I snuffle into my grimy palms.  Watch your sentence structures…

A giggle distracts me from my self-pity. I look up. Through an open window I can see a woman, smiling and half-dressed, backing away from a man teasingly. My soul becomes heavier, watching them play cat-and-mouse around the bed. So many times I have seen happy pairs. They had a glow around them, a mischievous secret smile curving their lips.  I used to have it, once. I am certain that I will never again know that glow or that smile.

Despite the pattering rain, my ears catch the sound of the man growling playfully, and through the window I see him catching her chemise in his hands. She shrieks and he pulls her roughly against him. They fall sideways onto a bed. I turn away as they make love. But my cursed ears do not miss a sound. I can hear through the wall, and I listen to the sounds they make regardless of the impropriety and vulgarity. They moan with bliss, they clutch each other in a tight embrace.

“It is wondrous, is it not?” a deep voice says in my ear. I turn; somehow I am not surprised. I half-expected him. 

“What is so wondrous about it?” I ask brokenly. “It is a lie. Next week she will go and find another man and they will do the same thing together. It means nothing. Just a few moments of false pleasure.”  

Sudeep shakes his head, not taking his eyes off the couple. “No, not with them. Focus, doubtful one. Use your new abilities. You can feel the depth of their love. It is surprising for such small, insignificant humans.” 

I turn away from him, puckering my brow in concentration. I probe into the couple’s minds. Yes, he is right. I don’t know how, but I do feel the profundity of their devotion. There is no one else on Earth for her but this man. There is no other on Earth for him but this woman. They are one. 

“I don’t see it,” I say stubbornly, hating to admit that he is right. He chuckles; the sound send shivers down my spine. 

“You forget they are not the only ones whose minds I can see into.” 

I sigh and fully face him. He is even more handsome in the rain somehow; his dark hair is plastered to his head, accenting his perfect features. The ugliness I saw so fleetingly there seems unreal to me now, and I wonder if I imagined it. “Why are you here?” I ask, feeling as if I should be exhausted and drained but I’m not. “After all I did to you? You saved me, and I rebelled against you. You wanted to kill me.” The reminder is unnecessary. Both of us remember. 

He smiles, and takes his gaze away from the man and woman. He looks down at me. His smile dies. “I still should,” he says. I stand motionless, leaving my fate in his hands. 

“Will you?” I ask when he does and says nothing. Prying his black eyes gazing into mine, it is his turn to sigh. 

“No.” The word is profound and full of things I don’t want to decipher. 

Long, long silent minutes pass. We are both staring at the couple again. They are curled into each other’s arms now, just enjoying the time they have together.  I notice that the rain has stopped. I had gotten so attuned to the drops falling on the ground that I did not miss its absence at first.

I do now. Every raindrop had had a different soothing sound. A different note. It all created a sort of relaxing harmony. Drip, drop. Drip, drip. Drop, drip, drop. A harmony no normal being could hear.

“What am I?” I whisper, knowing that he is listening. “What have you done to me?” I am not a human anymore. This is the only thing I can be sure on. I am what he is… whatever he is. 

“I will tell you everything later,” Sudeep states, “but not now. We can’t linger here any longer. The Necaz have discovered you are still alve from your appearance in the city, and are angry. They’ve decided on a course of action. They will be coming for us soon. Come. We’re going back to my mother’s. The Necaz don’t know about her place.” 

The prospect of going back into the smelly, cramped shack makes me wrinkle my nose. Looking back at the man and woman one last time, I obediently follow him, as I have twice before. But now I don’t really need to be led; I know where to go. Then how come she had to ask to be led out of it before?

“We have to make a private stop before we do anything else,” he says abruptly, stopping and motioning to a dark alley to our right. 

I trust him completely now, but I still feel a prickle of uneasiness. “Why?”  Show us a bit more, then.

“Because,” he takes my hand and there’s that shock again, not yet gone. “You have to feed.”
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