CHAPTER SIX
Miss Nathanial raves on and on about her nice visit with Mr. Darren. Many of us grow irritable and weary of hearing about it, although our young mistress doesn’t seem to notice that some things are amiss. I sometimes wish I could be as oblivious as she. Miss Nathanial’s world is consistent, and those around her do not change in their attitudes toward her, however varied they may be. 

I, on the other hand, am treated entirely different. I am an outsider now. Danielle must have babbled about the roses. Oh, Beatrice is as ornery and sure as always, but the other girls regard me with a new respect, and no longer treat me as an equal or gossip around me. Why? I don’t understand. One gentleman has expressed interest to me. How, and why, should distance be the result of this? 


It doesn’t matter, anyhow. I will be dismissed by Thursday afternoon.  I have recovered from the painful letter, and have resigned myself to try and find another respectable job in London, as I don’t have near the sum the person demands of me. Whatever they seem to believe, my father did not leave me anything. 

Finding new employment will be next to impossible. Mrs. Nathanial will tell all her friends of the scandal and none of them will want such a maid as me serving their families. Perhaps Madame Bouclé will take me back. But it would be humiliating working underneath Amy, who would without a doubt be smug and taunting every day. 


I feel nauseous at the image. 


“Are you going to tell me what happened with Mr. Darren?” Beatrice asks me as we dust the study. Mr. Nathanial is out for once and Jillian has seized the opportunity to clean in here. 


“There’s nothing to tell,” I say bleakly. “He recognized me. He said we would talk later. And he sent me roses and a letter.” At the mention of the word letter my stomach clenches.


“What did he write in the letter?” Beatrice asks with unveiled interest. 


“I didn’t read it.” 


“What?” Beatrice scowls. “Why not?”


“I forgot.”


“You forgot?” She drops her duster. “How do you forget to read something like that?” 

I shrug my shoulders, focusing on a pile of books that have so much dust resting on them they’re close to being concealed. I don’t tell her that the letter is in my pocket, slowly but surely burning a hole in the flimsy material. 


“What happened last night?” Beatrice comes to stand in front of me, forcing me to take my attention away from the books. 


“What do you mean?” I ask with the same flatness I’ve been using all day. 

She claps her hands in front of my face. “Hello, Rachel Martin! Have you woken up today?” Irritated, I slap her hands away. “Yes, I have woken up today,” I snap.

“Could have fooled me,” Beatrice says cheerfully. I just breathe in and out, and begin my dusting again. She watches me. “Is it Mr. Garret? Did you see him with Miss Nathanial or something like that?”

Mr. Garret. Compared to the infuriating man who rescued me last night, he doesn’t hold a candle to him. After seeing the man in the shack, all awareness of any other male has departed. 
“No,” I sigh. “Nothing like that.”

“Mr. Darren?” Beatrice tries again. I wordlessly shake my head, the heaviness in my chest making my guilt for treating her like this lesser. 
Beatrice harrumphs and gives up. “You’re so moody,” I hear her grumble. I ignore her. Guilt drowns me right away, though. Annoying conscience. Being unkind to my best—and only—friend will get me nowhere. But I will not put my troubles on her shoulders again. I want Beatrice to be worry-free. She should be daydreaming about Johnny and herself, and picturing their future children. Not fretting about me or my past.
I decide not to darken her day with my depressing mood, either. I straighten my shoulders and lift my chin. “I’m sorry, Bee,” I say sincerely. “I’m just tired today, that’s all.” 

She eyes me, trying to decide whether I’m lying or not. I smile widely, and hope she finds it credible. Beatrice’s expression clears and she beams back. 

“All right. Just as long as you don’t get grumpy on me again,” she admonishes. I nod and ignore the heaviness in my chest.

“I’m hungry,” I declare. “Why not go and pester Grace and see if she’ll give us some bacon?”

Beatrice looks faintly surprised at the rapid change in my attitude. She smiles agreeably, but I catch a troubled frown puckering her brow. 

“Sounds delightful,” she says with raised brows and a half-smile. 

*  *  *  *  *

Thursday morning. The fluttering in my stomach refuses to abate. I can’t concentrate on my work. I can’t put together a sentence for Beatrice. When I do speak to her my words are distracted, distant. I know I am confusing her but I can’t take my mind off of the person who’ll go to that milk can, look underneath it, and find it empty. 


Will the blackmailer immediately go to the mistress? Or will they wait, torturing me with the knowledge that they have the power of allowing me to keep or lose my job in their hands? Will the person do anything at all? This is what I hope they choose.

Rand comes by and takes tea again with Miss Nathanial. I am again made to serve them. Their pointless, self-centered gossip makes my head ache. I feel him glancing at me frequently, but I am careful to keep my own gaze away from his. 


At long last he and Miss Nathanial make their goodbyes. I hand him his top hat and coat. Rand stares at me intensely, waiting for me to raise my eyes. I don’t.


“Did you read my letter?” he whispers so others won’t hear. I shake my head, and dip a curtsey.


“Have a good day, sir,” I murmur. I look up in time to see the flash of anger that clouds his brilliant violet eyes. 


“You—” he begins. But both of us are aware of Heather a few feet away in the doorway of the kitchen, clearly listening. 


“Good day,” he says through gritted teeth, angry at my obvious detatchment, and yanks his coat and hat from my arms. His fine jaw is clenched, and he walks stiffly out the door. I have no sorrow in watching him go. When he’s truly gone, I stand for a few moments, just gazing at the patterns in the door.

“Rachel?” Heather edges forward hesitantly. 

I turn distractedly. “Hmm? What is it?” 

Again she hesitates. “Mrs. Nathanial has asked to see you.” 

My blood runs cold. So my blackmailer has come through.  They have gone to Mistress and told her everything. The small flame of hope in my heart that has kept me going fades into nothing. I know I should be despairing, bereft. But, oddly enough, I’ve lost my anxiety. I nod once in response to what Heather has said. “Where is she?” I ask her calmly. She is backing away toward the kitchen.

“In her sitting room,” Heather tells me, then she whirls and completely withdraws from the room. 

I take a deep breath and go up the stairs. Each step is slow and heavy. When I reach Mrs. Nathanial’s door, I force myself to knock firmly. I lower my hand to my side but do not unclench my fist.
“Come in,” I hear her high, clear voice call. 

I do so, shutting the door gently behind me. I don’t gaze around; I know the room well. I’ve cleaned it many times. The golden walls, the white velvet on the chairs. The only thing difference now is the mistress herself seated primly at her small table. I move to stand before her, and curtsey. 

“You wanted to see me, Mistress?” I ask, pasting on the expected bland face. Her disdainful gaze sweeps over me, and she delicately takes a sip of her tea. 


“Yes.” She sets down her cup with a clatter. “I received some most disturbing news this morning. About you. Do you have any idea what it might have been?” 


The tightness in my stomach has returned. But I hide it and blink. “I’ve a good idea, yes,” I reply evenly. The lady sniffs, so much like her daughter that I hide a small, wry smile. 


“Were you honest when my housekeeper interviewed you?” she asks now. I swallow the bile rising in my throat.


“As much as I could have been, yes.”

“What do you mean by that? You were either honest or you weren’t,” she snaps, plainly losing her short supply of patience. 


“I could not tell her everything and get the job, Mrs. Nathanial.” I can hear the pleading note entering my voice and try to smother it. “Therefore I changed my name a bit, and did not share a few events of my past.” 


“What events were those?” Mrs. Nathanial asks crossly. 


I no longer have anything else to lose. She already knows. Why not just tell her myself? Father would be proud of my honesty. 


“I am Rachel Baldwin. My father was Gregor Baldwin. You probably know of him from the newspaper stories about the great Baldwin scandal.” 


Mrs. Nathanial now looks thoroughly disgusted. She stands, leaning away from me as if I’ll give her a disease.


“Do you mean to tell me that I’ve had—had—a—a person such as you underneath my roof, tending to my daughter, cleaning and touching my possesions?” she demands. As she says this, the lady is edging away from me much the way Heather had. Her small nose is wrinkled, even though I know I have no repulsive smell; I took a bath last night. 


I do not answer her. 


“Now, I am already late for tea. I think it unnecessary to tell you, Miss Baldwin,” she walks to the door and opens it, “that you are immediately dismissed. I’ll not have a scandal soiling my own home. I expect you to be gone by the time I return.” With these words she grandly departs from the room. 


I take a steadying breath. So that’s it then, I think. A strange desire wells up within me to laugh. To laugh in their faces and let them know I don’t care. But then I feel myself crumple. I sit down in the chair the mistress had occupied, and bury my face in my hands. Wrenching sobs pull themselves from me. Tears are weakness, I hear Father saying sternly. He would be glaring down at me right now, were he here. I make myself sit up and wipe my eyes with my sleeves. Even though I feel like I’m dying inside, I straighten my shoulders and lift my chin. 


Fine. So they don’t want me anymore, do they? I am supposed to leave, that much is evident. I go to the door, prepared to humbly and obediently leave the house and never return. Something stops me. Searching, I am shocked when I find a burning need for vengeance in the hollow of my stomach. 


I turn around and study the room. She doesn’t deserve such comfort. None of them do. Destroy it, a voice says in my head. Tear up the curtains and break the furniture. Let them know whom they dismissed. Let them know that the Baldwin name is not something to be spit at. Make them fear you. 


Yes, I say to it. I should. But as I eye the curtains I see that they are thick, and I am not strong enough to tear the firmly-weaved material. 


As if controlled, my eyes now drift to the bedroom beyond this sitting room, and at Mrs. Nathanial’s closet. I don’t know where it comes from—I don’t know why it comes—but a wicked idea plants itself in my mind. 
It is common knowledge that Mrs. Nathanial prides herself on her wardrobe. She cherishes it almost as much as her spoiled prig of a daughter. Why not give her the same pain she’s given me?


I walk to the closet. I do not feel like myself—I feel as if someone cold and malevolent has taken my place. I am not like this.


Take something, the voice urges. Take something you know she will be sure to miss. Something that she will weep over because of its loss. The closet door is already open, so Mrs. Nathanial can show the world what she has. Well, pride goeth before the fall. It was something my father always said. Your fall is coming, Mrs. Nathanial, I think grimly. I run my hand over all her fine things. Her dresses, her petticoats, her shawls, her camisoles, her chemises, her grand coats. Her coats. My hand stops its course, and it grasps the thick, warm fur of one of her most favorite coats. She has just recently worn it to the opera. 


I take it. 
I don’t think about it. I don’t go over the consequences like my normal self usually would, if I were to be caught taking such an item. 
But then, as I am lowering it from its hanger, the coat is heavy and downy in my arms. This brings me back slightly. 


What am I doing? I could be arrested! I could ruin all my chances for finding another decent job if I were discovered. 
What does it matter? the voice asks. You’re only just barely living as it is. With this prize, you could prove to your mother and yourself that you are like Amy. You can be fearless and daring. Imagine the possibilities. You could sell the coat. Just think of how much money you’d get for it!


At the mention of my mother’s approval I clutch the coat tight to me again. I picture her face when I find her and stand in front of her; I could tell her that I am surviving on my own and with means I had gotten by myself. I don’t wonder what Father would think. I just leave the room. Briefly I panic as occurs to me that someone could see me leaving with this coat, but I quickly smother it. 


It seems that God, for once in my life, has done me a favor. Miraculously, there is no one in the halls. No one to stop me or take notice of the coat I hold against my body. All the staff must be having a meeting about my dismissal. Everyone will know now. 


For the first and last time, I leave the Nathanial town-house by way of the front door. A delicious sense of self-satisfaction warms me. I inhale the fresh air, feeling light as a feather. Even though I hold sin itself in my arms. 


Hello, world! I mentally shout at the sky. It’s me, Rachel Baldwin! 

“There she is! I told you! Isn’t that the mistress’s coat?” 


With horror, I turn to see that both Violet and Danielle has followed me out the door, with Jillian by their side. Danielle points at me with accusation, but Jillian regards me with a strange expression I cannot interpret. Without even thinking about it, I start to run. 


“Help! Police!” Violet shouts. 
“Theif!” Danielle adds in a shriek.

Jillian doesn’t utter a word.

People part, creating an opening for me like a wave as I fly down the street, still holding the accursed coat. I run and run, blindly so that I don’t know where I’m going. I shove past people without embarrassment, and they stare but do not attempt to get in my way. No police come to seize me. When the crowds have thinned, and the surroundings surrounding me are open and unthreatening, I stop to rest. My sides ache, and my lungs burn. I lean against an office building, making sure I’m in the shadows. 


All my scruples and what my father taught me come back in a rush. I gasp, and tear smart my eyes. Shame chokes me. What have I done? I have become a thief. Whatever good reputation I had left is officially gone. Gone. 
I feel sick. How could I have been so dense? I had been a fool to think I could have earned my mother’s approval by showing her a mere stolen coat. Especially if it had been to get back at Mrs. Nathaniel. Mother had been brought up in the church all her life, and her favorite saying had been, “If someone slaps one cheek, then turn the other cheek too”. 


Disbelief and panic crawl their way upwards towards my chest. I feel vomit rise up in my throat, so I run around the corner of the building into the alley to do it privately. The pain does not leave even as I empty my stomach of all its contents. My shame is so deep I don’t know whether I can ever unearth it. 


Perhaps I could return the coat? And maybe, extraordinarily, everything would be all right? Maybe I’d be forgiven, and given back my job?

And maybe I’m the Queen of England. 

I look for something, or someone, else to hold responsible for my crime. I could blame it on Mrs. Nathanial, or the blackmailer. But my stealing the fur coat wasn’t their doing. 
I wipe my mouth with my sleeve, already soiled because of the regurgitated food—I’d accidentally held my arm out to support myself against the wall while I vomited. I barely note that not a bit of the filth has gotten on the wretched coat. The sight of the beautiful brown fur just makes me want to vomit again. How could one day have gone so very wrong? 


I sit down on the cold, hard ground, unmindful of my clean skirt. I close my eyes and try to breathe evenly. In. Out. In. Out. Done with breathing. Now it is time to think. 

What to do now? First, I need to leave London. It will now be legitimately impossible to find another job in this city. All of society will be buzzing about my thievery of the Nathanial’s. Where should I go? I cannot even go back to the boardinghouse to get my few belongings. The Nathanial’s will no doubt have the police swarming my room. I remember that all my meager savings are under my mattress, and I want to cry all over again, but hold the tears at bay. 
Oh, I’m such an idiot! My father was proud of my intelligence. It had been one of the reasons he favored me over Amy.  But ever since he died all my intelligence seems to have flown out of the window. 


I will just leave, then. I will find my way through the back alleys until I’ve left the boundaries of the city. Perhaps once on the road I can find a ride.  Maybe I’ll go to Edinburgh. Father once took me there on one of his business trips, and I had been struck by the city’s beauty. There are many jobs to be had there, I’ve heard.

Amy materializes in my mind. I will most likely never see her again. The idea does not distress me. I will never hear her high, annoying sugary voice again. Good. But Beatrice... I do mind leaving her so abruptly. I didn’t even say goodbye. How can I just leave her like this? Without thanking her for all she’s ever done? She was the only one that stepped down and reached out her hand to me when I was new in the Nathanial household. She’s the only one I’ve ever told anything about myself to.


A horrid thing occurs to me. Beatrice knew everything. She and Johnny need money to marry. Could it be…? No. I can’t believe I even thought it. We had heard someone out in the hall that day I told her my story. It was undoubtedly that person who had went and told mistress. 


I allow myself to utter a short, frustrated scream, and when my throat aches I slump my head in between my knees. I feel desolate and alone. Completely and entirely alone. 


No one cares about me. I could die here and no one would care. 


The thought jars me. I sit up again. That’s it. I’ll die. It will be the end of all my pain and it will end my endless struggle to survive—to exist. 


“If you go looking for trouble you’ll surely find it.” The words roll around in my head. I stand unsteadily. Then I’ll go looking for trouble. Maybe I’ll find one of the monsters I’m not even sure exists and it’ll end my misery. I’ve never been strong, anyway.


With resolve I face the mystifying and perilous alley. Its soul is dark and I can see a turn at the end.  With an odd smile I put on the coat. The weight makes me feel as if my fate is resolute. 


My head feels lighter. “Come,” I whisper, feeling my eyes glow and taking slow, sure steps towards the black pit. “I’m here.” I want my death. I want it so badly I can taste it. I want to see my father. I want this heaviness in my core to dissipate. I want to stop being indiscernible to everything and everyone. I want to be seen. I want to be known. I want to live again. 


But nothing moves. Nothing answers or swoops out of the darkness. I unwaveringly continue, willing a monster to appear. I reach the end of the alley, and the turn, infuriatingly and absolutely alive. I face down this new alley, glaring into the shadows. I grip the ends of the coat in my fists, and start forward yet again. I follow the path for many dragging, dark minutes.

Then, after an unclear amount of time, a sound reaches my seeking ears. A sort of… smacking. No, slurping. I freeze, squinting harder to see. I still cannot, so I inch a little bit further forward.

I can scarcely make out a hunched shadow in a corner. I squint some more, and shuffle just a tiny bit more further onward. My heart stops as I can finally see what I’ve come across. The hunched shadow I still cannot entirely see, but what it is bent over I can see. It is a body. A woman or girl, judging by the red hair spilling out over the cobblestones like a fiery waterfall. All this barely registers through my pure horror. 

 I’ve found it. I’ve undeniably found the source of all the mysterious deaths and what the young man warned me from. The bodies were drained, is what the newspapers had said. Now I know all. Yes, they had been drained—by something drinking the blood. How ironic, that the mystery has been revealed to me, and at the worst possible time in my life. Suddenly my death does not sound so appealing, and as quietly as I can, I start to back away. I’m afraid the thunderous beating of my own heart will give me away. 

But, at the worst possible moment, something in the pocket of the fur coat falls out and drops to the ground with a loud clink. A coin.

The thing whirls, and I feel my mouth drop open in a wide O of terror. I freeze, unable to turn and run. Its eyes hold me… just the way that young man’s had. Only this is not a good feeling of being held—it means me harm. Long, drawn out, painful harm. 

Its eyes are red and glinting. It drops the girl in its arms, and I cringe at the thud as she lands. As the monster steps closer, I can see the details of its appearence. It has no face. Only the red eyes, that are two slits in the darkness, and a wide, gaping hole of what I can only assume is its mouth. The mouth quirks into a grin at the sight of me, and I see that it has teeth. Extensive, and hideously pointed teeth. The body is impossible to discern. There seems to be a human shape to it, a man shape, but the smoke-like air around its form makes it uncertain. 
My lungs are out of air. I begin to gag at the devastating horror. It gives me no time to scream. It gives me no time to beg. It grips me by my waist, almost as a caress, and draws me close. 

“It won’t hurt,” it rasps. “I promise, it will feel like heaven.” 

I am entranced by the sound of its voice. Not like the young man’s, whose had been silky. No. This voice is rough, like sandpaper. But it has a quality to it, a passion that makes one want to lean in and taste that mouth. Ignore the fangs and the fact that there is no face to go with it.  

I manage to have the willpower to shake my head, tears squeezing out of the corners of my eyes. It’s lying. I can feel it. I think it knows that I know. It tries again.

“You want to die,” it tells me. “You can see your father. You can let out the anguish you’ve been holding in for years. You’ll be whole again. No more sobbing in the night. No more being just a hole.” Its coaxing is irresistible. 

I begin to nod, seeing what it means. I had, after all, wanted this. 

“Yes,” I say throatily. “Give me all that. Please.” 

A wicked smile distorts the already distorted mouth. It leans in and I watch as its fangs slide into the white, soft skin of my throat. 

Pain. Pain. Pain. It’s all I’m aware of. The creature lied to me about there being none…Oh, God the pain! The sensation is like thousands of large, sharp needles tearing at my insides, at every fiber in my body, down my every vein and plunging over and over into my heart. I try to struggle, but I’ve already given the creature my consent. It is heedless to my valueless resistance. I feel my life begin to sap out of me. 

 “No!” 

I am dropped to the stones, and the creature shrieks. It is ear-splitting.

I feel the thing move away from me. It is fighting something. I know by its threatening snarls. I lay back on the cold street. The wetness seeps into me.  I gasp to breathe, unable to even get up because of this new weakness. I feel like I’m underwater, because of my crushed lungs. Every movement I try to make feels like it is restrained by a thick tar. I turn my head weakly and my heavy-lidded gaze meets the motionless, open mouth of the red-haired girl. 

I choke in trying to scream but can’t move away. 

The thing is still screeching. There are grunts, and crunching sounds. The pain in my body is less now that the teeth are gone, but a burning sensation is now making its way down my neck. I am slipping in and out of consciousness, fighting to stay awake. Something tells me that if I were to fall completely under I would not be able to wake up again. 

Isn’t that what I had wanted only a few moments ago? So I close my eyes and let sleep come and take me. But the creature speaks, wrenching me awake. 

“You can’t save her!” I hear the creature growl. It sounds like it is in pain. “She is too far gone.” 

Someone replies, so quietly that I can’t make it out. But the hairs on the back of my neck stand up at the utter deadliness in it. 

I cry out as the burning sensation reaches my chest. The creature rasps out a laugh, before the sound is cut off. I am aware of someone picking me up from the ground, cradling me against his hard chest. 

“Please,” I whisper, crying out again. “Make it stop!” The pain is still tearing my insides apart. I sob, and the sound breaks off into a scream. 

The being above me curses. I feel the wind against my hair and my skin. But how can that be? There wasn’t even a breeze today… I smile dreamily and drift…
“Don’t go to sleep,” the voice says sharply. Obeying, I force my eyes to stay slightly open. But seconds later I feel them begin to flutter closed again. They feel as if they’re being pulled down by a weight. 

“Listen to me,” the voice says with attempted calm, but an edge slips into the velvet of the tone. “Listen to me. Repeat what I say. Are you listening?” I toss my head from side to side, crying out from the pain within me. 

“It hurts, it hurts!” I whimper. 

“I will not go to sleep,” the voice says sternly. “Say it!”

I am gasping. “I-I will…not…” The pain is too sharp. I sob again. 

“Fine, you’re doing fine,” the voice says soothingly. The honeyed tone makes me want to sleep again. The wind has stopped, and I nod off again. 

“Rachel!” the voice yells in my ear. I jerk.

I am being set down gently on something. My rescuer is treating me like precious china. I arch my back and scream; my heart feels as if it is being ripped to shreds inside me. 

“Give me your hand!” the voice thunders. The feel of something slicing my palm barely penetrates my senses. I don’t feel the cut. I open my eyes enough to see the shadow above me slice his own palm. He now takes my wrist, and presses our two palms together. I gasp in shock. Our blood mingles together, becomes one. The two cuts merger, and the man ignores my cries of pain. Different blood pours through my veins, like fine needles penetrating so deep that I can feel it in every part of my body. It is agony. 

Long moments pass, with my screams becoming less and with our hands remaining clasped tightly together. Finally, the pain is only a lingering, yet distant memory, and I again begin to close my eyes.
“You may sleep now,” the shadow says. “You will need it in preparation for the months to come.” 

Months? I don’t have enough strength to ask him what he means.
