CHAPTER NINE

However dense I may be, I still understand what he means. I still haven’t forgotten the thirst that parches my tongue. I do not fight him as he pulls me deeper into the alley. One thing I am certain of: I will not “feed” from anything anywhere from a human. Even as I yearned for Mr. Garret’s blood, then Wendy’s, I was repulsed at myself. If I know nothing else, this is what I do know.


“What am I to—feed from?” I ask calmly, casually. He drops my hand and points up. I crane my neck as I look to where his finger points and I moan.


“Disgusting!” I declare. “There is nothing that can get me to…to eat one of those.” 


His face is grim. “You will if you want to survive. We can survive without food, Miss Baldwin, but without blood we perish.” 


“Without food?” I echo with incredulity. “We can survive without food?”


He nods solemnly. “Our bodies use the blood so quickly that we need to replenish our supply, often.” 


I try to remember the last time I felt hunger pains. If I really had—no, I had been—asleep for three months, then by all natural laws I should be starving. I should be dead. But even now my stomach does not even so much as twinge with hunger. 


“But—but—they’re filthy!” I spout, glaring up at the plump pigeons. They glare back at me with their round black eyes. I can almost hear them laughing at me.


“Would you rather different game?”  Sudeep asks me sardonically. 

I purse my lips. “Fine. Ugh, this is so excruciating.”  


He ignores my complaints. “Now, you could manage on your own without my help, because you have all the instincts, but a few tips are always useful.” 


I nod to indicate that I’m listening.


“This is first and most important,” Sudeep is cocking his brow, “and the one that most of us have trouble remembering while on a hunt. Do not get overconfident.”  

I bristle. “I would never—”

“No? What about what you did to Wendy? You took advantage of what you knew and threw it in her face. You were completely confident that you would hurt her, and you did. If that isn’t overconfidence then I don’t know what is.” 

I am gaping. My pride has been stung, and I do not know what to say. But I have to admit to myself that he is right… again. 

I would take it back if I could, I say mournfully to myself. 

I know you would. Many of us have many regrets, and the only thing we can do is try to minimize the damage and the mistakes we make. 

I look at him. What mistakes have you made?

I’ve lost him again. Shutters drop over his eyes, and that mouth grows tight once more. I don’t know what to say to bring him back. He’d been warming up to me, I had seen it. I sigh. Patience; that was one of my father’s main virtues.  And one I hope will be mine someday. 

I take a breath. “What is the second thing?”

“Do not rely too much on your senses. It could be your weakness.” He steps away from me some more, until there is two feet between us. I hide the frown pulling at the corners of my mouth. He’s completely pulling away now.

“Very well. What else am I to rely on, then?” 

“Try to concentrate on your human side, when and if you can. When wanting to know a person, read their expression first before going straight to their thoughts. While hunting, our kind likes to show respect to the prey by finding them without focusing in on their sounds and smell at once to find their specific location. It is an unfair match, because they wouldn’t stand a chance against us. They don’t as it is, but as I said, it is a matter of respect.” 

I nod like I understand. He isn’t fooled. “Remember what it is to be human. We—they—used—ah, use, their eyes first, and then go to their hearing, then their smell. Granted, all of our senses are much improved with the new blood, but using them all at once is what would be unfair. This way we have to guess a bit more.” 


“What does it matter?” I flap a hand at the birds. “They’re pigeons. They know nothing of respect.” They coo softly, as if they understand me and dislike what I’m saying. 


Sudeep shifts on his feet. “It is a rule, respect to the prey. It applies to everything we hunt, no matter the significance. Decimus established it…” he trails off, and I catch the anger in his eyes. 


I realize with relief that he is not mad at me; he’s angry at himself for slipping the name. He doesn’t want me to know about Decimus, whoever he is. If it is a he. It sounds like a he. For once I am smart enough not to ask. 


“Fine. I’ll use one sense at a time,” I affirm. 


“It is different in battle, of course,” Sudeep continues. “No rules apply then, except to avoid harming the humans with everything we have.” 


“Battle?” Bemusement tinges my voice. “I highly doubt I’ll be in battle soon.”


He is quiet. “Sometimes unexpected things happen.”


He sends the images of him fighting that shadow to my mind. He reveals the teeth again, and the glowing red eyes. I back away, clutching at my head and shaking it, wanting the memories gone. The horror of that night comes back in overwhelming waves.


“No!” I gasp, and with a powerful strength I shove his thoughts out of my head.


After I straighten, I see that Sudeep is standing calmly, looking at me thoughtfully. “You demonstrate extreme willpower. I wonder all you can do with it?” he muses. He doesn’t seem to be asking me but himself. 


“Don’t do that again,” I warn through gritted teeth. He smiles faintly in amusement in return. 


“Go, feed. You need it.”


I look up at the pigeons again. “How do I get up there?” They are all perched on laundry lines or jutting parts of the buildings above us. There is no way I can climb. The walls are too steep. 


“Figure it out,” he says brusquely. “I shouldn’t have to help you with absolutely everything.” Again, I am smart enough not to snap back. It will only cause more distance and coldness from him. I am learning, I think.


My temper is slipping when the humor of it all strikes me. It is so unexpectedly comical as I look at it differently. I burst out in laughter. How ridiculous we must look to any other pair of eyes! A man and a woman, hunting for pigeons in the dark.  I would have laughed in anyone’s face if they would have told me that I would be jumping for pigeons for a meal in three months time. 


Sudeep is looking at me curiously; I haven’t thought anything to let him on to what I find so hilarious. I tell him, and his face darkens.


“It is no laughing matter, Miss Baldwin,” he says with the old coldness. “Circumstances have been thrust upon us to make things this way.”


My mirth dies, and I look up at the fat birds. I won’t make a reply to his comment. What could I say? I concentrate reaching my... supper.


I think aloud. “I cannot climb; there are no handholds on the slippery walls—especially after the rain. My only chance is… jumping?” 


He nods, and hesitates. “There is another way, but I think it is too soon to teach it to you yet. For now we’ll stay at jumping.” 


“But, how am I supposed to jump that?” It is at least eight feet to the nearest flock of pigeons. Not even the tallest person could jump it. 


“Most of us can’t. So we jump as high as we can, then push ourselves with our foot against the wall to get higher. The effect is almost flight. It always works, what with us being lighter. The blood makes it that way.” 


If I didn’t know any better I would think that he is enjoying having a pupil. He talks with importance, and he is eager for me to understand. Even though he’s shown me impatience, I believe that he wants to help me. 


“I’ll try.” I challenge the distance determinedly. I will conquer you, I tell it sternly. An odd noise makes me whirl. Sudeep is turned away, muffling the sound. I see with pleasure that he is laughing. I’d forgotten that he can hear my thoughts. If only I could see his face... his smile…


He turns back and scowls. “Go ahead. What are you waiting for?” 

I blush when I realize he’s caught me staring at him like a lovesick schoolgirl. I clear my throat. “Right. Ah, well…” I make my small hands into fists and swing them behind me trying to put leverage into my jump. As I fly through the air I instinctively go toward the wall, so I can rebound off of it, as he’d instructed. 


It doesn’t work. I am not quick enough to get my legs out, and I smash against the wall. I break this one, too. Most of the pigeons squawk and, in panic, fly away.  I can tell Sudeep is smothering his laughter again. 


My humiliation is so great I can’t even look at him. I pull myself away from the wall and leap to the ground. I land solidly, and stalk down the alley. He is still choking on his accursed laughter. And to think I’d wanted to see his smile. Humph. 


“Wait, Miss Baldwin.” He has stopped laughing but I don’t turn around. I continue walking even when I reach the street. There is a series of more sounds behind me, but I don’t pause to investigate. Sudeep catches up with me, and I see out of the corner of my eye that he’s caught a stray pigeon. My pride is stung again at the fact that he caught one in a matter of seconds while I didn’t catch one at all.


“You’ll have to wait until we’ve gotten to Avani’s.” He tucks the dead bird under his billowy shirt. “People will panic if they see a girl sucking from a pigeon. They’d think a lunatic has escaped from the asylum.” He smiles deprecatingly to himself.


At the word ‘sucking’ I wince. It makes me feel so savage, so uncivilized. Against my will I feel myself wanting the dead fat little bird. That intoxicating smell of blood taunts me as we walk. 


“You are doing well,” Sudeep compliments me. “When I was a newborn I couldn’t control myself. I killed a dog in the street and drank from it. Luckily for me, no one saw.” 


“You killed a dog?” I am appalled despite everything. The poor animal. It is different from a mere pigeon. The dog could have been someone’s pet. Sudeep doesn’t comment, though I am sure he can feel my disgust. For the rest of our journey in the dark city he doesn’t say anything. I feel as if I’ve ruined what little shred of friendliness there was between us. I am angry again and I have to work not to think; I hate the fact that he can hear all of my innermost private thoughts. He doesn’t seem to struggle with it; his mind is blank. There is a ringing silence when I focus on his mind. I hate his control. It reminds me of Randall Darren. Rand.


I am startled at the mention of his name in my mind. What has he been doing these past three months? Is he still seeing Miss Nathanial? Did he hear of my thievery? Oh, I am a fool, of course he did. Miss Nathanial would have been bursting at the seams to tell him of it. She’d seen his interest in me that day, no doubt. 


She doesn’t know him. She doesn’t know what he is capable of. She doesn’t know his very core like I do. She doesn’t know about his past or how he is what he is now. I remember her saying, “It is curious that I’ve never met him before. In fact, I’ve never even heard of him until recently.”

I can tell you why, you simple-minded girl. But I won’t. He won’t marry you. He only cares about one thing and one thing only: money. He cared about money more than me, I rave acrimoniously. Sudeep jerks his head around to face me, and I scowl when I realize he’d just heard everything. 

“Must you listen to everything I’m thinking?” I demand. 

He puts a finger warningly to his lips. “I apologize,” he whispers stiffly. “I will try not to in the future.” 

“Good,” I snap at him. I can sense his curiosity. He can’t help wondering what I have become so sour about, the man that fills my thoughts right now. Rand. I remember his hands on me, tenderly cradling my face.  Our first kiss, underneath our birch tree. Even when Amy had tried to seduce him, he’d had eyes only for me…

It is best not to think of Randall Darren at all.

*  *  *  *  *

Avani grimaces at the sight of me when both Sudeep and I duck under the flap. I hold my breath against the smell. Sudeep hears the intake of air and rolls his eyes. He shoves the pigeon at me, and my hunger makes me clumsy. I fumble with it, unsure what to do. 


“So you brough’ ’er back,” Avani observes with obvious chagrin. Sudeep nods, studiously ignoring her disappointment. I look down at the bird in my hands, and I move into the darkest part of the tiny room to feed privately. 


“She is a bit more humble now, I think,” he tells her in that smooth, bland voice. I just stand in a corner and scowl some more. They both sit cross-legged in front of a small fire that the old woman must have lit while we were gone.  The small shack is chokingly full of smoke, but at least it slightly hides the other unpleasant smells. I feed from the pigeon naturally, and my thirst is sated. Neither of them are looking at me. They stare at the fire and each other until I cease to make any noise and have set the pigeon aside. I wipe my mouth for any traces of blood, wavering between self-disgust and sadness. They wait.

I sit close to them, folding my hands demurely, trying to prove to them that I am not the child they think me to be. I gaze around, looking at what I have already seen. Being in this room once more recalls the memory to mind of the time Avani told me my fortune. I remember her first words, after her eyes glazed over. Your present will not remain such as it is for much longer. With another swift intake of breath, this time one of clarity, I stare at the old woman. Is this what she had meant? Did she see what would happen?

Her steady, answering gaze tells me everything. “You knew,” I say softly.

Avani nods once, slowly and gravely. “I could no’ change wha’ was yo’ fate. I’ was mean’ to ’appen.” 

“I don’t believe in fate,” I say cynically.

She raises a bushy brow, and I wince when I realize I can see the bugs crawling in it. “Don’t you?” Avani asks. I don’t answer. 

She sighs. Sudeep shifts slightly. The atmosphere subtly alters. “Are you ready noo, child?” the crone asks me. I try not to look too closely at her face; I can see all the gruesome details of it now. It was bad enough with my old vision—with this new eyesight it is agonizing. 


“Ready for what?” I edge a little closer, my irrepressible inquisitiveness rising. She smiles at me and pats the empty place next to her. I sit across from her and her son instead, with my legs swept to the side so I can modestly cover my legs with my sodden skirt. 


“Sudeep ’ere will ’ell you of everything; me voice is no’ wha’ i’ once was.” Avani closes her eyes and hums. Uneasy, I look to him. I am comforted at the sight of his calm beautiful face. He looks back at me without a flicker of emotion for me reflected in his bottomless black eyes. 


“Before you begin anything,” I say, “I want to know what you—we—are called.” 

Sudeep frowns. “I’ve already told you. The Voluntas.”


“No, no,” I say impatiently. “Every, uh, species has a name. A hound is a dog. A robin is a bird. While we are Voluntas, what is our name? Or is that just what we are called?” 


Sudeep’s face has hardened to stone. “I prefer not to go by the name. Voluntas is all you need to know.”


I roll my eyes. “Avani?” I turn to the old woman.  She grins toothlessly in amusement, and opens her mouth to answer.


“Fine,” Sudeep cuts in hastily before she can answer. He obviously fears his mother’s reply, whatever it may be. “To put it bluntly, the Voluntas are what is referred to in the myths as vampires.” 


Vampires. The word rolls around in my mind. It sounds familiar; it sends a chill down my spine. Where have I heard the word before? A fragrant of a memory flickers to life. Of my nurse, and a poem she had read me… 

Sudeep doesn’t wait for me to think about it. “Our people come from old Rome,” he begins. “The Necaz’s root is in Romania, as far as we can tell. Their name means, typically, ‘evil’.” He smiles wryly as he says this, but I feel no humor in him. 


“How did—” I begin.


“’Ush, child. The boy will ’ell i’ all in good ’ime,” Avani scolds. I clamp my mouth shut unhappily. Sudeep continues in a drone. 


“No one is quite sure how the Necaz came to be. There have been stories. The most believed of all these stories is one I will now tell you.


“There was a wealthy merchant, called Horatius. He had a wife, two sons and one daughter. He and his wife were happy. They were in the highest circles of society, and their daughter, Livia was her name, was engaged to a wealthy aristocrat. All was well. But their lives changed when one of Horatius’s shipments of grain came in. There was a sick young man on board, whom the crew had picked up on the way home. He’d been stranded on an island.   

“Horatius was a kind man, known for his integrity and mercy. He took the young man into his home, clothed and fed him. The young man had a nurse take care of him until he was well. When he regained his strength, the young man didn’t remember anything. He couldn’t even remember his own name. So they called him Faustus. It means ‘lucky’ in Latin. Faustus became completely well and helped Horatius with his business.


“No one knew that Faustus and Livia had fallen in love. They couldn’t tell anyone, because Livia was still engaged. The man to whom she’d pledged her life was rich, and was known for having a cruel reputation. He beat his slaves, and used women roughly. Livia was frightened of him.” 


As Sudeep speaks, he stares into the fire. While I listen I just gaze at his face. His words captivate and stir me.


“Faustus and Livia decided to run away,” Sudeep continues, “but one of Livia’s brothers, Quintus, found out their plan. He went to Livia’s betrothed, Lionius, and told him all that he knew.


“Lionius was furious. He vowed he would kill the boy who thought he could steal away his bride. He went after them. Horatius had had no idea of what was happening, so when the aristocrat arrived at his door and demanded Livia, he sent for her. 


“She and Faustus had already run. They’d secured a passage on a ship bound for a far away country. Livia and her younger brother were close. He was crippled, and had a gentle nature. He’d told her of Quintus’s betrayal. 


“Horatius was stunned when a slave told him that his daughter was gone. She wasn’t anywhere to be found in the villa. Lionius told the old man that Faustus had kidnapped her. Enraged, Horatius went with Lionius to search the ships for Livia and Faustus. 


“They were found. Lionius charged on board, and he and Faustus engaged in a swordfight. What no one knew was that Faustus wasn’t what he appeared to be. He’d deceived them all, pretended to be one of them. Lionius beat Faustus to his feet and stabbed him through the chest. 


“Livia was screaming and sobbing. Horatius tried to comfort her, and she told him how they’d been leaving to marry. Horatius was furious that Lionius had lied to him, and he unsheathed his own sword. 


“But, to everyone’s shock, Faustus sprang back to his feet. There was blood on his shirt, but on his chest there was no wound.  The captain, the crew, the men were all frozen with astonishment. They all whispered to each other that it was sorcery. Faustus went to comfort Livia, who was crying hysterically. 


“As Faustus got closer to her, arms outstretched, Lionius dived at him and stabbed him through the chest with his sword yet again. Faustus dropped to the deck… and so did Livia. 


“When Lionius had stabbed Faustus he’d plunged the sword so deeply it’d protruded from his chest and gone right into Livia’s.”


I make a sound in my throat. It must be a strangled sob. I feel silly, crying at a story, but Sudeep tells it in such a way it seems anguished and surreal. His eyes are dark with sorrow, as if he tells the tale of his own family. Sudeep goes on. 


“Faustus recovered almost instantly and cut his hand with the tip of his sword. In front of everyone, he took Livia’ small white hand and sliced it also. Horatius didn’t try to stop him. He now trusted Faustus entirely. Lionius was so dazed at what he had done he didn’t move. Faustus put their hands together, and their blood mixed. 


“But it was too late. Livia was dead, and the new blood didn’t revive her. Faustus cried, clasping her limp body to him. No one said anything. Faustus looked up at Lionius, and hate surged through him. He jumped up, picking up his sword. ‘You!’ he cried. ‘You did this! You will pay!’ And the two men again fought. Lionius was slow and fumbled against the younger man’s blind rage. Faustus moved the sword so quickly it was a blur. Lionius never stood a chance. Faustus killed him, and spit on Lionius’s body when it lay in a pool of blood on the deck. 


“He went to Livia’s body again, and hugged it to him. As he wept, an idea came to him. He put Livia down, and bent over her. He’d thought of a way he could keep her with him forever. He put his mouth to hers and began to suck her soul out. 


“Horatius realized what he was doing when he saw the white cloud seeping into Faustus, and he tried to stop him. Faustus knocked him aside and continued his task. When he was finished he felt her inside him, and he was filled with joy.


“His joy was short-lived. She was sobbing. She was trapped. She wasn’t happy to be with him. She’d seen the gates of Heaven, and he’d snatched her away from them. There would be consequences, since Faustus had taken her soul with his own spirit full of hate for Lionius. Faustus screamed in agony and hurt at her denial, and he became a shadow. Before the people’s eyes, Faustus’s face melted away and became a black hole. He left them all there with their mouths hanging open, and fled from all living souls. It was a ghastly sight; a handsome aristocrat and a beautiful young girl, both dead on the deck.


“The years went by. Everything returned to what it once was. Eventually Rome forgot about the strange story of the man who’d been stabbed and then jumped up without a scratch, and how he’d sucked a girl’s soul out of her body. They shouldn’t have. Ten years to the day Horatius’s daughter was killed and deprived of her soul, deaths began to make themselves known in the night. The Romans didn’t know what to think. There was no evidence of murder or how the death had even occurred. The bodies were untouched. There were no wounds. No poison in the blood. Nothing. The only thing the investigators had to go off of was one strange fact: the bodies were still slightly warm after hours of death. 


“Horatius knew in his gut that it was Faustus. He’d come back, to take his revenge on Rome for a crime that only he had committed. Horatius didn’t know what he could do, so he prayed to the gods that Faustus would tire of Rome and leave. But Faustus didn’t stop his frenzied feeding. He’d learned that after having one soul it wasn’t enough. While before he’d feasted on chickens and mere trifles, consuming a soul was a banquet that made him strong. Every night he would descend on a helpless being and collect their soul to keep company with the others. His strength continued to grow. 


“Horatius went to confront him. Faustus wasn’t hard to find. Horatius had been keeping track of him, and he noticed a pattern in Faustus’s feedings. Every night Faustus moved further west. Horatius simply waited in the street of what was his next guess for Faustus’s attack. One night he finally saw him.  


“Horatius was greatly surprised at the sight of his old friend. Faustus was no longer a shadow. He looked just as he used to; youthful and handsome. He called out to get the younger man’s attention. Faustus greeted him in a friendly manner, as if nothing was amiss. Horatius pleaded with him to stop murdering the people of Rome. Faustus only laughed. ‘You all deserve to die,’ he said. ‘Especially the women, who know nothing of true love and string along men like toys.’ 


“Horatius asked him what he meant. Faustus told the old man what had become of his daughter, and his own lover, Livia. Faustus had released her soul soon after the fateful day on the ship, but she couldn’t find her way to Heaven. ‘She’s become a dark creature,’ Faustus said. ‘She mocks me and calls me ‘the Father of Necaz,’ his face curled with bitterness as he said it. ‘She has made more of us, did you know that? You should thank me. While I only consume the souls, she sets them free to be shadows like us.’ Horatius asked him how he was a shadow but appeared to be a human. 


“‘The more souls I devour,’ the creature answered, ‘the more able I am to keep a hold on my soul. To your poor eyesight, I do appear as a human. To one of us, it is obvious what I am.’ 


“Horatius tried again to ask the thing to leave Rome. Faustus again refused. Horatius wept. He wept for his daughter, he wept for Faustus, and he wept for all of Rome. ‘Why?’ he cried to the gods. ‘Why would you do this to me, to my family, after my faithful servitude towards you?’ He begged the gods to strike him dead. He didn’t want to see Rome fall and perish. He begged Faustus one last time to take the first ship out and leave Rome, for the sake of what they had once been. Faustus had no more good in him, however, and he couldn’t concede to the old man’s appeal. 


“In one act of mercy, the only one Faustus could manage from the remains of his old self, he killed Horatius. ‘I’ve put you out of your misery,’ he said. ‘Go now, and live in a peace I will never find until the end of time, if even then.’ 


“And so,” Sudeep lifts his stunning face towards me, looking as if he’s just come from a trance, “the beginning of Hell on earth. The Necaz were started by two people, Faustus and Livia. Once lovers, then immortal enemies, and now unheard from.” 


“They still live?” I ask in disbelief.


Sudeep shrugs. “No one knows. Neither has been heard from or seen since the last war between the Necaz and the Voluntas in Italy, back in 1875.” 


“But wait, how did the Voluntas come to be? What is the Voluntas? Why were they in Italy?” I ask, my head staring to swim. 


He sighs. “As I said before, Voluntas is Latin for ‘good will’. We protect the humans, their souls, from the Necaz. We have different intentions than them, and live different lifestyles. We don’t kill or steal. In this way we hope to have a chance—” his jaw clenches curiously, “—to earn our way back into Heaven.”


“Back into Heaven?” Skepticism sneaks into my tone. “You were there once?” 


He waves his hand impatiently. “It is said that our kind were once angels of God, and we were the ones that followed Satan against Him. After we were banished into Hell, some of the dark angels escaped and left Satan, to become blood-drinkers on Earth, Immortal but never satisfied, still punished in a way though not in the fires of Hell. Our thirst can never be completely sated. We can never lose ourselves in deep slumbers or dreams, to forget…” 


I frown. “Immortal? You… we do not die?” My heart quickens at the prospect. In excitement or despair I don’t know yet.


“I’ll answer that in a moment,” Sudeep says.  “Back to your other questions of where the Voluntas came from and why they were in Italy during the war.” He feeds a scrap of paper lying on the ground to the dying fire. “No one knows for sure where we did come from. Some suspect that Faustus, before becoming a soul-drinker, made one of us secretly. Or perhaps there was an unknown vampire in Rome that created one of us. Perhaps there were already many of our kind roaming the world and no one knew it. As it is, we’ll never know. But Faustus tired of Rome soon after he killed Horatius and sailed to Italy, where he began his feasting there. Someone, or something, started to fight him. It would appear in the shadows, and would snatch Faustus’s meal before he could even begin to drink. Faustus recognized the tactics. He knew it was a vampire. Eventually he managed to confront it. It was a young vampire. His name was Tacitus—”


“How do you know that this new vampire was Roman? Perhaps your people descend from Italy.” I interrupt. Sudeep shakes his head, irritated at my disruption. 


“The name is Roman. It means mute, or silent. He wore the name well. He never spoke. Faustus only knew his name from his thoughts. It is also said Tacitus had the features of the Roman sons.” 


“Oh.”


“As I was saying,” Sudeep throws me a withering glare, “Tacitus was strong. Faustus and he fought, and Tacitus injured the Necaz creature. Faustus feared him after that and stole souls less. Nonetheless, he remained in Italy. The two men—if they could be called men—shared Italy in an uneasy truce. After a while it became evident that Tacitus, like Livia, was creating an army. The newborns would chase Faustus. One night, after they’d nearly had him, Faustus panicked and fled back to Rome. Somehow, someway, he and Livia reunited and agreed to work together. Livia had grown in darkness until her soul was as black as Faustus’s. They returned to Italy, where they confronted Tacitus. Then took place the most famous battle in our history. The vampires were stronger, and their new blood gave them more strength and ability. The Necaz disappeared into the deepest corners of the world, living in places like the ice lands and exotic jungles. They’ve never returned… until now.” 


Again that expression darkens his handsome face until it is almost ugly. I recognize in fear that it is anger and blind hatred. I hastily try to distract him from his thoughts, whatever they are. “Are we to live forever, then? Or do we die, like everyone else?” I ask.


He regains his control and poise. “We die like everyone else,” he replies, surprising me. For some reason, I feel as if it is impossible. I feel strong and alive, as if I’ll never ever die, as if I’ll live until the end of time. 


“Why are we called Immortals, then?” 


“Because the early vampires did use to live forever. Some from thousands of years ago do still live. Somewhere along the line, however, our blood was tainted, or perhaps a human mated with a vampire. Whatever the reason, newborns now die after a few hundred years. Only the oldest ones, like Decimus, live forever.” 


“Decimus?” I ask carefully. He frowns at me; I can see that he is angry for again accidentally mentioning the mysterious vampire.  


“Do you want to know anything else?” he asks me coldly. “No more questions? I can’t imagine you running out.”


I nod. “Many more,” I say matter-of-factly, allowing the Decimus matter to slip by. “It may take all night for you to answer all of them.” 


He shrugs nonchalantly. “We have all night.”

