CHAPTER ELEVEN

Sudeep comes back soon enough. I feel him before I see him. But then I do catch sight of him, and our eyes meet. Again, that connection. I feel what he feels and he knows my struggle for self-control. Abashed, I try to block him out and paste serenity on my face. He sees right through my pretenses. 


“I’ve secured us a way to get to Richfield,” he informs me in a low voice, approaching. “But we can’t leave until tonight.” He looks extremely unhappy about it. I open my mouth to ask him why we can’t leave now, but he doesn’t give me the chance.


“We have to go,” he says. “We shouldn’t stay in one place for too long.” Turning sharply, he walks away again. I hesitate, and stay where I am. He halts, knowing I’m not following without looking. 


What is it? he asks. I draw nearer to him.


“Can we… I mean, do you have any money?” I ask timidly.

“Why do you ask?” He doesn’t sound angry—just curious. 

“There’s—well, there’s a little girl, and she’s hungry.” I don’t look up at him, keeping my head bent. I don’t want to see his face harden and hear his voice refuse. Neither happens. Instead, I feel his hand brush against mine as he puts some coins in my palm. I clutch them tightly. 

“I’ll be right here,” he says, no trace of emotion in his deep voice. I smile at him—it’s a pathetic, small smile—and I stride to the sweet roll stand. She’s still there, and I sense that she’s about to reluctantly go back to where she’s supposed to be.

“Two, please,” I request from the old man guarding the tray. He’s eyeing the girl with suspicion. He hands me two in a paper bag, and I put a few of the coins in his beefy hand. The girl turns away, her tiny shoulders slumped in dejection. 

“Wait,” I say to her. She jumps, and whirls. Her eyes dart past me, as if she can’t believe I’m talking to her. I consider just giving the bag to her, but I waver. Sometimes these people are proud. She may not accept them from me if I offer them in charity. I decide to try, despite this.

“Would you like these?” I ask her kindly. Her eyes, if possible, become rounder. Without hesitation she reaches out to take the bag, but then forces her hand back to her side.

“I can’,” she says, and I can tell that it costs her to say so, “me papa would mad i’ ’e knew I accep’ed chari’y.” She’s echoed my thoughts. But I’m not going to let her go with an empty belly. I can hear the harsh rumbling coming from it.

“I have an idea, then,” I say very seriously. “Would you go and buy me another roll while I go and talk to my friend, there?” I point to Sudeep. “I’m sure he’d like one but I have to ask him how many he wants. He could want two!” I put despair in my voice, and she smiles. The little girl, whose name I can see is Eliza from her thoughts, thinks on it. She decides that she’ll do it… but she’s not going to tell her papa. She can see that even if she does buy the roll, it’s still charity. Her stomach overrules this for her, however.

I wordlessly hand her a coin. She takes it and runs to the old man, who’s watching us with narrowed eyes. He thinks I am foolish for giving her the coin; she could run off with it. But I sense her sincere intentions, so I just ignore him and walk back over to Sudeep.

He doesn’t make a sound, and barely acknowledges I’m here. I don’t say anything either, even though I’d told the little girl I was going to ask him something. I can tell that he is profoundly in thought. His feelings try to steal over me once more, but I push them away by simply picturing my face when I first came to London. It’s so easy now—he’s gone and I’m still Rachel. I breathe easier. I still don’t know his thoughts, so I content myself by looking at him. I never get tired of it. His face alters slightly, and I know that his thoughts disturb him. Just to be sure that I can’t, I try to see his mind again. He feels my prodding and snaps his neck to glare at me. I sigh in frustration.

“I go’ you the bes’ one!” Eliza pipes, running over to us. I take the bag from her, hold it out it to Sudeep, and give the girl the other bag in my hand.

“Payment for getting it!” I say brightly. Eliza takes it shyly.

“Thank you,” she murmurs.  “You’re very pret’y.” Then she runs off in the opposite direction. Startled, I watch her go, until she turns a corner far down the street and I can no longer see her. A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. My heart feels strangely light; I have done for her what I would have wanted someone to do for me: show a bit of kindness. 

I become aware that Sudeep is appraising me. I meet his gaze squarely. 

“Thank you.” The tone in my voice does not match Eliza’s. Mine is uncertain and beseeching. I want him to understand. I want him to… I don’t know what I want, but it’s something other than this coolness from him. He’s silent for a moment. 

“Compassion does not exist in the natural world, Rachel,” he suddenly says, pain shadowing his eyes. They’re brown right now, in the sun. 

“This is the natural world,” I say quietly. “And I have compassion. As do some others I know.” I think of Beatrice and Sarah. 

He shakes his head. “You may be the only one. In my life, it’s never compassion. There’s always a motive behind kindness.” 

I take a deep breath before plunging. “Then what was your motive when you saved my life?” 

His eyes darken. That muscle works in his finely-sculptured jaw. “I didn’t save your life.” He turns away from me, ending the conversation. “We’ve lingered here too long.” He starts off without waiting for me to reply. I follow him dutifully, striving for patience. 

Instead of brooding, I mentally mark where we’re going. Again, I don’t even know where we are going. Where are we going to stay until nightfall? All my wonderings halt when I note that Sudeep is turning sharply into an alley. I follow with some exasperation. Are all of his places in dark, dank environments?

The atmosphere shifts as we get deeper into the shadows. My pupils dilate in response to the change of light. I can’t describe the atmosphere of this particular alley. It seems… lighter? Clear? I sniff the air. There is a new scent, strong. The way Sudeep smells. Sweet…

Where are we? I ask him nervously. As is growing to be his custom, he doesn’t answer. He swiftly takes two quick steps forward, so he’s not as close to me. I try to get close again. I don’t like trailing behind like a lost child. But he maintains the safe distance from me. I wonder at the rapid division, and even as I strive not to let it, it upsets me. 

He stops when the alley has grown so narrow my shoulders touch either side of the walls. I don’t cringe this time; the coat is ruined beyond any repair. The fur is matted, and clumps of mud cling to it. Sudeep studies the wall, and I don’t ask any questions. He puts up his hand, and I admire the beauty of his long fingers. I look down at my own small, useless hands. 

“As the sun in the day, as the moon in the night, I am one of the Voluntas, and have an eternal invite,” he whispers. His lips move so fast that they are a haze. I stare.

The wall slowly moves forward, and then slides towards me. I stumble back to avoid it. The peculiar, sweet smell is stronger. It’s like a perfume in the air. It is so appealing, that I instantly have cravings for… blood. I hear the faint cooing of the pigeons far above us, and I look hungrily up at them. 

“Not now,” Sudeep tells me shortly. He disappears into the wall. I slide my way to where he had been. The wall has revealed a gap, and I peer down into it. A flight of stairs is all there is as far as my eyes can see.  Sudeep hasn’t waited for me. I rush down them, being careful so I am sure not to slip. 

Noises reach my ears. Talking. Laughter. There’s a dead end at the conclusion of the damp hall, and to the right is a doorway, with light spilling out of it invitingly. 

“She’s coming,” I hear Sudeep say. I falter. Fear and tears are weakness. Conquer them, Rachel, and learn to manipulate them. It is the true way to strength. My father’s words come to me clearly, his voice as loud and demanding as it had been before Mother left. It’s so real I almost turn around and search for him. 

They’re waiting for me. I can feel more than one of them. Whoever they are. I straighten my shoulders and smooth down my hair as best I can. Then I go to the doorway and walk demurely through it. 

Immediately I realize what this place is that Sudeep has taken me to. It is a coven—a room full of vampires. The sweetness is overpowering. They are all seated at various tables scattered throughout the large room. Some lounge around like they’ve been here for years, and there are jugs of ale and beer on the surfaces of the tables. They all stare at me, and I stare back. There are at least forty of them. My heart is pounding like a drum, and I grimace when I remember that they can hear it. 

“Well,” someone stands, diverting my attention from the general group. “Welcome.” The vampire speaking is slender, and very pale. His hair, his skin, his eyes. Even his clothes are glaringly white. This man’s hair is white-blond hair, and his eyes are a unique light blue. His very being exudes virility. I directly am at ease with him. 

“I am Joseph,” he says, and extends his hand. I place mine in his, and he surprises me by bending down and gently placing a kiss on it. I blush.

“You must be Miss Baldwin.” Joseph winks slyly at me, releases my hand, and goes back to sit down. I am at a loss at what to do. Sudeep does not help, or offer me a seat. 

“We have been waiting for you.” Another vampire stands and approaches. I am dazzled by her beauty. She has long, flowing red hair, and a long and graceful throat. She is proud of her body, that much is obvious. Her gown is of a deep green, simply cut, but for the scooped neckline and black ribbon tied around her slim waist. I am embarrassed at the exposure of her bosom, and she must know it, but she does not draw back or lose her smile. “My name is Hailey, and you look like you could use a washing and some new clothes. Yes?” She has a noticeable accent, soft and lilting. I cannot place it. 

“That would be wonderful,” I admit with relief. She motions me to follow, and I do. The vampires part for us, and I notice another small doorway I hadn’t seen at first. 

As soon as I am away from their eyes my heart slows back to normal. Hailey chuckles. 

“Please excuse them. We’ve heard some unusual things about you, and I suppose they’re just unsure how to react to you.”

“What have you heard?” I ask in a squeak of a voice. She doesn’t seem to notice it as we wind down yet another hallway. This one, however, has doors on both sides, all a few feet apart from each other. 

“We were told the details of how Sudeep saved you from one of the Necaz, and how you’ve adjusted more swiftly than any of us ever has. How your body resisted the feeding. Sudeep came to us often during the time of your vicissitudo.” At my confused expression she amends, “or conversion.” I nod, faintly remembering Avani saying the world.  

“He was worried about you,” Hailey continues, “even though we all told him you were going to be fine.” I blink at this.

“He would hardly leave your side,” she adds.

I swallow a choked laugh. She must by lying to make me feel better about Sudeep. He is uncaring. He is bitter. He does not worry. If I were to be killed, he would no doubt only be angry that all the trouble he went through for me had turned out to be a waste. But wait… why does he go through such trouble for me? What have I ever done for him? Why all the effort to help me, to keep me alive? I don’t want to answer any of my own questions; they unsettle me. So I ask instead, “What are all these rooms?” 

She glances at me sidelong, as knowingly as Beatrice did, and answers. “Some of us don’t have a home. This is where we live, or stay temporarily in some cases. Decimus felt that it would be beneficial to all if we had a place of our own, where we can be ourselves.” 

Again,  this Decimus mentioned. Who is he? I am about to ask when she stops, opens a door, and announces, “Here we are!”

I feel my muscles relax in anticipation at the sight: a huge, steaming, inviting-looking bath. I want to tear my clothes off of my body, but I restrain myself. Hailey, bless her, doesn’t linger. 

“Do you need this anymore?” She takes my coat off my shoulders and holds it gingerly, wrinkling her nose. 

A wry smile curves my lips. “No. You can do whatever you wish with it,” I assure her. 

Her eyes betray her relief. “Come out whenever you’re ready,” she says, and nods toward a clean dress laid out for me on a table in the corner. “Those are for you.” She shuts the door behind her.

I eagerly take off my unrecognizable blouse and skirt, carefully putting Rand’s letter aside so it won’t be accidentally thrown out. The water beckons to me, taunts me. I smile with bliss when I sink down into the water. I think I’ve died and gone to heaven. 

I dread going out back into that room full of strangers. It is awkward, and I can imagine the outcome will go the same as before. So I take my time. I wash my hair, massaging my scalp with pleasure. The soapy water turns brown from my filth. Finally, I can see the pale skin of my arm. I scrub my face aggressively to be sure I haven’t missed a speck of dirt. I reluctantly leave the tub, now full of impure water and the slime of the streets. 

I pick up the dress and gasp at its simple beauty. It is a day dress, but I don’t know if I want to even put it on for fear of getting something on it. It is pale lavender, with a high lace collar. The skirt is not overly full, and the sleeves stop at the elbows.  I gape again when I notice the brand new-looking corset and chemise. There is also a ribbon, stocking, shoes, and a brush on the table. I see that the ribbon will accent the dress. I’ve not worn such finery since I lived in my father’s house. Madame Bouclé would be green with envy if she saw this creation, and that her label wasn’t on it.

I put on the chemise, pull on the stockings, brush my hair, and put the ribbon in my thick waves. I tuck the letter down my chemise securely. I am frowning at the corset, wondering how to put it on, when Hailey comes back in. I release a sigh when she offers to help. She also helps to pull the dress over my head. I put the shoes on.

Hailey adjusts the ribbon, and steps back. “Lovely!” she announces loudly. I grin shyly, catching my breath slightly—I’ve grown unused to the confines of a corset. Hailey grins back before picking up a mirror and presenting it to me. I haven’t looked in a mirror for over three months, and I hesitate. 

“Go on,” she encourages. “I promise you won’t be disappointed.” 

Still I don’t look. How can I not be disappointed, with this beautiful vampire standing next to me? I am nothing in comparison, and never will be. Just as it is with Amy. 

Hailey doesn’t wait for me to choose anymore, and thrusts the mirror insistently in front of my face. I look grudgingly at my own face.

But it isn’t my face. She resembles me, has many of the same traits as me, but she is not me. I gasp and pull back. Hailey stands tolerantly, not putting down the mirror. I go back up to it, touching the glass.

“I’m…I’m…” 

“Beautiful,” she says firmly. 

The woman staring back at me has Rachel Baldwin’s green eyes. But they’re not her eyes. These eyes are not just green… they’re emerald. They have a fire in them that announces itself subtly, where before there’d been tentativeness and flatness in them. My skin is smooth, like cream. But the small scar I’d gotten from falling off a horse as a child remains on my arm. My nose is long and straight, still with the small upturn at the end. My lips are two small rose petals… are those really my lips? My hair is the same. It has always been long, wavy, and abundant. But with this face it is more stunning than ever. The dress graces a figure I’d not had before… I am slender and firm. I have breasts! I can feel the muscles in my arms. I am still small, and short, but I do not have the softness from too many of Sarah’s meals as I did before. I marvel at the change.

“You will always know when you are a good person, Rachel,” Hailey says. “Just look into a mirror if you have a doubt.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, tearing away from my reflection. She finally sets the mirror down.

“The image of a vampire reflects only what is on the inside. Your skin will remain smooth, your skin pale, only if you do not lose yourself.”

“What would happen if I lost myself?” I whisper. Hailey picks up my remaining clothes on the floor.

“You would not look as you do now,” she answers vaguely. “Go. Sudeep is waiting.”

Her words confuse me. “Why is he waiting?” 

She opens the door and exits. I follow. “He’s anxious,” the red-haired vampire answers. “He doesn’t like being away from you for too long.” She goes in the opposite direction of the large room. 

I don’t process her words. “Where are you going?” Hailey isn’t turning around to accompany me to the large room. I am in a panic; I don’t want to go in there by myself.

“I need to take care of these.” She holds up my clothes. “It’ll be fine.” Hailey briskly turns away again. I hardly feel comforted. She doesn’t look to see if I go back to the room. 

What is there to be afraid of? I ask myself. They’re not going to hurt you. You’re one of them now. I take a deep breath and walk down the suddenly very long hall. I cock my head; I can hear what they’re saying. They’re talking about me. I stop and tilt my head more to hear better.

“We don’t know if we can trust her,” someone is saying. “It was foolish of you to say the password in front of her.” 

“No, it wasn’t,” Sudeep responds. I can feel his animosity towards the vampire who’s spoken. “I know her. I am her Bonder, as well as her custos . I can tell if she will betray us or not. There is no danger.”

“You are blinded, young one,” a new vampire speaks up. This one is undoubtedly older, and female. “Most of us here know the power of a new bondage. She could be deceiving you without you knowing it.” 

I am closing my eyes—and I almost let out a gasp when I am able to see Sudeep before my closed eyelids. He’s shaking his head. 

“No. She had every opportunity to go to the Necaz. She was out in the city by herself, as you well know. She resisted feeding. A feat which some of us was not able to do.” I see him turn to raise a brow at a male vampire sitting next to him. The vampire turns a deep shade of red in indignation. “And even while she was with me, she could have easily gotten away. She is stronger, and she knows it. But she came here,” Sudeep points out.

I still feel the doubt of the group. I don’t know why Sudeep is defending me—perhaps to defend himself. To not look imprudent for even creating me. But I am grateful for his arguments, whatever the reason for them. I wait for a response.

The one Sudeep reminded of his feeding off of a human, Nathan is his name, speaks up again. “We also know what she did to those humans.  She enjoyed creating havoc among them. What would happen if that skill, that desire, were to develop?”

Murmurs of agreement sound around the room. Sudeep is losing his control; his temper is growing fast.

Calm, Sudeep, I say quickly, to stop him from saying something he might later regret. Growing angry will only prove what they’re trying to find. I feel Sudeep’s surprise, but he heeds my words and bites his tongue. I don’t know how I know this… my own tongue feels as if my teeth have clamped down on it—yet they haven’t. 

“We’ve all made mistakes,” Sudeep says slowly, carefully measuring his words now before he says them. “She is a newborn. You were a newborn once; you know what it’s like. She will not be perfect from the start. As you were not.”

“It’s been many years since we’ve had a newborn,” the old vampire counters. “And not to be cruel, young Sudeep, but I must point out that your own past is known. And it is the tradition of Bonding that your traits will fall upon her. Now, we all know you’ve managed to overcome what’s happened to you, and that you are a loyal member of the Voluntas. But we cannot say the same for her.” 
Sudeep’s fists are clenching. “What do you propose, then, Ortensiana?” he asks through gritted teeth. 

The old one doesn’t answer. I sense the current traveling between her and Sudeep. I probe at her mind, but it is not weak, as Landon’s is. She has just as strong a shield as Sudeep, if not stronger. I wait impatiently. 

“No,” Sudeep whispers hoarsely after she’s finished what she’s said to him. “I won’t. She’s done nothing wrong. You were given a chance—why not her?” His guard shatters, as does my own, and his horror and denial rushes over me. I grasp my wet head in my hands and I battle not to lose Rachel. 

Ortensiana gives neither of us time to recover. “She has been born at the most inconvenient time. We can take no risks, not with Decimus missing and the Necaz prowling the city, during the day no less. They’re becoming bolder, and we cannot have any weak spots for them to find. We’ve been doing everything we can to just keep them from knowing Decimus is gone.”

“Inconvenient?” Sudeep echoes. His control snaps. “If one of you touches her I will go back to the Necaz and tell them myself!”

The room has stilled into a shocked silence. I win my inner war, with much struggle, and turn my full attention to what is happening. 

“Be careful, Sudeep Kularatne. You speak of treason,” the other vampire warns in a low voice. I desperately try to say something to Sudeep, but he’s blocked me off completely. 

“Yes, I do,” he retorts bluntly. “You well know I don’t make threats.” 

No one responds. No one moves. I cannot let Sudeep be killed, or banished, or whatever it is that they do to Voluntas who speak out of turn. I run into the room without another thought. 

“I will leave!” I say swiftly. Their attention turns to me and I waver under their heated glares. “I will leave, and never come back.” I look directly into the eyes of the old vampire called Ortensiana. “I will leave,” I repeat. 

Her eyes linger on my dress and clean appearance. Then she shakes her head. “If they know you are still alive, they will find you. You are too naïve to understand.” 

I fight for patience. “They will not find me, if I have a guide.” My gaze skims the group, praying I can convince them. “Sudeep mentioned a place called Richfield. Can’t I go there, and hide?”

Ortensiana doesn’t blink. “No. I will not risk more human and Voluntas deaths for the sake of one life.” 

“What do you plan to do? Kill me?” My tone is light to hide my tension, and I force a tiny smile to curve the corners of my mouth. The old woman gazes steadily at me, eyebrows raised and sympathy stirring in her eyes. I frown and turn to Sudeep. He avoids returning my gaze, and my jaw slackens.  It dawns in my mind, and I know. I have unwittingly guessed correct. Now Sudeep’s horror makes perfect sense, and his horror now becomes my own. I am to die. I don’t know why the prospect seems so terrible; I’d wanted to die not so long ago. 

A war rages within me. Part of my mind urges me to run, but the other races through the logical choices I have.

I am powerless among this strong coven. I am like a frail child against their united strength. I can’t outrun them. I can’t fight them. I can do nothing. The only thing to do is not to shame myself. It’s what Father would have done if he were faced with this fate.

I purse my lips to hide their trembling, and nod. “Will it hurt?” I ask quietly. There is an instant off surprised silence.

“No!” Sudeep roars, and several occupants of the room start violently. “You will not touch her!” he snarls. “Does Decimus’ Law mean nothing to you!?” 

He doesn’t wait for an answer. Instead he grabs my hand and yanks me away from them. He pushes me behind him.

“Anyone who wants her must go through me.” His voice is flat, challenging. Sudeep’s whole body is tense, and he crouches into a fighting stance. Everyone is staring. I look from face to face and can read nothing in the bland, polite, withdrawn faces. From some of the weaker minds I can hear their skeptical thoughts, belying what I see on the surfaces. 

Why is he acting this way? Is she really worth damnation?

Who will fight him? He’s one of the strongest. It would be mad…

She’s so small, so pretty underneath all that mud. But I wouldn’t jeopardize my position for her…

Be strong, Rachel Baldwin. 
The vampire Joseph winks at me, as if nothing is happening all around us. I stare at him with wide-eyed fear, feeling nauseous. He smiles gently in understanding. You are holding too much of your emotions in. Lower your guard just an instant to let it out. 

This queasiness almost overwhelms me, and I trust him. His directions are easy enough to follow.  I let go my mental hold I’ve placed there. Instantly, I’ve released my fear, letting it escape and flood out. The tension leaks completely from me. I hold back a sigh of relief, and put my wall up again. 

Thank you, I say to him. He just grins, and his dimples make themselves known. His blue eyes twinkle, as if they hold silly little secrets. It is impossible not to smile back. 

I turn away from him, frowning when I realize the room has fallen completely silent. I meet numerous pairs of riveting eyes. I don’t grasp, until Sudeep stands straight, that everyone has been watching the play between Joseph and me. There is a mix of feelings from the group. I can’t catch them all, but I get the feeling that they are beginning to doubt me less. But Ortensiana’s expression does not change from the calm authority. 

“We will not kill you, seeing as you have such a valiant protector.” She glances at Sudeep icily. “But mark my words: you will be watched.”

Sudeep steps back beside me, and I move involuntarily closer to him. I nod at the old vampire, and she sweeps to her feet without acknowledging the gesture. 

“You will go to Richfield,” Ortensiana instructs both of us. “And you, neither of you, will come back until I send word that it is acceptable. Now, I tire of this,” she announces grandly. “Greer, you will stay here.” 

I had not been aware of the impossibly large vampire seated next to her; his presence had been so silent. The giant doesn’t recognize Ortensiana’s order with his eyes or mouth, but the small inclination of his dark head does. I somehow know he will be the one who’s to watch me from now on. He will be the one to report back to the old vampire if I make one wrong move.

Ortensiana, instead of going to the doorway as I expect, raises her slender white arms, and a bright light flashes. It is blinding only for a moment, and I gape when I’ve opened my eyes again. In the old one’s place is a bird, a simple pigeon. It glares at me with its black round eyes, and flies out of the room. Greer stands like a board, tall and faultlessly erect. I can’t comprehend his size. I’ve never seen a man so big. I momentarily wonder if he will come to Richfield with Sudeep and me.
“Well, wasn’t that exciting?” Joseph appears next to me. “I wouldn’t want to do it every day, however.” 

The room of vampires stirs, and finally the loud noise and talking begins again. They’ve decided to tolerate my presence—for now. Now that the tension has passed, I can feel their curiosity. Uneasy, I peek at Greer as fleetingly as possible. He doesn’t move or blink. 

“Where is Hailey?” Sudeep asks me stiffly, turning my attention away from the giant vampire. When I face him, I am taken aback by Sudeep’s old chilly façade. After what had just occurred, and what he’d done for me, I suppose I’d thought…

“I don’t know,” I reply with the same tone. “She needed to dispose of my clothes.” 

Joseph is looking between the two of us with consternation. He doesn’t understand the alteration of manner—and neither do I. Just when I feel he’s beginning to trust me, Sudeep pulls away. But it is no matter. I don’t care. 

“Did someone say my name?” Hailey pops up, much the way Joseph had. Sudeep takes her arm gently. Much more gently than he ever has mine, I note with a scowl, and he pulls her away. They vanish in the doorway that leads to all the doors and the bath. Clearly, he doesn’t want me to hear what’s being said. 

“He’s odd, Miss Baldwin,” Joseph states. “Do not take it to heart.”

“I’m not,” I respond dully. He lets the matter go.

“I will come visit you in Richfield, if you like,” the pale vampire offers unexpectedly.  “It may get lonely.”

This gets my attention. “You’ve been there?” I ask him. “Where are Sudeep and I going? Where are we staying?”

“I believe you will be residing at Marta’s. She is the only one of us I know that lives around those parts. She’s a wise woman. Italian. They say she was there for the great battle.” 

I assume he’s referring to the war in Italy between Faustus and Livia and Tacitus. Though I desire to know more about the war, my thoughts move to a different matter. “She allows anyone into her home?” I ask quizzically. Such hospitality I am not used to. 

Joseph grins. “Oh, she’ll let you stay with her. But you’ll find yourself with tasks on your hands. Cleaning, helping with the garden, whatever she wants you to do.”

I have no aversion to work. It does not faze me. “Anything else I should know?” Caution, I’ve learned, is a necessary asset to being in this strange new life. 

“Well, she’s a trainer.”

“A what?” 

Joseph shrugs. “She’s a trainer. I suspect you will discover many skills while there. Newborns are her specialty. I even trained under her for a few months.” 

“Interesting,” I murmur. I find myself looking forward to meeting Marta. I want to acquire the skills that Sudeep has. Jumping, hunting, knowing what is happening all around… But being gone for months? I ache to see Beatrice, even Amy, oddly enough. Strange. 

“What of my proposition?” Joseph asks. 

“Hmmm?” My mind is miles away. Wondering if Beatrice is worried, if Amy is mourning at all. Whether I am scorned by most, or perhaps a little admired? I can’t forget Killian’s face while I ran away with the coat. It warms my heart.

“Would you like me to visit?” He seems a bit deflated at my lack of attention.

“Oh!” I mentally shake myself. “I would like that,” I answer hurriedly, and then find myself generally pleased at the idea. “And I will look forward to it.” 

He beams like a child who’s just been given a Christmas present. “Excellent!” His pleasure is so innocent, so kind. My measure of him grows. 

“We’re leaving.” Sudeep appears abruptly. He nods severely at Joseph, and doesn’t spare me a glance, but goes to the door. 

I sigh, and smile apologetically at my new friend. He shrugs, takes my hand, and kisses it again.

“See you soon, Rachel Baldwin,” he promises. As I move to the door, I am surprised to see that Greer does not, as I expected, follow.

