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Chapter 1

 


Why is it that I only ever want to buy
sunglasses when it’s autumn and the skies are in a perpetual state
of overcast?

I know what you’re thinking.

Couldn’t I just save them? Wear them in the
spring and summer? It’s not like sunglasses have an expiration
date. At least not in anything but fashion. Not that fashion has
ever been on my Top Ten list of things that matter. Or even my Top
Twenty.

I’m getting sidetracked.

The thing is, I only ever buy sunglasses in
the fall because I’m desperately clinging to that last bit of
summer. In the summer I can be a normal teenager. I can spend it on
the beach, hanging out with my friends, staying up way too late and
sleeping until noon if I want.

I’m a normal teenager. I have a normal
teenage life with normal teenage problems. The summer is my
heaven.

I live with my mom during the summer months.
We stay in her tiny condo in Jacksonville, Florida.

My parents split up when I was little. I’m
not sure why. My mom never talks about it.

Whatever it was, it was bad enough to make my
mom pack me up in the middle of the night when I was four years
old, and run to my Gran’s condo.

My mom got the condo after Gran died. It's
not like it was this big, grand vacation home; more like a little
cottage. But it was enough for us. The first couple years were
shaky, and there were more than a few times when the money just
wasn't there, but mom never backed down or asked for help.

It was tough, but we made it through, and
from that time on all I had known my entire life was beach
life.

Until four years ago.

Until my uncle found me.

Apparently my dad's family had not been doing
anything for the last ten years other than trying to find me.

My mom may be a bit scatter-brained, but when
she sets her mind to something, she does it.

My mom had set her mind on us
disappearing.

It was mid-November, the night of my
fourteenth birthday. Mom had splurged on this huge monstrosity of a
cake. We were sharing it when we heard a knock on the door. Mom
answered it as I continued working on my third slice.

At first I thought it was just some pushy
salesman. There seems to be lots of them in Jacksonville these
days. I could hear muffled, angry words.

That struck me as odd, because my mom was
never the type to be rude to anyone. She would be more likely to
invite the salesmen in for a cool glass of lemonade and whatever
store-bought baked goods she had on hand, even though she never
bought anything from them.

“Your Gran would turn over in her grave if
she knew I wasn’t showing these people some real Southern
hospitality,” she always said when I got annoyed with her for
constantly letting strangers into our house.

I didn’t inherit my mom’s patience. Nor her
sense of Southern hospitality.

When I heard my mom starting to raise her
voice I knew something was wrong. I was up and out of my chair in
an instant.

I grabbed the first blunt object my hands
came in contact with as I rounded the corner into the living room,
wielding my mom’s umbrella like it was a broadsword.

Points for trying, right?

“Look, Bud, if my mom doesn’t want to buy
anything, then she doesn’t…”

My voice died in my throat.

Mom was crying, and shaking.

I had never seen such a sight. I mean,
ever.

My mom just doesn’t cry.

As shocked as I was by the sight of my mother
in tears, I was more shocked by the man standing in the
doorway.

He was at least six feet tall. His red hair
was mussed out of place and he was wearing a well-tailored,
three-piece suit, which made him look out of place.

I mean, this is Jacksonville. No one wears a
suit in Jacksonville. Not unless they plan on sweating to
death.

I noticed all of that in a moment, but none
of that mattered once I noticed his eyes.

He had my eyes.

I don’t have normal green, blue, brown or
even violet eyes.

I have tawny eyes; almost yellow, really.

My mom’s eyes are the color of a calm sea, so
I knew without asking that I got my eyes from my father.

And this man had my eyes.

“Dad?” I whispered.

The man half-smiled as he stepped into the
living room.

My mom tensed and glowered at him.

“No, Leeowyn,” the man said. “I am not your
father. I am your uncle; your father’s brother.”

That stopped me in my tracks. I never knew my
dad even had a brother.

Truth be told, I didn’t know much of anything
about my dad. The only thing of my father’s that my mom kept when
she left was his last name - Blake.

My mom and I pretended he didn’t exist. It
was like an unspoken rule between us.

I had always been curious about my father,
but the few times I got up the nerve to ask about him, my mom got
the saddest, far-off look in her eyes. She wouldn’t say another
word the rest of the day. I learned fast that it was an off-limits
topic.

I tightened my grip on the umbrella.

The curiosity that I had kept on a tight
leash my entire life began to gnaw against the restraint of my
better judgment. My mom was still shaking and sobbing silently. It
ripped my heart out to see her like that.

The man in the doorway – my uncle; my
father’s brother - was the reason. If he had only been within reach
of my umbrella I would have… but no such luck.

“Your father is dead,” he said.

I cast a sideways glance at my mom.

Not even a flinch from her.

Not a flinch from me, either.

It’s not that I’m a cold person, but hey, you
can’t miss someone you’ve never known, right?

“Oh,” I said.

The man in the doorway - my uncle; my
father’s brother - continued staring at me with those yellow eyes
like he was waiting for some kind of reaction.

“Um…that’s real sad,” I managed. I was
starting to feel really uncomfortable.

He just continued staring at me. I suppose he
was hoping for a more stereotypical response to the news of the
death of one’s father.

He didn’t get it.

He shrugged, walked uninvited into the room,
turned and sat himself down on our faded blue couch, looking
terribly out of place with his crisp suit and somber
expression.

I finally relinquished my grip on the
umbrella and tossed it down on a side table. I looked at Mom for
some indication of what I should do next, but she looked as lost as
I felt. After a few more nonresponsive moments, I slowly sat in a
chair across from the stranger intruding in my living room and my
life.

The silence in the room was as thick as a
late-April thunderstorm that refused to break, crackling with pent
up electricity, gagging the thunder that wrestled to break
free.

It scared me.

It thrilled me.

“On his deathbed your father made me swear
that I would find you,” my father’s brother finally said. He paid
no mind to my mom who looked as if she were about two seconds away
from jumping up and driving the umbrella through his heart.

“You have a right to know who you are. You
have a right to know your father’s family. It is a right your
mother stole from you.”

“Okay, hold it!” I exploded out of my chair
and into his face.

Something inside me snapped. I stormed
towards him with balled fists. Not that I expected to do much with
them. It’s not like I have a black belt in karate or jujitsu or
anything. But no one insults my mom. Not to my face. I was fiercely
loyal to my family and she was the only family I had. At least she
was until this guy showed up.

“No one talks about my mom like that! She has
stolen nothing from me. She has sacrificed everything to make sure
I have a good life!”

My uncle held up his hands in mock
self-defense. The expression on his face clearly stated that he was
trying to appease a cranky, ill-mannered child.

“Your mother sacrificed for herself, Leeowyn,
not for you. She was selfish.”

He spoke as if my mom wasn’t two feet away
from him. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t snapping him in two right
then. She was not the type of woman to take disrespect lying
down.

“Please, sit down,” my uncle said. “Give me a
chance to explain.”

His voice softened. The compelling look in
his yellow eyes made me swallow the quick retort that had leapt to
my tongue. It was the same look I always saw in my mom’s eyes when
she looked at me; like I was a hidden treasure, and only she knew
my worth.

It was creepy.

“I’m sorry, but we’re in the middle of a
birthday party.”

My mom had finally found her voice, snapping
me out of my state of confusion. The cake in the kitchen was long
forgotten and I had no desire to revisit it. My party was the last
thing on my mind at the moment.

I disliked this man for the way he talked to
my mom. Yet even though he was a complete stranger, his presence
pulled at me, taunting my curiosity like raw meat dangling in front
of a lion’s cage.

All my life I had lived without a father. I
squashed all my questions out of respect for my mom. Now I had a
chance to get some answers. Was I really going to pass that up?

“Mom…”

I turned my face toward my mom, knowing what
I was about to do would betray everything she had ever done for
me.

“I’ll be back in an hour.”


Chapter 2




I walked towards the door; the stranger -
my uncle, my father’s brother - followed me.

I expected some kind of outburst. I expected
my mom to forbid me to go. I expected…something. What I didn’t
expect was the complete and absolute silence. She wouldn’t even
look at me.

It killed me to see my mom like that, but I
had to know. I stepped out the door without looking back.

I had no idea what I was getting myself in
to.

We lived right next to the beach, so my feet
led me there without even thinking. We walked in silence, my uncle
and I. I tried to think of something witty to say, but how do you
start a conversation after something like that?

“Sorry my mom kidnapped me from your brother
and hid me so well for the past ten years,” I blurted out. “Do you
think it would be okay if you just kind of forgot that?”

Silence.

Well, that went over well.

We continued walking over the moonlit beach
while my mind sorted through the various phrases I could say to cut
the tension. I risked a glance at him, and then burst out
laughing.

He paused and cocked an eye at me.

“I’m sorry,” I breathed between fits of
laughter. “You just look so out of place in those clothes.”

I stifled a chuckle and managed to get myself
under control.

“I thought I was dressed quite nicely,” he
commented, giving himself a quick once over.

Oh great, not even ten minutes in and I’ve
offended him.

“No, no. You…you are dressed very well. Just
not for the beach, you know?” I stammered, wondering if there was
any way I could possibly make even more of a fool of myself.

“Ah.”

He started walking again.

“We don’t have beaches where I’m from.”

He looked out over the ocean, breathed in the
sharp salt air. A look that was something akin to awe crossed his
eyes. I knew the feeling. I got it whenever I took the time to
actually contemplate the vastness of the ocean.

I wanted to ask him where he was from. If it
was the same place I was from. If it was the same place my father
was from. But I didn’t want to mess up this conversation any more
than I already had.

Instead of talking, I decided to sit down and
let him take it from here. He had sought me out, after all. There
must be something he wanted to say.

The ocean usually calmed me down. Whenever I
was going through some emotional upheaval thing, I would walk down
this beach, watch the waves break on the shore, and let the
vastness of the universe put my petty problems into
perspective.

The ocean’s usual hypnotic effect wasn’t
working on me today. My mind was racing too fast, in too many
directions, to be taken in by the soothing sounds of the surf on
the beach.

He chose not to sit down on the beach;
probably didn't want to mess up that nice, three-piece he was
wearing.

“I’m here to take you back, Leeowyn.”

My uncle’s flat declaration cut the silence
like a meat cleaver.

I didn’t look at him.

I’m not sure what I had expected from this
conversation. My mind wasn’t really ready to take in anything he
was saying.

“You have a right to…” he started, but I held
up my hand, cutting him off in mid-sentence. He seemed a little
bemused by my sudden demanding action after all my ungraceful
attempts at civility.

“Look, I’m sure that my dad wasn’t exactly
thrilled at what my mom did – stealing me away, and all. But no
matter what you say, I know she did it out of love for me.”

He opened his mouth to continue, but I held
up both hands and added my patented glare to stop him again. I’m
sure I looked ridiculous, but no more ridiculous than a guy in a
suit on a beach in Florida.

“I don’t know why my mom felt like she had to
steal me away. She never talks about it and I’ve learned not to
ask. It doesn’t really matter. What’s done is done."

I softened my voice, "Regardless of why my
mother did what she thought she had to...I agree with you.”

Those last words tasted a lot like
betrayal.

“I’m not going to lie and tell you that a day
hasn’t gone by that I haven’t wondered what it would be like to
have a father,” I said, the words spilling out of their own
volition.

“Quite honestly, months at a time have gone
by without me even thinking about having a father.”

My words trailed off. I stared out over the
ocean again, wishing it would work its familiar magic and still my
racing mind.

“Recently, I’ve awakened in the middle of the
night. It’s happened several times. Not startled awake, like you
see in movies. Nothing so dramatic. Just, one second I was asleep,
and the next I was standing at my window looking out. In those
moments, I had this intense…longing. I’m not sure for what or who.
Just a feeling like there was a part of me that was missing. I
don’t know why I’m telling you this. I’ve never mentioned it to
anyone before; not even my mom. Because I knew that the part of me
that was missing was the part of me that was my father’s.”

I looked up at him as I said this, trying to
gauge his reaction in those yellow eyes of his.

Slowly, he lowered himself down and sat
beside me. It may have been meaningless to anyone else, but I could
see a peace treaty in the gesture.

He may as well have said, “You give me a
chance, and I’ll stop hating your mom.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes,
interrupted only by the sound of the ocean. Even the gulls seemed
to be giving us some space. I absentmindedly began digging my toes
in the sand, watching as little grooves followed the motion of my
toes.

“You like the ocean.”

His comment was an awkward attempt at making
conversation.

I nodded. I didn’t think he really expected
me to reply, but I didn’t want to seem rude.

“I have a proposition,” he stated.

“Nice transition,” I said. I tilted my head
and looked at him, waiting.

He merely stared at me.

“You look so much like him, you know?”

He brushed a strand of my deep auburn hair
behind my ears.

“Yeah? Well, I mean, I guess so,” I murmured.
“My mom never talked about my dad. I never found any pictures of
him around the house. But I assumed I must look something like him,
what with mom being all blonde hair and green eyes and all. She was
always able to get this great tan if she even thought about going
out in the sun, while I just burn. With this hair, my pale skin and
these eyes, I kind of figured I got my looks from my dad.”

I scooped up a pile of sand and let it sift
through my fingers. I always needed something to do with my
restless hands.

“Seeing you confirmed my suspicions, though.
Red hair, yellow eyes, pale skin. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist,
you know?”

I stood up and dusted myself off before
offering him my hand.

“By the way, we haven’t really been properly
introduced. I’m Leeowyn. Leeowyn Blake. My friends just call me
Lee. It’s easier to remember.”

I knew that he already knew my name, but
giving it to him seemed to somehow make our meeting a bit more
civil. And I still didn’t know his name.

“I’m Cyle,” he replied as he took my hand.
“Cyle Blake, with a C. And my friends call me Cyle.” He smiled at
his own joke.

“Nice to meet you, Cyle, with a C.”

We shook hand, a truce of sorts.

“So, what’s this proposition?” I asked.



Chapter 3

 


A cool ocean breeze danced across my skin
as I walked back to my house, bringing with it the familiar, briny
scent of salt water. I stopped outside of the faded green steps
that led up to my front door. I couldn’t make myself go up those
steps.

For as long as I could remember my mom had
been my whole world. There was nothing she wouldn’t do, wouldn’t
sacrifice to keep me happy; to keep me safe. Once I walked up those
steps and through that door, I would be throwing that all away.

Cyle asked if he could walk me home. I
assured him that as nice a gesture as it was, it would hurt more
than help. This was something I had to do myself.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and
tried to let the comforting scent of the ocean calm my frazzled
nerves.

No use. It wasn’t working.

“Here goes nothing.” I muttered, taking the
stairs two at a time.

Treat it like a band-aid, one quick
motion.

I took one more deep breath before opening
the door. Any courage I had built up instantly went down the drain
when I saw my mom, sitting near the window in her old wicker chair,
looking at her favorite picture of me.

I knew that picture well. She had taken it
with the first camera she could afford to buy after she left my
father.

I was eight years old and covered in ice
cream. We couldn’t afford ice cream very often back then, so when
mom bought a carton of Death by Chocolate, it was a treat. I’m not
known for my willpower when it comes to stuff I like, and I really
liked Death by Chocolate ice cream when I was eight years old. I
still do.

When my mom got home from the store with her
brand new camera, the first thing she saw was the freezer door open
and an entire tub of Death by Chocolate ice cream melted all over
the floor and myself.

I had expected her to be furious. Instead she
just pulled out that camera and snapped a picture. That photo was a
like beacon to her. It was a reminder that no matter how hard
things got she could always make me happy. She looked at it when
she was feeling low.

Well, crap.

“Hi mom,” I said quietly, shutting the door
behind me with a soft click.

“Mom, I have something to tell you.”

I walked over and sat down in the chair next
to her, reached out and took the picture away, and then took her
hands in mine.

“I know,” she said.

She was smiling at me, but the smile didn’t
reach her eyes like it always did. It wasn’t a warm, momma smile.
It was a sad, I’m-losing-you kind of smile.

“I knew the moment Cyle walked through that
door that you were leaving me.”

“No, mom! I’m not leaving you!” I lied.

She shook her head, still smiling sadly.

“You’ve always been so much like him.”

She reached over and stroked my hair, holding
a strand between her fingers for a moment before pushing it behind
my ear.

“I’ve kept you safe for so long, shielding
you from anything that might harm you.”

“I know, and I’m a horrible daughter…” I
began, but she put a finger to my lips, hushing me like she did
when I had come crying to her as a child every time I did something
wrong. I was never able to keep anything from her for long, and it
always tore me up inside when I hurt her.

“I shielded you from everything, because I
was afraid,” she continued, caressing my hands in hers. “But you
are so much like him. Everyday I see him in you, more and more.
I’ve guarded you too much, Lee. You are his daughter just as much
as you are mine. You deserve to know his life; his family.”

I sat speechless. My mom rarely said anything
about my father or his family, and when she did, it was something
bad. Where had this come from, this open acceptance of all things
Dad?

I pulled back and held her at arms
length.

“Mom, are you sure you’re okay with this?” I
asked, waiting for the bear trap to snap shut on me.

She nodded, this time the smile reaching her
eyes.

“Oh darling, I knew this day was going to
come. I’ve always known. I’ve been preparing myself for it. I just
hoped it wouldn’t come this soon.”

She patted my cheek as she stood up. I
watched her leave the room, stunned. I sat there staring out the
window, for how long I have no idea.

There was a soft rap on the door. I didn’t
have to open it to know it was my Uncle Cyle standing outside,
waiting.

I walked out to the front porch.

“How did she take it?” he asked.

I turned and looked over my shoulder to make
sure she hadn’t walked back in the room.

“Pretty well, all things considered,” I said.
“Really well. Too well.”

I turned back and searched his face for
answers to questions I didn’t even know how to ask.

“I was expecting tears, and rage, and
forbidding. What I got was…not my mom.”

I hugged myself as I leaned against the
doorframe, feeling suddenly very alone.

“Your mother has just finally accepted the
inevitable,” Cyle said, giving me a reassuring smile.

I nodded and shrugged. His answer didn’t make
me feel any better.

“Don’t worry too much about it, Lee,” he said
as he turned to go.

“Wait!” I said, rushing down the stairs to
him. “So, what happens next? Will I hear from you? Don’t you need
my phone number…or something?”

He smiled and pulled me into a quick,
fatherly sort of hug.

“Like I said, Lee, don’t worry about it.” He
let go and walked away.

“Just be packed and ready to leave by the
first week in September,” he called over his shoulder.

“September? But it’s November. September
isn’t for another year!” I shouted to his rapidly receding
backside.

My uncle, my father’s brother, just waved at
me over his shoulder and kept on walking until he was swallowed by
the night. He could have been a figment of my imagination for all
the evidence I had of his existence.

I let out a confused huff, turned and stomped
into my house, up to my bedroom, popped open my laptop, pulled up
the calendar and scrolled to September of the next year.
Clicking the New Event icon, I typed the words, My Life
Changes.

I had no idea how right I was.



Chapter 4

 


Cyle frowned as he continued down the
boardwalk, uncharacteristically muttering to no one in
particular.

He had been careless with the girl. Careless
with her mother. He had underestimated just how much Leeowyn might
care about her mother. It was a stupid mistake. A dangerous
mistake. He couldn’t afford to be that careless again. They needed
Lee too much.

He berated himself for the thousandth time
for not finding her sooner. There were only four years left before
her eighteenth birthday. Four short years; and there was so much
she needed to learn. He couldn’t tell if she was even strong
enough. There was simply no way to tell at this late stage. All he
could do was hope.

An older woman wearing a full-length black
cloak fell into place beside him, keeping pace with him. Cyle gave
her a quick, acknowledging nod, and the pair walked on in
silence.

A few passers-by stared openly at the older
woman’s striking appearance. Jacksonville was not known for people
who wore full-length black cloaks. A stern glare from the woman was
all it took send the curious scurrying to the other side of the
street.

“How is she?” The woman asked finally, her
voice as frigid as her gaze.

“She’s everything we expected.” Cyle
answered. “She’s a lot like him. I just wish we had more time.”

The woman patted his arm lightly.

“We all do, Son.” She said. “We all do. But
it can’t be helped. Time does not stand still in any of the seven
realms. We’ll just have to make do with the time we have. If she’s
as much like him as you say, she’ll do just fine.”

“She has to.” Cyle stopped, turned and stared
back at the light that still glowed in Leeowyn’s window. “Because
if she can’t…God help us.”



Chapter 5

 


“Lee!” Cyle shouted from the curb.

I jumped back to awareness. I had spaced out
by the sunglasses booth, lost in the endless variety of tinted
shades. I handed the man behind the counter a twenty and waited
while he made change. I had just scored the best knock-off pair of
designer shades that money could buy. At least I’m pretty sure they
were knock-offs, or counterfeit. No designer I knew sold their
sunglasses for twelve bucks from a corner street vendor in
Jacksonville, Florida.

I shoved my change into my purse, grabbed my
bag, and skipped over to where Cyle was waiting with a good deal
less patience than he needed when dealing with at 17-year-old
girl.

Winter was approaching again, and I was going
into my fourth season of staying with Cyle. It was strange, even
though I had technically spent less than two full years all total
with Cyle, I felt as if I had known him my entire life.

“You need to be more aware of the world
around you,” Cyle chided me as he took my bag and stowed it away in
the trunk of the luxury sedan.

It had taken me my entire first season with
my uncle’s family, and a good deal of the second, to get used to
the vast wealth on my dad’s side of the family. My mom had
certainly never mentioned anything about them being loaded. As much
as she struggled in those early years, she must have really had
some powerful reason to leave without even asking for child
support.

“Sorry.”

I gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

“I was busy thinking about the first time we
met. Shotgun!”

I plopped into the passenger’s seat. I don’t
know why I always called out ‘Shotgun!’ It’s not like anyone else
ever made the trip with us.

I put the newest addition to my sunglasses
collection on my face and studied myself in the mirror that was
cleverly fitted into the sun visor.

Cyle just rolled his eyes, started the
engine, and pulled the sedan into traffic.

“I’m going to do it this year, Cyle,” I
declared. “I’m going to stay awake on the ride to your house.”

I opened my purse, revealing a super-sized
stash of Red Bull. The last two times I had made this trip, I found
it impossible to stay awake the entire ride. No matter what I did,
I always seemed to fall asleep before we even crossed the state
line out of Florida.

It wouldn’t be that big of a problem if I
just knew where we were going. But it was all some big mystery.

I felt like a mushroom; kept in the dark and
fed…well…you know.

Ew.

I shuddered as I grossed myself out.

When I visited my father’s side of the
family, no matter how many times or how nicely I asked, they never
revealed the location of their home. They would say something about
security, and how it’s for my own good, and yada, yada; blah,
blah.

I guess sometimes being rich isn’t all it’s
cracked up to be. Not if you have to hide from the world.

I was suspicious that first year. Maybe even
a little scared. I decided I could figure it out on my own. I was
pretty good at digging out whatever information I wanted on the
Internet.

Easier said than done. The only computer in
the house was mine, but there was no Internet connection to be
found. My cell phone got no bars no matter where I went in the
house.

It was like living on some desert island. A
very well appointed desert island, but a desert island,
nonetheless.

I never asked my mom about it. I was pretty
sure she knew exactly where I was going every winter, since she
apparently ran way from it. But still, I couldn't bring myself to
ask her.

When we were together during the summer
months we both pretended that nothing had happened, and life went
on exactly as it always had. But each year as September drew closer
I could see the sorrow churning just beneath my mom’s eyes.

My mom had always put my happiness above
everything else as far back as I could remember. I was determined
to do the same for her, now. So, I never told her about anything
that disturbed me when I lived with my father’s family. I never
told her how little they told me, or how much they kept from me.
She would only worry.

I didn’t want her to worry.

Okay. I admit it. I also knew if she knew how
much I was keeping from her about what they were keeping from me,
she would start freaking out and demand I stay home in Florida.

And I didn’t want to stay home. In
Florida.

But I can still pretend I was doing it 100%
for her.

The only thing I knew about Cyle’s house was
that it wasn’t really Cyle’s house, a fact that he constantly
reminded me of anytime I referred it as ‘Cyle’s house.’ I continued
to refer to it as ‘Cyle’s house’ out of some perverse sense of
rebellion.

Cyle’s house was actually the Blake family
estate, and as near as I could figure out, it belonged to his
mother – my grandmother.

Cyle’s house was a huge Victorian-style
mansion that could have fit our little Florida condo into its
‘Parlor.’ On the outside it looked exactly like something you would
see in a black and white horror film. Faded black stones surrounded
the numerous windows that stared at you as if the house were a
many-eyed monster.

Chimneys and turrets poked out, complete with
stone gargoyles that spewed water when it rained. Thick, dark ivy
tried for a stranglehold on the house. And, of course, it was
surrounded by the thickest, darkest woods I had ever seen.

Any thoughts I might have of exploring those
creepy woods was quickly squashed by Cyle. On my very first night
at Cyle’s house, he informed me that I was forbidden to ever step
foot in those woods.

No big deal. I could obey the rules. I was
never a particularly rebellious child. Well, not over anything
important. If Cyle wanted me to keep out of the woods, I could keep
out of the woods. There was nothing in those woods I had any
interest in seeing.

Besides, there were some really strange
noises that came from those woods at night. I'm not sure how to
describe them, but hearing them made me feel like a child,
quivering under my covers as my imagination ran wild.

No, I’m good leaving the woods to
themselves.

But I digress.

Cyle glanced at my bag of energy drinks and
gave me one of his half smiles. Just the corners of his mouth would
turn up and the ridges around his eyes would wrinkle a bit. I had
come to recognize it as his way of laughing when I did something
that he found amusing…or stupid.

“Come on, Uncle Cyle!” I joked, knowing he
hated when I called him Uncle, apparently it made him feel old.
“Have a little faith in me.”

I cracked open the first of many drinks.

“I have nothing but faith in you,” Cyle said
quietly in a voice that made me pause, with the can of Red Bull
half way to my lips.

I pulled my sunglasses off and stared at him,
trying to decipher what was behind that comment. I had come to know
Cyle pretty well over the past two years. At least as well as he
would let me get to know him.

Cyle Blake was a somber man, but that did not
mean he was unhappy or cruel; just…guarded.

He noticed my stare and it seemed to make him
uncomfortable somehow.

“Stop trying to read my thoughts, Lee.”

I was always able to tell when he was keeping
something from me, even if I never could figure out what it
was.

“Put your sunglasses back on and start
moaning about how much you are dreading the coming months like you
always do,” he said.

“Cyle! I don’t dread these months,” I said,
taking a big gulp from my Red Bull. “I just miss the beach when I’m
away from it. And I miss my mom.”

I looked down at the half-empty can in my
hand and couldn’t see it as half-full.

“I just wish the people at your house would
be honest with me,” I muttered under my breath.

I glanced at him again, this time through the
corner of my eyes, expecting him to protest, swearing that he
always told me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the
truth.

Instead, he just continued to stare dead
ahead at the road in front of us.

“Fine,” I said, sucking down the remainder of
the energy drink in a single swallow. “Keep your secrets.”

I set the empty can in the cup holder where
its constant metallic rattle was sure to irritate Cyle, and slipped
my earbuds in.

Cyle wasn’t one to crank up the tunes while
he drove down the road. I, on the other hand, preferred to let the
music take me away on long, boring road trips.

I leaned my head back and turned up the
volume, hoping the pulsating beat would keep me awake. The sign
flashing past said the state line was only 59 miles.

I didn't even notice when my eyes closed.



Chapter 6

 


The forest was deep and dark. Mist
collecting around my feet. Cold bit at my bare legs like a ravenous
dog. I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to generate some
warmth, and shivered as I plunged through the woods, tears
streaking down my face. My heart was racing.

“This isn’t real. They’re lying.”

I kept repeating it to myself as if
repeating it would make it true. My feet were cut and bruised from
forging through the woods without shoes. I paused a moment,
considering going back and gathering my things.

Shoes. Shoes would be good right now.

Pausing was a mistake.

I heard it. The low rumbling sound could
only be the growl of some wild beast that inhabited these
woods.

My heart sped up. My mind screamed at me to
run. Run! But I was frozen.

A branch snapped behind me. I could feel its
hot breath on my neck.

 


The car door slammed and I almost screamed. I
jerked upright in the passenger’s seat, my hand at my throat,
searching for Cyle.

The next moment my door opened and Cyle was
standing there, extending his hand to me. My mind finally caught up
with my body as I realized that we had reached our destination.

“I fell asleep. Again.”

I was all too aware of his familiar half
smile.

“Better luck next year,” he said.

I stepped out of the car, batting his hand
away. I was grouchy because he hadn’t awakened me.

Not that I thought he would. Not that he ever
had. He seemed to take pleasure in proving me wrong.

I grabbed my purse and slung it over my
shoulder as I slammed the car door with more force than was
absolutely necessary.

It was a childish gesture. I knew it. I
wasn’t even all that mad that I had fallen asleep. But that dream
had me on edge.

It was a dream.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that
dream had left me with. It was so real. I could still feel the cold
digging into my skin. I could still feel the hot breath of that
beast behind me.

I shivered at the thought.

Cyle paused, noticing my shiver.

Cyle didn’t ask a lot of questions. He knew
if I had something on my mind, something that was really bothering
me, I would tell him. But if I didn’t offer the information, he
didn’t pry.

I liked that about Cyle.

He seemed to know that I liked that about
him.

He waited a brief moment, sensing I wanted to
tell him something. I just stood there in the gravel driveway,
looking out at the deep, dark woods that surrounded that great, big
house that belonged to my father’s family.

Cyle nodded.

“Come on, your Grandmother is making
dinner.”

I had been a little confused when I found out
that Grandmother did some of the cooking. I had assumed that with a
house this big, there would be an arsenal of servants and cooks to
do everything for you, but apparently Grandmother insisted on doing
most everything herself.

Probably something about wanting it done
right the first time.

Cyle picked up my one bag and walked toward
the house. I took a deep breath.

“It was only a dream,” I whispered to
no one at all before rushing to follow him inside.

My Grandmother was a tall, slender woman. Her
name was Josephine, although I had been instructed upon meeting her
to only ever call her, Grandmother.

She was to be called Grandmother. Not
Grandma, Gran, MawMaw, Nanny, Grannie, or any other derivative. And
she was certainly never to be addressed by her Christian name by a
person of my age.

I had smiled the first time I heard her name
and compared her to Jo from Little Women. I tried imagining my
Grandmother cutting off her hair and acting very unlady-like
indeed. It was a ridiculous image, but one I always thought about
whenever I saw her.

Her silvery hair was always pulled back in a
tight bun. Her eyes, golden-yellow, like Cyle's; tawny, like mine,
were just as sharp as if she was a woman half her age.

She always wore long, formal dresses that
started at her neck and extended all the way down to the floor,
revealing nothing but the tips of her shoes. She was stern and
never joked.

At least not in my hearing.

And she believed in formality.

She had the same guarded air around her that
Cyle had. I figured it must run in the family, and wondered if my
dad had been as distant. And if he was, what did my mom - who was
always so vivacious and outgoing - ever see in him?

The only time I ever saw my grandmother
display any significant maternal emotion was one night when I
happened to be walking by her room. I saw her holding an old
photograph as a stream of tears dripped down her face. She didn’t
even bother to wipe them away, as if she was unaware that they were
even there.

I never asked her about it. But it made me
like her more, knowing that she was human; knowing that she had her
weak moments like everyone else.

I came back to the present as she greeted me
at the front door like she always did, with a curt nod.

“Leeowyn. Welcome.”

She insisted on calling me by my full name,
even though I had begged her to just call me Lee.

“Nonsense,” she had said. “Names have power,
Child. I refuse to be the one to take power from you.”

She was a great one for saying cryptic things
like that.

I never questioned her about it. I had
learned long ago that my questions rarely earned a straight answer
around here. I felt like a little kid asking where babies come
from, with all the adults answering every question but the one I
asked.

I resigned myself to hearing her call me
“Leeowyn,” knowing it was a losing battle to try and change my
grandmother. It would have been like trying to make an oak bend in
half by sheer force of will.

I walked up to her and gave her a quick hug,
which she warmly returned. For all my grandmother’s curt words and
strict rules, I could tell she loved me, even though I suspected I
wasn’t quite what she hoped I would be.

I walked into the grand foyer and paused to
wave at Reynolds, the butler. He was the only servant in the whole
house.

I often wondered if Reynolds ever slept. The
house was always spotless, the food was always hot and served on
time, and the grounds were always beyond reproach. He was the only
help Grandmother ever seemed to want, or allow.

Reynolds wasn’t much of a talker. At least he
didn’t talk to me very much. I often wondered if Cyle and
Grandmother forbade it, because whenever he did talk to me, he
would always say the strangest things.

Half the time I couldn’t understand what he
was talking about. It was almost as if he was speaking another
language; similar but different, like talking to someone from
England or Australia.

Sometimes, though, he would speak of my
father.

“You look so like him, you know,” he said one
winter night last year.

I was curled up next to the giant window in
my room. It was snowing outside. Having been raised in Florida I
don’t recall ever having seen snow until the first year I came
here. I loved to lean my forehead against the cool glass of the
window.

It never failed that the first snowfall was
at night, and they had to all but chain me to a chair to keep me
from running out in it. I wasn’t allowed outside after dark.

“Hmm?” I mumbled. I hadn't been paying
attention. Reynolds looked up from the fire he was tending and I
swear I saw his eyes flash silver. I blinked several times, rubbing
my eyes, and when I looked back at him the effect was gone.

“Your father. You look exactly like him.”

He walked over to me and cupped my face in
his hands. Then he just stood there and inhaled, his eyes closed. I
froze, unsure of what was going on, but I was afraid if I moved he
wouldn’t tell me more.

Even though Cyle had searched the world to
find me by my father’s request, no one here would tell me anything
about him.

I knew that I looked a great deal like
him.

I knew that he had loved my mother and me
very much, and it almost killed him when he woke up to find us
gone.

Beyond that I never found out anything.

After another moment or two, Reynolds finally
opened his eyes, a wry smile playing across his face.

“Yes,” he mumbled, patting my head as if he
were soothing a fussy toddler. “You’ll do just fine.”

He turned and walked toward the door to
leave. I started to call after him, but he turned around and placed
his finger to his lips.
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