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“Oonagh,” my Aunt’s shrill voice rang through the halls of the old, drafty house and up through the cracks and crevices in the floorboards beneath my bare feet.  I flinched and pulled myself away from the small window that overlooked the sidewalk. 

676 Birchwood Drive was one of the largest houses on our street.  It was surrounded by new builds with modern decor and large bright windows. This house, however, sat among them all, frozen in time.  Built in the early 1700’s the house sprawled across several lots, the ornate architecture casting odd shaped shadows over the meticulously landscaped yards of houses on either side of it.

I ran my hands across my skirt, noticing the dirt running up my calves and disappearing underneath the tattered nightgown I wore, I stopped fussing.  A shawl hung around my shoulders; the holes and tears across its entirety didn’t allow it to create much warmth but I clung to it as if it was the only thing keeping me alive. The attic was freezing this time of year.  Heat might rise, but in this old house it had all escaped through the drafts in the walls before it reached my room. 

A well-worn book sat on my bed and I padded across the floor so I could run my fingers gently over the gold filigree flower arrangement and the ornate script on its cover, Great Expectations.  I’d read it probably a hundred times. I smiled to myself as I stared at the book, picturing each character in my mind, erasing this old house and all that it contained.  

I hadn’t been given many luxuries whilst living here but I was given an education and for that I was grateful.  My Aunt wouldn’t let me leave the house so she brought in tutors each year. “I can’t have you being worthless and a fool now can I?” I could practically hear my Aunt tutting at me the day she brought in my first tutor.  I was only six years old at the time.

Mr Weber had been my tutor for five years.  He was harsh and cruel but he taught me all the same.  I learned to obey without question and to work hard.  If I failed at those tasks he would punish me with lashes.  His cruelty pushed me to achieve far more than I would have during those five years. By the time I reached the age of twelve, I was working on high school level material during the evening hours and working with the maids from sunrise to sunset. 

As if on cue, my Aunt screamed for me again.  I slammed the book shut,  stuffing it under my thin mattress so that it rested in a divot of the wood floor. I snaked my hand further under the mattress and I felt around confirming my two other belongings remained hidden. My fingers brushed across my other book, Pride and Prejudice and I let out a long breath.  It’s still here. Tucked inside, between chapters thirteen and fourteen a golden chain with a golden rose dangling from its end served as a placeholder. I ran my thumb along the rose just to be certain it was there.  

Satisfied, I stood from the floor and stretched and took one last moment to gaze out my small window.  Frost laced over the glass in a swirling pattern, obscuring my view.  I suppose I must greet my Aunt at some point. I grimaced when I heard my name screech through the air again.  

Reaching my arms to the air,  I allowed each of my muscles to flex and several of my joints popped.  Then, I knelt down to the old pine box on the floor that held my only other outfit.  I pulled the rough brown fabric over my body and tugged at the high collar.  The sleeves fell to my elbows and the length of the dress hit my ankles.  

What I wouldn’t give to be able to glance over my appearance just once, but I had no mirror in my room. In fact, I hadn’t seen my own reflection in nearly ten years.  

****
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ON THE DAY I TURNED six, I snuck into a downstairs bathroom while my Aunt was out on business.  I was given an ancient chamber pot up in my attic to use but I watched in wonder as the guests in the house would go into the bathrooms in the house and use the indoor plumbing.  Curious, I padded my way into the ornate room.  The white marble countertops caught my attention immediately and I ran my fingers across their smooth surface. 

A sparkle caught my eye and I followed it to a shiny silver colored pipe that stuck out from a basin in the marble.  I reached up and turned the knob next to it.  Like magic, water poured out. Laughter bubbled up and escaped my lips. I thrust my hands into the warm water,  gawking at the water splashing over my hands in amazement. 

A slight movement in front of me caused me to jump back in surprise. Water splattered on the floor and across the front of my dress but I was too busy staring at the young girl in front of me.  

“Hello,” I waved, then paused. Her movements mimicked mine.  I reached up and ran a hand over the pale yellow hair on the girl's head.  It’s me.  My breathing was shallow.  I touched my cheeks and widened my eyes, moving closer to the mirror.  My eyes are...blue. Blue like the sky. I decided. 

A smile spread across my face. I didn’t know Aunt Trudy had a magical wall!   I played with the copy of myself for several minutes forgetting the rules, forgetting to obey.  And then, the front door slammed and the sound of high heels clicking across the tiled entryway drew me from my game.  Aunt Trudy.  I froze. 

“Yes, of course I want you to handle it!” My Aunt’s voice fell into the low timbre I knew all too well.  “Are you an imbecile? What do you think I pay you for?” 

My breath hitched and my heartbeat raced.  I couldn’t be found here.  I had to move.  I forced my feet to shuffle forward and shut off the water before slipping out of the bathroom, being sure to close the door behind me.  

I was scrubbing the stairs when my Aunt entered the living room. Relief washed over me when she looked down at me, rolled her eyes and walked the other way.  She didn’t know.  She couldn’t ever know I broke the rules or I would get several lashes.  
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I RAN MY HANDS OVER my arms and then down my waist, feeling the curves where I used to be straight and narrow, noting even the smallest changes in the map of my body. Reaching my hand to the right, I grasped a lock of my hair, which now fell to my thighs and lifted it in front of my eyes.  It had a slight wave to it and was now completely white. I knew I wasn’t beautiful. My Aunt told me many times that I was a hideous little girl, but I still wondered what I looked like after all these years.  My fingertips only gave me the smallest details to go by.  

I had seen beautiful girls walk by my window.  I watched the world outside anytime I wasn’t reading or working on my chores.  I was fascinated with the girls that passed by me in their tight pants and shirts that showed their stomachs. 

Even more fascinating were the boys who embraced them as they walked across the sidewalk or kissed them before entering a store.  I touched my lips, wondering what a kiss would feel like but as my eyes fell to my hands I let them drop, limp at my sides.  My knuckles and fingers were covered in filth as I imagined my face was as well. 

Thinking of these things was foolish, they weren’t for me.  I took a piece of twine and pulled my hair back at the nape of my neck, preparing for the day of work ahead.  My Aunt was no doubt ready to run up the stairs and thrash me so I rushed out the door of my small room and padded, barefoot, down the stairs.   

“Oonagh, you useless girl, whatever took you so long?” She grabbed the back of my ponytail and yanked me in the direction of the foyer. “Do you realize how important today is? Of course you don’t,” She mumbled to herself in disgust. “You are too simple to realize.” She patted me on the shoulder patronizingly.  “Poor dear, even after all the expensive education I paid for.”  She eyed me up and down with disdain. “You still ended up dull witted.”  

She let out a mournful sigh, “Well this just won’t do for tonight.” She mused and tapped her chin before grabbing the brown frock I was wearing and eyeing it as if unsure how to proceed.  Finally, after several silent moments she set her mouth in a firm line and stared into my eyes, “I will need you available to serve our guests and you can’t be out and about dressed in rags.  Not even my maids dress in such an unkempt fashion.” 

I stared at my Aunt in confusion.  She was the one who gave me the brown pull over and insisted I wear it anytime I left my room.  I was supposed to obey, keep quiet and follow the rules. The brown frock was one of the rules.  I knew better than to question her, however, so I stood silently waiting for her to decide what work I was to start with. 

Silence, I learned early on, was essential.  If I spoke out of turn, I paid for it dearly. I stroked a small scar on my wrist absently, remembering the sharp sting of the cane that was often used to strike me when I was punished. 

My Aunt wasn’t always cruel.  She was always aloof but occasionally I saw something more.  She never let me call her by a familial name around the house staff, but every once in a while, when it was just she and I, she would pull me to her side and talk to me gently, almost kindly, and for a few short moments, she would ask me to call her Aunt Trudy. Then as quickly as the moment came it was gone and she would push me aside, waving her hand and saying, “go on now you filthy girl and get your work done.” 

I’d lived here for as long as I could remember. I didn’t  remember a life before the small attic, continuous chores, and Aunt Trudy. 

“Of course we will have to loan you a maid’s outfit for this evening.” Her words, along with the weight of a bundle being dropped into my hands, drew me from my thoughts.  I stared at neatly folded parchment dumbly. “You stupid girl, what are you waiting for? These were Marissa’s, who as you know has taken a job elsewhere, take the clothing and shoes up to your room and then meet me back here for your list of chores for the day.” She huffed and shook her head.

“Y-yes Miss Walsh,” I curtsied and ran back up the stairs.  I gripped the bundle of clothing tightly, my knuckles turning white.  Shoes, I was given actual shoes to wear tonight.  Marissa’s clothing would no doubt be too large for me, but I was nearly certain the shoes would fit perfectly. 

And guests!  I would get to meet some of the guests?  I couldn’t remember the last time I spoke with someone other than the people who worked in the house or my Aunt.  Everyone I knew was over the age of forty. When I reached my room I gently unwrapped the parchment that held the simple black dress and white apron that the maids in the house wore.  The fabric felt like satin compared to the burlap I was used to wearing.

Lastly, a pair of shiny black shoes drew my gaze. I reached out and tenderly lifted them into the light coming in from my window.  They sparkled in the rays of the sun, each spark a glimmer of hope that maybe my Aunt would start treating me like family.  I’d never owned a pair of shoes.  Shoes, I own shoes!  This must be a gift from God for my birthday. After all, seventeen is a big year.  I closed my eyes, lifting my chin skyward and said a silent thank you before racing back down the stairs.

My Aunt stood at the base of the steps tapping her foot and rolling her eyes.  “Honestly child, I have no idea why I have allowed you to stay here all these years.” She shook her head and tutted. “I had a mind to keep you on as a servant when you turned eighteen, but if you can’t prove yourself at the menial tasks that I give you now then I will have no choice but to turn you out.” She shook her head. “Really what would you do out on your own, looking the way you do.” She wrinkled her nose. “And being as simple as you are.”  

“I will do my very best, Miss Walsh.” I stared at the floor but made my voice as clear as possible. She hated it when I mumbled. 

“Your best is rarely ever good enough though, is it Oonagh?”  She patted my cheek and walked briskly away her heels announcing each step of departure.  I stared at the list of chores she prepared for me. First on the list was to clean every room in the house with the exception of the kitchen which the kitchen staff took care of.  I scanned down the rest of my responsibilities.  All my usual chores, but I paused and stared for several beats. Margaret will clean the bathrooms.  

My Aunt never asked me to clean the bathrooms, in fact It was always one of my number one rules to stay out of the bathrooms.  Why she felt the need to remind me to stay away from them today, I wasn’t sure.  

I always assumed I was forbidden from entering because of the mirror.  Of course, I learned pretty quickly that the magical wall in the bathroom was a mirror.  But what was odd, was that there were no mirrors anywhere else in the house. I couldn’t understand why. Even my window upstairs was meticulously painted with a tint that allowed me to see out but did not allow any reflection to appear, nor anyone to see inside. The curtains were always drawn in every other part of the house.

Aunt Trudy made it clear she was embarrassed of me but I never really understood why.  I knew she felt like I was an imposition and that I cost her too much money to care for.  I often felt guilty for being such a burden to her and I worked hard to make up for it.  Perhaps I was truly so hideous that Aunt Trudy was trying to spare me from the awful truth of it.  Maybe that was why she was so embarrassed of me. 

I shook off the gloom, reminding myself of the shiny black shoes waiting for me upstairs.  I would finish all of my work before two so that I could be of service to the other house staff before the guests began to arrive.  My heart raced with excitement as I dusted and swept.  I was going to attend an actual party.  It didn’t matter to me that I would be serving.

This really is going to be a fantastic day.  My bright thoughts only lasted a moment before my gaze fell on my Aunt standing several paces away from me.  I resumed sweeping the foyer and hummed a light tune, feeling her eyes boring into me.  I dared a glance up and the dark look I found waiting in her unsettling eyes sent shivers down my spine.  A deep sense of foreboding hovered over me, fraying my nerves.  The next time I looked up she was gone. 

I finished my work as quickly as possible.  I could push aside my nerves for this one night and try to enjoy the small amount of freedom my Aunt was giving me.  I would.
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I sat on a counter in the kitchen chatting with Amelia, the head cook.  She was always kind to me and often slipped me extra soup or bread when I was younger so that I got enough to eat.  She was busy preparing food for the party that Aunt Trudy was throwing. 

“Can I help?” I cocked my head to the side, eyeing the multiple boiling pots. 

“Don’t you dare lift a finger, you here?” She scolded me with a grin on her face.  “You have done enough for ten workers around here today.”  She shook her head and mumbled to herself while she stirred a stew.

“Amelia,” I stared at the ground, my voice soft. 

“Hm?”  She half grunted as she ran to the opposite end of the kitchen and directed several of the cooks to finish preparations for different dishes.

“Am I-” I paused and took a deep breath before looking up. “Am I hideous?”

Amelia stopped shuffling around the kitchen and stared at me for several moments.  Her eyebrows furrowed and she jutted her bottom lip out a bit.  Finally she sighed and walked over to me tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear.  “You are no such thing child.  Don’t you believe it for a second.”  She looked as if she wanted to say more but instead patted my cheek sadly and moved to stir another pot that held a variety of vegetables.  

I swung my feet and watched silently as she and the other cooks worked, “Are you sure I can’t help you?”  I offered again.  She just chuckled and pointed a finger at me then back to her lips, giving me a warning glare.  I grinned at her and nodded. 

I stared at the marble floor after a while and just relaxed, enjoying the clangs and bangs of the work being done in the kitchen. The sound of it was a beautiful symphony of sweat and toil. I felt Amelia standing next to me so I looked up to see what she needed.  I was surprised when a warm cloth ran over my face, then my neck and arms all the way down to my feet.  Afterwards Amelia pulled me from the counter and had me sit on a stool.  She took a brush to my hair and gently combed through the tangled mess. 

No one had ever brushed my hair before.  I used my fingers and a broken comb I’d salvaged from the trash to try to keep it from matting, but this was gentle, kind and motherly. My eyes misted over and my lower lip trembled but I shoved the emotions back.  I didn’t want my tears to ruin this moment. 

Amelia took two sections of my hair and braided them back, pulling and teasing pieces so that they fell loosely over my ears.  “There,”  She smiled.  “Mind that you keep your hair just over your ears. You know how your Aunt feels about you wearing your hair back and away from your face. This loose style should keep her from noticing and making you take it down.”  A sadness settled over her face as her fingers lingered just above my loose strands of hair, then let out a sigh.  “You are all clean for serving at the party tonight. Up you go. Time to get on with the evening.”

“Thank you Amelia,” I gushed. “I couldn’t ask for a better present for my birthday.” I ran my hands through my, now, tangle free wavy hair. 

“There is one more thing.” She beamed.  From behind her came three other women carrying a small cake with one candle lit on top.  I gasped in surprise.

“A cake?” I looked between the four women. My Aunt Trudy had a large party every year for her own birthday.  I often sat just outside of the large hall, where her many friends would gather and watch as they all ate cake and gave her gifts wrapped in papers of brilliant colors. I never dreamt I would ever have the pleasure of eating my own birthday cake. “Oh thank you so much.”  I hugged each of them and then blew out the candle.  I insisted we each have a piece and the women eventually agreed, sitting down with me to finish off the small cake. 

“Happy seventeenth birthday Oonagh,” Amelia squeezed my shoulder.  “Every girl should have a cake on their birthday.”  The other three women smiled and nodded in agreement.“Thank you all again,” I hugged them all once more and then excused myself to go change into the maid’s outfit in my room.  

I pulled off the burlap dress I was wearing and stood shivering in the cold as I tenderly lifted the black dress from its place on my mattress.  I pulled it over my head and ran my hands over the soft fabric.  The neckline swooped lower than I was accustomed to and my hand traced over my very exposed clavicle bones.  I reached under the bed and pulled out Pride and Prejudice, opening it to the page my necklace held.  I let it dangle in front of me, staring at it in contemplation.  Would Aunt Trudy notice if I wore it? 

The necklace was the only thing I owned that belonged to my parents.  Aunt Trudy refused to talk about her sister, my mother.  I knew nothing about her.  I had never seen pictures, no one told me stories about them or said I looked like one or the other.  And the thing I wanted to know most of all was the information most off limits.  What happened to my mother and father?  Why did I end up here in my Aunt’s care?  

I asked Aunt Trudy once, about my father, thinking it was just too painful for her to talk about my mother. She gave me ten lashes just for asking about him and warned me to never mention him again.  

I was twelve when I found the necklace inside a drawer in Aunt Trudy’s business office. She called me in to deliver the day’s chore list to me but left to take an urgent call on her cell phone. I used the opportunity to snoop and found an envelope labeled Nessa, my mother’s name. Inside was the necklace. 

This necklace. I stared at the intricate gold rose spinning in front of my vision and decided to put it around my neck.  I clasped the back and tucked it underneath the neckline of my dress.  I tied the apron around my waist and pulled the white socks onto my feet.  Lastly, I took the shiny black shoes and slid them onto my feet.  I sighed in contentment as my feet touched the floor and felt none of the cold.  That alone was worth the strange constricted feeling of the plastic around my toes. 

I ran my fingers through my hair and then with a deep breath left the solitude of my room.  I walked swiftly down the stairs and met my Aunt at the bottom.  She was surrounded by about ten other women, all much older than I, all dressed in the same attire. They all stared at me, some with mouths slightly agape, as I descended the last few steps. 

“Is that little Oonagh?” I heard one whisper.

“My, my she has grown,” The other whispered back.

“Attention,” My Aunt clapped her hands twice and gave me a warning glare.  “The guests will be arriving shortly. Your job is to make sure their glasses are filled and their appetites are sated.  If one engages you in conversation, be polite and chat with them.”  She stared meaningfully at several of the women in their early forties.  “There will be many older bachelors here tonight.” She grinned at the excited murmurs among the women. “Now, now settle down. I am making no promises but if a match can be made tonight for some of you then we will mutually benefit.  For most of you, you understand the seriousness of tonight. Those gathering here are all very powerful. We must treat them with the utmost respect.”

I looked around at the other women, all nodding solemnly.  I pursed my lips. This seemed like a lot of veneration for business men and women. 

“Oonagh,” I snapped my head in my Aunt’s direction. “You are serving tonight because several of the guests knew your parents. One important guest requested you attend. I couldn’t have you attend as a guest. That would be preposterous, so this will have to do.”  She sighed in exasperation.  I was beginning to understand now that my attendance was not part of her plan.  For once, she didn’t have complete control and it was bothering her.  “You,” She hissed. “Will serve silently and only speak unless spoken to.” She huffed. “The one who wants to speak with you will approach when he is ready.” 

I was going to meet someone who knew my parents. This day just kept getting better and better.  My nerves, however, were bouncing all over the place.  I felt like I was filled with a strong buzzing energy that needed to be released.  It was a strange and heady feeling.  I tried shaking my hands and fidgeting to release some of the building pressure but nothing seemed to alleviate burning in my veins.  It’s ok to be nervous. I haven’t talked to anyone outside of these walls before.  I reassured myself inwardly. 

Oddly, in addition to the frenetic energy dancing inside of me, I also felt a burning sensation on my shoulder blades and below my earlobe.  I reached up, irritated by the feeling and rubbed below my ear.  This action did nothing to alleviate the burning sensation so I focused on blocking it out, which made my head spin.  I gritted my teeth.  Nothing was going to prevent me from serving at this party. 

“Oonagh are you alright?” A woman with chestnut hair streaked with gray and warm brown eyes, furrowed her eyebrows. “You look a bit pale.”

“I am quite alright, thank you uh?,” I smiled at her apologetically.  I couldn’t remember her name. 

“Esther,” She patted my shoulder. “You’re certain you are alright?”

“Never better,” I lied and focused on remaining still. 

The doorbell rang out and I felt another jolt of energy rip through my body causing me to double over from the intensity of it. My body shook as I stood upright. The energy began to build up in my body and was now sizzling under my skin.  If someone touched me, I was certain I would burn them. 

I cleared my throat and grabbed some water, gulping it down.  Esther stared at me, concern etching her brow.  I took several deep breaths to calm myself.  

“Nerves,” I laughed but it came out hoarse. 

I was thankful when Esther’s attention was drawn away by an older gentleman in a black cloak.  She hooked arms with him and walked into the party. 

More and more guests arrived and that same energy flared again and again.  I’m not leaving.  I pushed my nerves down and focused on my job, serving horderves.  I kept my gaze averted so I wouldn’t intrude on anyone’s conversations and observed silently.  I noticed that my nerves heightened the closer I got in proximity to the guests. 

I accidentally brushed against one of them and nearly fainted from the surge of energy I felt as I passed by them. Since then, I had been successfully keeping my distance while also performing my duties.  

“Ten minutes,” A gruff voice sounded behind me. 

I turned around and blinked, staring at a stout man with a lazy expression on his face. “Huh?” I mumbled.

He sighed. “It’s your break.  You have ten minutes.” 

“Oh, uh, right. Thanks.”  I shuffled off to a quiet corner of the room and grabbed a water bottle on the way. I leaned against the wall near the entrance to the kitchen and watched the guests move about the room, conversing and laughing. 

Two of the servers were chatting with what I assumed were eligible men and I grinned to myself, hoping they would be good matches.  My eyes scanned the room and fell on Esther, who still remained with the black cloaked gentleman from before, a relaxed smile on her face.  

I“Excuse me,” A deep voice sounded from my right and the energy inside of me pressed against my skin as if it was alive and trying to claw its way out. “I am sorry to interrupt your break but is your last name Dark?”

My eyes widened as they raised to meet the most striking blue eyes I’d ever seen. They reminded me of the blue that sits in the hottest part of a flame.  Right now they looked like they were burning. I widened my view and saw that the voice belonged to a boy no older than seventeen  or eighteen.  He had long blond hair that fell to his shoulders and stubble across his square jaw line.  He was tall enough that my chin raised so I could meet his gaze. His black dress slacks and beige tailored shirt almost looked like they belonged on a different body, one older and much tamer. 

“It is, I am Oonagh Dark,” cautiously, I pushed up from the wall and reached a hand out. “And you are?”

“Cillian Hanlon,” He grinned at me roguishly which put me on guard. I dropped my hand without shaking his. He must have noticed the change in my demeanor because his smile softened to a genuine one. “My father and I have been looking for you for several years.” His voice dipped low.  “You are a difficult person to find, Oonagh.” 

Alarm bells sounded. My Aunt said one person wanted to speak with me. But she did say others knew my parents. Maybe he can tell me about them. I furrowed my eyebrows, “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. Why have you and your father been looking for me?  Is this about my parents?”

It was his turn to look confused and, it seemed to me for the first time, he took in my apparel.  “What are you wearing?” He sounded angry.  

I backed up several steps and winced. Voices that sounded like that typically ended in pain, my pain. 

His eyes widened as I backed up and he took a step forward, halting when my breathing grew ragged.  “I’m not angry with you.” He reassured soothingly. “Why are you wearing a maid’s outfit?”

I touched the soft fabric, “Oh this?” I sighed. “I usually wear the burlap dress, but my Aunt wanted me to wear something nicer to help serve tonight.”  I shrugged.  The boy looked over at my Aunt who was busy entertaining several guests. When I returned my gaze to Cillian’s fury had settled across his lowered brow.  He gazed back at me. 

He still hadn’t answered my question. So I tried again. “W-were you the one who requested my presence here tonight?” I asked tentatively? “If so, how may I serve you?  Is there something you would like from the kitchen?”  I made my tone polite and friendly but the boy's eyes continued to burn. 

“What has your Aunt told you about your parents?” The boy gave a nervous flick of his eyes in the direction of a man who was glancing at us occasionally, with a smile on his face. 

“Nothing,” I admitted. “She has been very put upon having to care for me.  I asked early on, but she would punish me for speaking out of turn so I stopped asking altogether.”  I held my hand up to my mouth, eyes wide. “I should not have said that. Please don’t tell her.  I am very grateful to be able to work here and have a place to stay.”

“Work here?” The boy said the words slowly and grimaced like the words tasted sour.  His voice became gravelly and hard. “You work here?”  

I had no idea what to make of Cillian.  Maybe all young men acted so erratic.  I certainly hadn’t been around any my age to know how they were supposed to act.  “Yes, of course.” I explained slowly. “In exchange, my Aunt provides food, shelter in the attic and paid for private tutors so I could have an education.”  I did my best to sound thankful for what she provided. There were others who had less. 

“You have no idea who you are, do you?” Cillian reached his hand out slowly, as if he was trying not to scare off a frightened bird.  His fingertips traced down my wrist to my hand.  The moment his skin touched mine, the energy inside of me burst into flames.  I gasped, staring at my arm, expecting the skin to start melting off.  It didn’t, but the pain stretching over every inch of my body didn’t know that.  

Cillian gripped my hand now, a cold realization settling on his face. “You don’t know what you are either.”  I was hyperventilating at this point and my legs were giving out.  “Help me move her father,” Cillian’s voice cracked with emotion.

My eyes rolled to the older gentleman I’d seen smiling at us earlier. When did he move over here? My last thought faded as I went limp and fell into Cillian’s arms. 

“She said she lives in the attic,” Cillian’s voice was sharp and direct. I could hear him speaking but couldn’t escape the darkness surrounding me.

“The attic?” A deeper voice replied. His father’s voice, I assumed. “Let’s take her up there and see how Trudy has been treating our Oracle.”  I wanted to open my eyes. I wanted to ask them what an oracle was but the energy pulsing through me kept me locked away inside. 

“That horrible woman,” Cillian’s voice was thick.  I heard his footsteps sounding across the room.  They laid me gently on my mattress.  I recognized the sharp edges of the spring coils.  There was a  rustle of fabric followed by a growl of disapproval. “This must be the dress she was referring to.” Cillian sighed loudly. “She thought I was angry she wasn’t wearing it.”

“I can’t believe all this time Trudy has been hiding her here.” Cillian’s father’s ground out, a desperate tone. “Why couldn’t we track her here?  She was right under our noses?” 

“We visited here several times, Father,” Cillian soothed  “Trudy must have used some powerful magic to conceal her.” I stirred on the mattress.  They said magic.  Aunt Trudy can use magic?

Cillian rushed to my side. “She’s waking up.” He touched my shoulder and the energy inside of me began to smolder again. This time I was able to control the pain, harness it.  It wasn’t so much an all consuming flame now, but rather a flicker across my skin.  The warmth radiated from me to Cillian and from Cillian back to me.  My eyes fluttered open and blue eyes darkened with, what? Concern?  Yes, that was it.  Concern was etched across his features.  “Oonagh,” he touched my cheek gently. “Are you alright?”

I nodded but leaned away from the warmth of his touch. I wasn’t accustomed to people touching me.  He moved his hand to the back of my shoulder to help me up but I winced.  He jerked his hand back and glanced at his father again.  “Father, come over here and feel her back.” Cillian’s voice rose an octave and his lips quirked up into a smile.

I glanced between Cillian and his father.  Cillian’s father had dark brown hair and a full beard.  He was built very similar to his son and looked incredibly young.  Too young to have a son that was as old as Cillian.  His eyes were a deeper blue than Cillian’s and they looked upon me with reverence and indignant anger.  

“Hello there, Oonagh,” He smiled. It might have been the most genuine smile I’d ever seen in my life.  I instantly relaxed.  “My name is Cathal Hanlon. I was a friend of your parents many years ago.”  I smiled back. “I am going to feel your back for a moment ok?  Don’t be afraid.”  He reached his hand around my shoulder and gently felt where I’d felt the burning sensation earlier.  Now, it itched and I had the sudden urge to reach back and dig my nails into my skin. 

After exploring my back a moment he gazed into my eyes again, “If you don’t mind, I would like to look under your left ear lobe as well.”  I nodded, surprised he knew the two places I felt discomfort today.  He pulled my hair to the side and took in a sharp breath through his teeth.

“What is it father?” Cillian’s curiosity drew him closer and when he reached his father's side he let out a surprised gasp. They both stared at each other, disbelief coloring their expressions, for several silent moments.

“W-what is w-wrong,” I stammered, reaching up to touch below my earlobe.  It no longer burned there.  The only discomfort I was still experiencing was the intense itching across my shoulder blades, and the lick of flames through my veins.  “Why does my back itch?”  My breathing began to pick up and I rubbed my hands deep into my scalp as the reality of everything that was happening just hit me.  

“Cillian,” Cathal deferred to his son who smiled at me and took my hand. 

“Oonagh, I need you to remain calm.”  I nodded and a steely look of determination crossed my face. Cathal chuckled.

“That is Sennan and Nessa Dark’s daughter. There is no doubt.”  He crossed his arms and grinned at me.  

“You turned sixteen today.” It wasn’t a question. I narrowed my eyes.  How does he know that?  I nodded in affirmation, despite my suspicion. He grinned widely and again gave his father a look of pure astonishment. 

“What did you mean when you said you and your father had been looking for me?  What on Earth did you mean when you said Aunt Trudy hid me with magic?”  I glanced between both Cillian and Cathal, an eyebrow raised.

Cillian sighed, “You heard all that huh? It will take a while to explain and I am afraid that we don’t have long. Trudy has kept you hidden for many years.  She won’t be happy when she realizes we are here.”

“You.....weren’t invited?”  I glanced between them, narrowing my eyes. 

“No. But we knew your parents. We are friends.” Chathal Pressed. “And we are even more than that child.”  He reached down and grabbed my hand pulling me from the mattress.  “Everyone attending that party downstairs is part of the magical community.  Your Aunt Trudy is a very powerful witch, although not quite as powerful as your mother was.”  He smiled at me.  “You have her eyes, you know.”

I blinked and glanced away, “That’s kind of you to say.  I don’t know what she looked like and even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to see the resemblance because well, I haven’t seen my reflection since I was six.”  

Cillian drew in a sharp breath, drawing my attention. His fists were clenched. I took a deep breath and wrapped my head around what Cathal told me. “My mother was a witch and so is Aunt Trudy?” My wind whirled with questions.  Witches only existed in fairy tales and they usually ate children.  Witches can’t be real.   I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.  

Cillian’s face had turned a bright shade of red and he was pacing behind me.  I glanced at him, worried, but Cathal drew my attention, “You come from a long line of powerful witches on your mother’s side.  Powerful and some very, very dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I shivered.

“I’m afraid so.  And although we were able to cloak ourselves with magic of our own, it is only a matter of time until Trudy realizes we are here.  And when that occurs, we are all in grave danger.”

“You haven’t seen your reflection in ten years?” Cillian’s voice rose as he broke into the conversation.  “I will make that monster pay for what she did father.  I will make her regret every hardship, every abuse.”  He was shaking.  I stared at Cillian, eyes wide.

Why does he care so much?  He barely knows me.  I cocked my head to the side thinking, then with a wave of a hand I dismissed his worries, “Listen, It’s fine.  I had a roof over my head, food to eat, and clothes to wear. There is nothing to be angry about.”

Cillian stopped pacing and strode several steps toward me, “Even if you were only my-” He stopped short with just one look from his father.

“Your what?” I pressed.  He shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Never mind that. It is just, well, you are important to our people.  You should have been given greater respect. Your Aunt hated your father. She hated his confidence and his power. She hated that he married your mother and took her away.  Not because she loved your mother, although I believe she did in her own way, but because she lost a lot of her power when your mother left the coven to be with Senan.”

I stared at the two men standing before me in total and utter confusion. “I have no idea what is going on. I am going to need some straight answers soon.”  My voice was firm and Cathal laughed.

“I can see why she did what she did.” I looked at him curiously.  “Your Aunt Trudy tried to abuse and neglect the Senna out of you, but you are his daughter in every way.  His power radiates off of you.”

Cillian glanced anxiously at the door, “She comes,” He whispered to Cathal. “We must be prepared to leave.”  He glanced at me. “Do you have anything you would like to bring with you?” 

“You are taking me with you?” I backed a few steps away. “Why?  Where?”

“Calm yourself,” Cathal soothed. “We are taking you home.  I promise all will be explained to you once we arrive, but we must make haste before your Aunt confronts us.” Cathal pulled Cillian off to the side and whispered tensely, “There are too many magical beings here to have a confrontation, especially in her weakened state.”  He looked at me with concern.  I squinted my eyes, concentrating on their private conversation.  Magical beings?  I must be losing my mind.  Maybe none of this is real.  

I glanced around the sparse, cold room.  There was nothing for me here.  These men were offering me an escape. Whether they were spectres of my imagination or reality, I still wasn’t convinced, but something inside of me told me I could trust them.  

“Ok,” I nodded. “Just one moment.”  I reached under the bed and grabbed my two books and tore a blank page from the back of one. I dug around under the mattress one last time and found the dark rock I found that allowed me to write. 

Amelia,

Thank you so much for all of your kindness toward me over the years.  I don’t think I would have made it this far without you.  I wish you all the happiness in the world.  I will miss you.

-Oonagh

I folded the paper and wrote her name on the front leaving it where I knew she would find it after I was gone.  “Ok, I’m ready.” I smiled at both of them but they were looking at me with sorrow in their eyes.  “What?” I looked at them curiously.

“This is all you have to bring with you?” Cillian asked softly.

I nodded, heat inching up my face, “I was given these two books by one of my teachers. They were an escape to another world, a happier one; they are precious to me.” I hugged them close.
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