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Dedication
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I’d like to dedicate this book to the chaos of my life which taught me that even though I may not always have the answers, and even though I may stumble (a lot), getting through life is always about just figuring out the next step.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


A Cat Named Duck

Montreal was a boring, life-draining, snooze-fest in the winter.  It was so dull that it felt like time dragged out impossibly long so that you found yourself looking at the clock more than anything else.  Not that it was an extremely interesting place to be during the rest of the year, but I bet it was the way most people felt it about their home towns.  When nothing ever seemed to change, people just got used to it and started to appreciate it a little less and less until they came to the point when they didn’t notice it at all.

But on a day like this one, when the snow laid as thick as a down-filled comforter on the windowsill, making it impossible to open in an attempt to feel even a hint of the dingey winter air, it felt particularly suffocating.  And beyond that, the snow partially obscured the lackluster view beyond.  The scenery outside my window was painted in a million shades of grey, highlighted by the snow mounds which were now deep enough to lose a child in, and shadowed by icy sheets of street water which hovered somewhere between frozen and melted so that if some poor, unsuspecting pedestrian stepped in one, they were never really sure if their foot would go through the ice or if they would go flying into a mailbox (which, by the way, were the only bright spots of colour hidden under the layers of blah all over the city).

The frosty minefield was enough of a reason for me to stay sitting in my cramped condo, staring out the window at my humdrum neighbourhood.  But my other reason was that I didn’t really have anywhere else that I needed to be.

You know, so many stories start with a girl, all alone, coming from a poor background and finding a way to her happy ending.  And a lot of times, her happy ending involves overcoming some kind of impossible obstacle, or just finding a way to believe in herself.  Or in so many fairy tales, finding a man who makes her whole world feel complete (like that was all a girl needed to feel whole – newsflash: it’s the twenty-first century).

But that wasn’t my story.  At least, not entirely.

As it turns out, I struggled more in the beginning of my life than I did later on.  Not that I wouldn’t have different kinds of challenges later on...that’s life.  But let’s start from the beginning.

I was perfectly average in every way.  I wasn’t waif thin or overly obese.  I was somewhere in between.  My long hair, hanging down past my waist (which I usually tied in a braid because it annoyed me otherwise) was neither red nor brown, but somewhere in between, like an old penny.  I didn’t have glamourous or even distinguishing features, other than my slightly larger eyes, which gave me a look of pure innocence which I’ve been told could be disarming.  My eyes were a soft olive green, which coloured nicely with my creamy skin, and were shadowed by a thin smattering of freckles across my nose and cheeks.  If I was honest, my eyes were my favourite feature.  But none of that gave me a demanding or even noticeable presence.  Most of the time, I was just...sort of...there.

Even my name isn’t terribly creative.

My name is Aurora Ward, though people call me Rory.  Apparently, my parents must have really been into Sleeping Beauty or something, at least to name me Aurora.  Ward was a name given to me by someone else, though I don’t know exactly who.  I was abandoned as a baby, which made me a ward of the...well, not a ward of the state, since I live in Canada, but a ward of the system, nonetheless.  I did go through that brief, cliché phase which every orphan seems to go through and tried to find out who my birth parents were, but I had no luck with that search.  And honestly, I didn’t feel damaged enough to make it my life goal to find out who had abandoned me.  I just didn’t see the point in chasing after people who hadn’t wanted me around, no matter what their reasons were.  The most that I could find was a black hole of a void, not even knowing if I was born in Canada or not.  As far as anyone else was concerned, I had dropped out of the sky when I was a baby, and was a burden on the system from that moment on.  I mean, it would have been nice to know something about where I came from, but what was the point of chasing ghosts?

But even with that rocky start, my life hadn’t been too terrible.  I may have moved around a lot, never settling in one place for too long, but it was usually with nice people who, even if they didn’t love me enough to adopt me, didn’t hate me enough to scar me for life.  For the most part, I just felt like a nomad, never finding anything to get attached to.  Basically, if I was living my life in a movie, I was one of those people who you saw wandering around in the background...just there as a backdrop for the people who really mattered.

And then I turned eighteen, and I wasn’t a problem for the system anymore.  I was on my own, and I had to figure out what my life was going to be.  I had already finished high school, but I had decided not to continue going to school because I had no idea how I would be able to afford it once it was time for me to be on my own.  And if I was being completely honest, I didn’t really have a dream of what I wanted to do with my life.  It wasn’t like I harboured a secret desire to be a brain surgeon or something.  There wasn’t some guiding light inside of me, telling me that I was meant for greater things.  Really, at the time, my goal was survival, because that was the only goal which had gotten me through being a foster kid.  So, I worked from the time I turned sixteen.  And after two years, I had more than enough money to get my own apartment and a junker of a car that managed to get me where I needed to go, but didn’t accomplish much else.

I had done everything that I needed to do to prepare myself for a life, which might not have been glamourous, but at least it wasn’t the worst kind of life that I could imagine.  But then the weirdest thing happened.  The kind of thing that never happens to someone like me.  It was the kind of thing that normal people only dreamed about.

I won the lottery.

Literally.

To celebrate my eighteenth birthday, I didn’t want to go to a bar because I didn’t want to spend a lot of my hard-earned savings on something so pointless.  So instead, I stopped at a gas station and spent three dollars on a lottery ticket.  Twelve hours later, I woke up sixty-five million dollars richer than I had been when I fell asleep.

When did something like that happen?  When, in real life, did something like that happen to someone who came from nothing?

And just like that, my whole life changed.  All of my life, I had prepared myself for a life of hard work and not many expectations.  In the blink of an eye, I had more money than I knew what to do with, and I didn’t have to work meaningless, dead-end jobs, just struggling to stay alive.  In a strange way, suddenly having all of that money terrified me because it meant that I could do anything I wanted to do.  The problem was that I had no idea what I wanted from life.

No one had ever asked me what I wanted to do before, and like I said, I had never thought much about it.  I had never daydreamed of living some sort of fantasy life.  I had always just accepted that my life would have limitations.

The first thing I did was to buy my pokey little condo.  I might have been richer than Croesus now, but I just couldn’t convince myself to spend tons of money on a place for myself.  I needed a place to eat and sleep, and that was what I got.  I didn’t even care enough to upgrade to the fancier materials that they offered when I bought the place under construction.  I just didn’t care what the place looked like, and that wasn’t something that I would change my mind about.  I had never grown up with the luxury of caring what the roof over my head looked like, and so many of those roofs had only been temporary.  Just having somewhere permanent meant more to me than the colour of my kitchen cabinets ever would.

I just wished that there was something which would grab my attention...something to keep my days busy so that I felt like less of a lump.  I wasn’t good at doing nothing.  I wasn’t the kind of person to train for a marathon or start a million charities, but I didn’t like sitting around either.  But nothing really appealed, and I’d really tried to find something.

The thing was, after having won the lottery, if I didn’t want to work, I didn’t need to.  And looking out at the dull grey day, which held all of the appeal of an old sock you find under a couch, I wasn’t motivated to leave the condo in search of something with which to occupy my time.

So I was sitting in my window seat, staring out at the unsaturated scenery, wondering what to do with myself.  Not for the first time, I wished that I could find some kind of hobby.  Something to keep my hands busy and my mind from wandering.  I wasn’t good at being idle, but I wasn’t much better at doing anything else.  I had done some cooking courses online, and even more baking courses, and I liked them.  But I would end up weighing three hundred pounds if I spent all of my days baking cakes and pies with no one else to eat them but myself.

There was even a brief time when I was so bored that I thought I would try doing something with my appearance.  I know that was something all teenage girls seem to master...like learning how to curl your hair, or how to do your make-up just right.  But I’d never been interested in that when I was young.  I was a plain Jane, and I had never taken much interest in changing that.

I was just me, and I was comfortable (I’ll note, not overly confident) in my own skin.

So I didn’t do much to change it.  But it didn’t mean that I didn’t think about changing it from time to time.

Duck, the fluffy grey-brown Scottish fold cat (whom I’d adopted only because he wouldn’t stop sitting outside my window and yowling at me through the glass) hopped up onto my lap and curled up there.  I know Duck is a weird name, bordering on stupid for a cat, but anybody who heard him yowl wouldn’t think that it was an odd name.  His meow was a weird mix between a yowl and a honk, and if you heard it, you wouldn’t know whether or not to laugh or look at him like he was an alien species.  That was how I looked at him when I first heard it, but I just couldn’t leave him out in the cold.

Most days, I was relieved that I had him in the house.  If he wasn’t around, I would just be pottering around the condo, feeling completely useless and alone.  Duck at least gave me someone to pamper, and he made me feel a little less crazy when I was wandering around, talking to no one but him, which was really no one but myself (but I’d rather be talking to my cat instead of being one of those disturbing people on the street who talked to the voices in their heads).  Duck at least made me appear sane; that was what I told myself, anyway.  In truth, I was more than a little worried that I was turning into a crazy cat lady, but there were worse things to be.

“What do you think, Duck?” I muttered.  Duck, as always, looked up at me with his large, dandelion-yellow eyes.  It was why I didn’t mind talking to him.  In a weird way, I always felt like he was listening to me, which was more than most people had ever done in my life.  But that might have been because I was probably a little too attached to my cat; most pet owners would probably say the same thing.

“Are you as bored as I am?”

He yowled, that goose-honking yowl that never came out of a cat before, but was Duck’s way of communicating.

“There’s nothing to do around here.”

Yowl.

“Maybe we need a change of scenery.  There’s nothing to do here.  And if I’m going to sit around and do nothing, I’d rather do it surrounded by some new scenery.  Someplace new, but quiet.”

He pressed his squished face against my thigh, rubbing an itch away, but I was going to take that as a kitty vote of ‘yes’.

I’d been thinking about getting away for a while now.  I wasn’t sure that there was going to be much more to do if I went somewhere else.  But at least I could take some walks surrounded by new scenery, see some new shops, maybe meet a few new people.  It wasn’t a permanent solution to my boredom, but it would be good to get away and play the tourist.  It would give me something to do...a break in the monotony.  And it wasn’t like I had a whole lot going on around here to keep me stuck in the city.

Less than twenty-four hours later, I was standing in front of Woolverton Place, completely unaware of what I was getting myself into...not knowing that my life was going to change completely.



Woolverton Place was a house with history.  It used to be one of the more prominent houses in the small town of St. Andrews, Newfoundland, back when it was a popular seaside town often visited by the wealthy out-of-towners.  That was before the grand hotel was built at the top of the hill, and before the train line which led into the town had been shut down.  The tracks for the train were still there, but the access to the town had been limited to a few hours’ drive from the airport.

St. Andrews was a beautiful little seaside town, not offering much more than beautifully scenic views, wonderful people, and the experience of smalltown life.  But sometimes that was all a place needed to be, to be the best place to be.

There was only one main street filled with brightly coloured shops all squeezed together close to the shore and the docks, which stretched far out over the sparkling waters.  Hand-painted murals collaged the main street depicting seaside life and ads for brands that I had never heard of, seeming larger than life, peeking around the corners.

Where the ocean peeked between the buildings, I could see that the water was shrouded in mist, obscuring the view of Maine across the water.  It was the kind of view that was clouded in mystery and intrigue, and I was already anticipating sitting on a pier and absorbing the view, letting my mind wander away until I felt nothing but bliss.  It wasn’t like Montreal didn’t have docks and water, and all the same stuff...but there was a different heartbeat in the town of St. Andrews...slower, less chaotic.  And since I hadn’t lived here all my life, there were possibilities.

During my drive, I had seen some of the other houses which heavily freckled the town.  It was an odd combination of historic homes, and the old kind of bungalows that were common in a seaside town.  They were quaint, and some of them leaned a little too far to the left, but they spoke of time, and family, and lives spent living together, under the same roof, working hard and getting by while growing old together.  As domestic and quaint as it might have sounded, it was the kind of thing I knew a lot of foster kids dreamed of...and I wasn’t excluded from that group.

The entire town was built on a small hill, surrounded by water on three sides.  All of the older homes, and more expensive homes, were higher on the hill, while the newer homes (which weren’t really that new, they just weren’t historic or overly fancy) were lower and closer to the main street, which was at the very bottom.  Woolverton Place wasn’t at the top of the hill, but it was higher up.  All the time I was driving, I hoped that I would be able to see the water from my room.  Even in the middle of winter, there was something very appealing about the ocean.  I knew upon arrival that there was no way that I was going to be able to see it from the main floor, though.  There was a very high, dense hedge wall which surrounded the property.  Even though it was winter, the branches were so tightly woven together that I couldn’t see the house until I opened the tall, heavy wooden gate under the hedge arch at the front of the property.

The house was like something out of a fairy tale.  It was historic, with high-pitched, pointed roofs, Victorian windows, blue wood siding trimmed with white, and an actual stone turret at the front corner of the house.  Every nook and cranny was filled with the white trim, carvings, and scrollwork which decorated old Victorian homes, and wouldn’t look out of place on a gingerbread house.

It was downright picturesque.

The rest of the property was covered in a thick swathe of snow, but I could imagine a wildly growing garden with colour bursting from every nook and cranny.  What I could see, even with the snow covering everything, was the expansive array of mature trees, all very old and gnarled, twisting up towards the heavy grey sky.

I half expected there to be a river running around the side of the house and a deer standing under one of the trees.  It was just so quant and idyllic that I felt like I was in another world.  It was exactly what I needed: something so completely different from the city.  It felt like a breath of fresh air; a very picturesque breath of fresh air.

When I booked the rental, I received an email telling me that the key would be left in the mailbox.  Having lived in the city for my entire life, I knew that it wasn’t the safest place to keep a key, but that was just how peaceful the town really was.  It was the kind of place where a key could be left in the mailbox and people didn’t need to worry about anyone breaking in and robbing them blind.  That was one of the drastic differences from the metropolitan areas...that and the view.

Dipping my hand in the mailbox, my fingers closed around the heavy, cool metal of the key at the bottom.  The key matched the house perfectly.  It was one of those old-fashioned brass keys, with an intricately curling design at the end.  The arched wooden door had the same curling design around the keyhole on the iron plate of the handle.  The design felt old, and oddly structured, like a Celtic knot.  It was probably indicative of the history of the house.

I had found it odd that there wasn’t more about the place online, and I hoped that there would be a book about it somewhere in the house.  Places like this always had a history of people who founded towns, or women who married rich and inherited everything, becoming these impressive matriarchs of a town.  Sometimes there was even a ghost story, or two.

I closed and locked the front door before I turned back to take in the rest of the house.  Just because the owner of the house felt safe leaving the key lying around, it wasn’t going to undo my lifetime habit of locking doors behind me.

There was an old, carved coatrack by the door, and I stopped to hang up my coat and hat before I unlaced my boots and tucked them beside the bench that looked like an old pew from a church.  The hallway that I was standing in was a large square.  There were four carved archways styled like gothic arches, one on the left, one in front of me, and two on the right.

I wasn’t in the mood to wander and discover, after such a long drive from the airport.  I felt weary, and was hoping to find my room, unpack, and perhaps take a nap.  But even though I hadn’t seen much of the house, I already felt a little rejuvenated.  The house felt comfortable, and I knew that I had made the right decision in choosing a place to relax for the next couple of weeks.

Duck yowled from his crate, making it clear that he was grumpy and had run out of patience.  He hated being in the cramped travelling case, but I hadn’t been brave enough to let him wander the car while I was driving through the snow.  Because honestly, even having grown up in Montreal, where winter was pretty severe, and it wasn’t uncommon to walk through knee-deep snow...the Maritimes were even worse.  The snow here was so insane that it filled in entire embankments and ditches, making it impossible to know whether you were on solid ground or suspended over a ditch which could give way at any instant.  And don’t even get me started on the ice.

But now that we were inside, I bent down and let him out to wander around our new home for the next couple of weeks.  Duck always had the ability to make himself at home no matter where he was, and the moment that he was released from his kitty prison, he wandered off, slinking around one of the doorways and disappearing from sight.  I was pretty sure that by the time I unpacked, he would already have found his favourite napping place.

While he was discovering the house, I picked up my luggage and hauled it up the stairs to find my room.  There was another square hallway at the top of the stairs, this one with five doors leading off from it.  In my exhaustion, I didn’t take the time to look in all of the rooms and be choosy about where I wanted to sleep.  I really just wanted to crash.  So, at random, I pushed my way through a door and found one of the most elaborately coloured, if not decorated, rooms I had ever seen.

I was standing in a sitting room with puffed up vintage furniture, upholstered in different vibrant fabrics, all looking like they belonged in a genie bottle.  Every surface was covered with books, flowers, decorative odds and ends, and different fabrics and textiles.  It was the kind of organized chaos that all mixed together in an oddly perfect balance, making the room feel homey and loved, like someone had collected everything they loved and piled it in one place.  With everything going on, it was difficult to focus on any specific item, but I liked what I saw as a whole.

To my right, I could see the bedroom peeking out through the opening of an elaborately carved doorway.  On the other side, was one of the most welcoming bedrooms I had ever seen.  For the first time ever, I thought that it might be worth it to care about the look of a room.

The suite was really beautiful, and felt a little more luxurious than I had been expecting it to be.  There was a magnificent four-poster canopy bed made of honey-coloured oak and draped with deep teal gauzy curtains.  Tiny stars and sequins were embroidered with golden thread so that it looked like the night sky shrouded the bed.  It was flanked on either side by bronze and glass end tables, holding table lamps which appeared to be made of twisted stone, sparkling in the light.  There were bunches of fresh flowers clumped in the multitude of vases made of glass and stone clustered on the tables, making the room smell like gardenias.  An over-stuffed, tufted bench at the end of the bed was upholstered in rosy pink velvet.  The tall windows looked out over the town with the ocean scene smeared across the background.

I rolled my luggage over to the tall, carved wardrobe and unpacked.  I didn’t want to feel like I was just visiting while I was here.  And since I packed light, it didn’t take me very long to get settled in.  I was just rolling the case under the bed when Duck slinked into the room, staring up at me with his wide yellow eyes.

“So, what do you think, Duck?  Think you’ll be comfortable here for a couple of weeks?” I asked as I scooped him up and fell back against the mattress.  The gauzy canopy up above me swayed from the movement of the bed, making the golden thread shimmer like it was under water.  It was hypnotizing, and it definitely caught Duck’s attention because he stared up at it like it was a bird taunting him just a foot above his head.

“Hhroow”, he yowled, rubbing his little folded ears against my chest affectionately.

“Well, I think it’s nice, and it’s all ours for a few weeks.  I’m going to stock up on groceries tomorrow, so I’m thinking pizza for tonight.”

“Mreow.”

“Don’t worry, I brought you a little treat for dinner.  How does salmon sound?”

He purred and rubbed his face against my chest again.  It was times like these when I loved him just a little more.  I scratched him affectionately behind his ears and smiled when his purring got louder.

“That’s what I thought.”



I spent the rest of the day looking around.

With a name like Woolverton Place, I had almost expected the house to be some kind of grand manor.  But the house wasn’t massive.  It was petite and quaint, but it had a lot of character.  The sitting room was a rich emerald green, filled with overstuffed furniture covered in bright, floral patterns and lush, crushed velvets, with a buttery orange onyx fireplace which was big enough for a full-grown man to stand in.  A massive, gilt mirror hung over the fireplace, reflecting back the light from the turquoise glass chandelier which glittered over the room and illuminated all of the watercolour paintings of leaves and flowers that I had never heard of before (but I never claimed to have much of a green thumb).

The study was darker.  All of the shelves reaching the ceiling around three sides of the room were a dark, navy blue, framing the aged leather tomes they held.  A caramel-coloured chesterfield was stacked heavily with dark, soft pillows, and there were two majestic, striped wingback chairs which sat in front of the red marble fireplace with glimmering golden veining.  And in the corner, there was a carved burlwood desk, facing the rest of the room, looking like the kind of desk that Mr. Darcy would sit at to do business.  It almost made me want to pick up a pen myself, even though I had absolutely nothing interesting to write about.

But the kitchen was where I planned on spending the bulk of my time, even if I didn’t end up doing a lot of baking.  The stove was an eight-burner stove with brass edging.  It was pristine and had multiple ovens, perfect for making dinner and dessert at the same time.  The rangehood above it was like a giant fireplace mantle painted black to match the stove.  The backsplash all around was old, crimson tile that looked like glazed brick.  All of the white wooden cabinets were filled with baking sheets, serving dishes, and mixing bowls that I was itching to use.  Glass cabinets on the walls were filled with heavy, glazed dishes which felt like they were from another era, with little lace-painted detailing around the edges.  But the area that I might have loved the most about the kitchen was the scrubbed wooden table.  It was surrounded on two sides by an L-shaped banquette with two black wooden rail-back chairs on the other two sides.

The table was surrounded on three sides by big, multi-paned windows that looked out into the yard at the back of the property.  It was the kind of place where I wanted to sit and read a book with a cup of hot chocolate, and Duck curled up beside me.

I ate my dinner there and put the leftovers in the fridge, all under the watchful, unblinking eye of Duck, who hadn’t been satisfied with the piece of pepperoni that I had tossed to him when I’d settled in to eat.  But one of something was never enough for Duck.  I had learned early on, for his health, that I had to stop giving in when he stared up at me unblinkingly.  I didn’t give in (completely) anymore, and he knew it.  But that didn’t stop him from staring at me whenever I ate, like I was robbing him of something.

Flakes had started to fall outside, adding to the three feet of snow that had already blanketed the world outside the window.  It seemed to soften everything, making the world quieter and darker, like being wrapped in a fluffy sherpa cocoon.  It made it nearly impossible to see anything outside of the big bay window in the sitting room, but I settled into the sofa with a random book that I had pulled off one of the shelves in the library.  I wished that I could have built a fire, but I had no idea how to do that, and it would be such a shame to burn down the building.  Instead, I lit a couple of candles on the mantle and pulled a fluffy blanket over myself.  It was just the perfect setting for an evening of relaxation.  Duck was curled up at my feet.  His head was up but his eyes were closed.

Basically, he was settled in for a quiet evening too.

What came next threw all of the serenity right out of the moment...and really, right out of my life.

I was just about to lift my mug of hot cocoa to my lips when there was a loud pop, and the empty room that I had been sitting in wasn’t empty anymore.  A man had appeared out of thin air, in a flurry of snowflakes and a twist of light.  He was a tall man, and slender, wearing a long black trench coat, and tailored pinstripe pants.  He had a wide brimmed hat with a grand red feather that flicked out from it in the whirl of the wind he’d popped in on.  In one hand, he carried a burl wood-handled umbrella with a magenta satin lining, and in the other, he carried a pristine suitcase that looked vintage and expensive at the same time.

When he lifted his face, I could see the long angles of his jaw and nose, and deep amethyst eyes which glittered like they held galaxies in their depths.

“Bloody awful weather out there.  The only place that could possibly be considered worse is London, with its dreary drizzle and fog”, he huffed with a thick accent, which sounded a little British but different (mostly because it sounded thicker), and a carelessness that would make anyone think that he hadn’t just materialized out of thin air.  Who did that?

“No point in wasting time settling in”, he carried on.  With a snap of his fingers, a crackling amber fire sprang to life in the hearth, its heat blowing through the room instantly like a bomb had gone off.  Another snap of his fingers and his coat flew off, and I heard it colliding with the coatrack in the hallway.  Underneath his coat, he was wearing a green and blue satin striped vest over a tailored white shirt with a monogram that glinted on the cuffs, though I couldn’t make out the letters from where I was sitting, and really, they were the least of my problems.

“Any chance the kitchen is stocked already, lass?  I’m not choosy.”

I couldn’t get over how nonchalant the man was, like popping into a house, starting a fire, and sending clothing flying off on its own weren’t extremely strange things to be able to do.

I felt as though my brain was running overtime, but like it had completely shut down as well.  A thousand questions started popping up like popcorn kernels in my mind, but they were pushed to the side as panic started to take over.

I opened my mouth, and a scream rivaling any you’ve ever heard in any horror movie felt like it was ripped from my throat at such a loud volume that it threatened to shatter the windows.  I wasn’t completely sure where it was coming from or how to stop it, but it had the stranger freezing in his tracks and staring around the room like we had suddenly been surrounded by a zombie horde.  Not that he wouldn’t be able to handle it if they had.

Seriously, what was going on here?!  Panic zipped through my veins like electricity, making it impossible to think about anything.

I sprang off the couch faster than I ever imagined I could move, and threw my mug at him, which he ducked to dodge even though he still seemed a little stunned.  Like I was the weird one here.  Then I threw my book as I started edging around the room.  Then I sent the candles flying at his head from the mantle, not even concerned that they were still lit.  A house fire was the least of my problems right now.  At the moment, I was more worried about the weirdo who’d appeared in my vacation rental without using the front door.  That was a real problem, and I was sure that any cop would agree with me on that, if they believed me.

Another problem was that nothing I was throwing at him seemed to hit him.  Not that this would stop me from sending things flying at his head.  But he moved with the swiftness of a cat, never blinking as he dodged the odds and ends that I kept pitching his way.

A book went flying, then a couple of pillows, which wouldn’t have done any damage, but my body seemed to be moving faster than I could think.  I was just about to send a bronze candle holder flying at his head when he seemed to snap out of his shock.  Literally.  He snapped his fingers and I felt my entire body go stiff as a rod.  I was frozen in place from the neck down, completely trapped by some invisible force holding me there.  I tried to scream, but nothing came out.  Not even the rasping whistle of a dry throat.

This was how I was going to die, frozen like a stone statue.  Maybe he’d even turn me into one and leave me out in the garden as an unknown warning to the next poor unfortunate who made the mistake of renting this house.

The murder house.  I’d rented a murder house.  And all of this was terrifying me more than if I’d found a stack of bodies in the basement.  At least then I would have known to get the hell out of here before anyone showed up.  Did this guy own the place and all of this had been set up as a trap?

Well, he couldn’t have picked a better victim!  No one was going to know that I was gone.  Cops probably wouldn’t even know where to start looking!  And then what?  Even if the cops did eventually figure out where I went, all they would do is send out some local small-town cop who wouldn’t stand a chance against this guy.

I was doomed.

“Now then, I’m going to try and not take any of that personally, since that is not usually the way young lasses greet me when I show up at their door”, the stranger said as he took off his hat and sent it zooming away to join his coat by the front door.

He ran his long fingers through his thick, black hair, which shone even in the dim light from the fireplace.  I could even see where the damp ends were curling at the nape of his neck.  It seemed like an odd detail since he had just popped into existence.  He shouldn’t have looked like he had literally been walking in the storm.  But what did I know?  Until a few minutes ago, I was convinced that the only way people got into a building was by using the front door.

“Is it your own personal flare to greet people by throwing things at them?  Because I must say that I don’t think it’s conducive to making new friends, lass”, he carried on casually, like this wasn’t one of the weirdest interactions in the history of conversation.  But at least he wasn’t murdering me...yet.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourself, lass?”

I wanted to argue with him, and point out that he was the one who was trespassing (if this wasn’t actually his house), but nothing would come out.  So I tilted my head (the only part of my body that I could still move) and glared at him pointedly, hoping that it was enough to convey that he had literally made it impossible for me to respond.

“Yes, well, I’m going to trust that unmuting you will not result in more screaming.  I don’t have the energy for screaming fans this evening.”

He snapped his long fingers again and I felt the air around my throat loosen, as though an invisible hand had released me.  It wasn’t as much of a relief as you might think.

“Wh-who are you?” I rasped.  It seemed like the most insignificant question that I could ask, but it also seemed like the only answer that my brain could handle without my head exploding.

“Neil Cornwallace, at your service”, he bowed dramatically, with a wide sweep of his arms.  His accent was even thicker when he said his name, and I realized that it leaned more towards Scottish than English, but that really didn’t matter in the face of everything else.  “And your name would be?” he prompted.

“Aurora Ward”, I whispered.  It probably wasn’t a smart idea to say my real name, but if I was going to die, then I didn’t want to be anonymous.  If he did kill me and bury me on the property, I doubted that he would have the decency to put my name on a headstone.  But if he knew my name, maybe he would see me as a person, and not a very strong one at that, and I’d be able to walk away from this encounter alive (a girl could hope).  “How did you get here?”

“Your basic traveling spell, obviously.  I might have done something more stylish, but it just didn’t seem worth the effort this late at night.  Plus, I didn’t figure that I would be popping in on a party.  Not that you’re not worth the effort, lass”, he added as his eyes skimmed over me and her grinned roguishly.  I was just wearing a pair of black leggings and an oversized T-shirt.  Nothing worth perusal, but Neil seemed to be a big flirt.  That wasn’t going to win him any points with me, especially since I was still essentially his captive.  That wasn’t the kind of thing that made a girl feel particularly special.

Neil sprawled himself out gracefully in one of the chairs.  One long leg crossed over the other while his hands hung artfully off the ends of the arms of the chair.  He was the picture of a man completely at leisure.  Meanwhile, I was still frozen awkwardly in a pose somewhere between doing the chicken dance and the macarena.  But he either didn’t notice or he was used to holding his new acquaintances captive like frozen marionettes.  Again, neither of those options was scoring him any points, and I was determined to hang onto this new indignance...it felt better than being terrified out of my mind.

“You really shouldn’t say ‘obviously’ like I know what you’re talking about”, I informed him stiffly, really struggling to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.  How could he not know that I didn’t know what he was talking about?  I wouldn’t be standing here frozen like an idiot if I knew what a traveling spell was, because it would mean that I would have whatever powers he seemed to have.

“Well, how did you get here, then?”

“I flew in a plane, and then I drove in a car”, I said pointedly.  Wasn’t that how everyone got around?  At least, that was what I thought before Neil had shown up.  Apparently, I was very wrong about that.  But I was sure that the rest of the world would have backed me up on this.

“That seems oddly tedious”, he remarked.

“Well, excuse me, but I can’t just snap my fingers and pop in and out of people’s private rentals”, I snapped sarcastically, losing the feeble hold I had on my emotions.  I only hoped that hysteria wouldn’t kick in, but I couldn’t guarantee it.  I could already feel it bubbling in my chest.  If I could move, I might have started shaking, or crying, or both.  I was good at multi-tasking.

Neil’s eyebrow quirked, and I could see the wheels turning in his mind.  What he had to think about, I had no idea.  But I was pretty sure that I was about to find out, and I didn’t think that I would be able to handle it.

“Are you telling me that you have never used your magick to transport yourself, lass?”

“No, I’m telling you that I don’t have any magic to use.  Before you popped in here, I never even imagined that magic existed!  I bet if you ask most people, they would agree with me that magic only exists in Disney movies and books written by people with a bunch of initials in their names.”

“You have to have magick.  You couldn’t be here if you didn’t”, he frowned.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that no one without magick can set foot in Woolverton.  It’s been a haven for conjurors for centuries because only we can find it.  The Normals know that it is here, but they think that it is just a house.  And they never feel compelled to come closer to it or see inside it.  It’s so heavily enchanted that they instinctively stay away from it.

“But you came here, which means that you must have magick, whether you know how to use it or not”, he frowned for a moment, just staring at me.  I got the feeling that he was trying to work something out, but he didn’t share and I didn’t ask.

“And what if I don’t want to have magic?  What if I don’t want to believe in any of this, and I just want to go back to my mundane life and just think of all of this as some really bad dream?” I challenged him smugly.  I was pretty sure that I could convince myself that none of this had happened if I really put some effort into it.

“You can’t forget who you are”, his lips quirked up in a sympathetic kind of smirk, like I was being young and naïve or something.  The jerk.  “Magick is a part of you, and it will always be a part of you.  And ignoring it would only be detrimental to your existence.”

Yeah, whatever.

For this long, I had been able to live my life without knowing that magic existed, and my life had been just fine.  No abnormal behaviour or happenings that I couldn’t understand.  There was nothing that had ever happened in my life to make me believe that life wasn’t boring and stagnant for everyone on the planet.  Nothing for me to consider, even for a second, that I was missing out on something, or ignoring a part of myself.

I mean, really, if I had magic, I was pretty sure the I would have realized it before now.

“How?  How could ignoring any of this be detrimental to my life?  I’ve lived this long without it being a factor.  And, I might add, I’ve never been in danger before this moment.”

“Have you really lived this long without magick being a factor?” he asked patronizingly, “You wouldn’t be here if you could outrun magick, lass.  Magick will only wait so long before it decides to guide your destiny a little more forcefully.  You’ll realize that after a century or two.  Your existence is not entirely your own, and it never will be.  Destiny will find a way to steer your life, and there is nothing that you can do to avoid it.”

“After a century or two?  How long do you think I’ll be alive for?  How old are you?” I gaped at him.  Looking at Neil, I wouldn’t have guessed that he was any older than twenty-five, even if some of his mannerisms and the way he spoke made him seem a little older.  But weren’t most Europeans like that?  That was at least how I thought of them.

“Not counting my cat lives, I am old enough to have had a front row seat to Anne Boleyn’s beheading.  I actually still have the formal invitation from Henry somewhere, I’m sure”, he looked thoughtful, like he was trying to remember where he’d put it.  But then his eyes focused again, “But I won’t be more specific than that, so don’t even try to get more out of me.”

Henry?  Like King Henry VIII?

But that wasn’t even the weirdest thing that he had said.

“Your cat lives?”

“Ah, yes, I guess you would only consider the common misconception that cats have nine lives, as in, they can spit in the face of death nine times before they meet their demise”, he said nonchalantly.  He seemed to find this conversation boring.  I considered it confusing...and a little intriguing.  I didn’t want to be interested, but there were some things that you couldn’t just ignore.  Plus, I think the adrenaline rushing through my system from the panic of being held captive was trying to find some way to run itself out...making my brain work double time.  It was trying to figure a way out of this mess, it wanted to know more of what Neil was saying, and it was frantically searching for something I might be able to use as a weapon if Neil ever unstuck me.

“Let me guess, I’m wrong about that, too”, I grumbled.

Couldn’t I be right about just one thing today?  Just one little thing?

“No worries, I won’t hold it against you, lass”, he winked at me.  I scowled back at him, but that didn’t seem to offend him at all.  As soon as I was unstuck, I was planning to punch him right on that perfectly straight nose of his.

“All conjurors begin our existences in a feline form, long before we manifest into humans.  Well, actually, we begin our existences in nine feline forms.  We live the full life cycle of nine cats before we are reborn in our human form.  During those nine lives, we need to find either a magickal being or lodging to be able to absorb the magick around us.  That is how we are reborn.  I would say that your friend here is on his ninth life, now.  His aura is very strong”, he gestured to where Duck was still tucked in on the sofa.  Apparently, Neil’s sudden appearance, my shrieking, and this weirdo exchange between us had done nothing to alarm my cat.  He just sat there, watching the exchange between the two of us, seeming bored by what was going on...like this happened every day and he was just waiting for it to be over.

Traitor cat.

“You’re talking about Duck?”

“You named him Duck?  A supernatural being who will have powers to change the world, and you have named him Duck?” Neil asked, seeming personally offended by the choice.

“Well, I didn’t know that he was more than just a cat when he was yowling on my balcony every day.  So, yes, I named him Duck, and he responds to it.  And, personally, I think it’s much more dignified than him having to go through a life being called Fluffy”, I said indignantly.

So there.

As always, Duck knew that he was being talked about, and he sprang down from where he was still curled up on the sofa.  He wandered over to me and wove around my ankles, rubbing up against me affectionately before he meandered over to Neil and leapt up onto his lap.

Again, my cat was a traitor.

“My, my, it’s been a while since I’ve seen a fellow Scotsman”, Neil scratched Duck affectionately behind his folded ears with a long-fingered hand.  Duck purred contentedly as his tail swept in wide arcs against the arm of the chair.  Perfectly content, he settled in for a nice, long rub.

“Is that where you’re from?”

“Where are any of us from, really?  Our existences are mere specks in a cosmos almost impossible to completely understand.”

“Fine”, I bit out, losing the grip I had on my patience, “Is that where you were born?”

“I was born of magick, where we all were born, and passed through one of the gates, which transported me to Scotland, yes.  Though that’s not what it was called, back then.”

“You lost me”, I admitted, “And I’m really tired of standing here like a stone scarecrow.  Could you unfreeze me so that I can at least sit down?”  I was starting to feel the tension in my limbs, frozen like a statue of a discus thrower, and the adrenaline brought on by panic was wearing off.  If Neil was going to kill me, he wasn’t going to do it anytime soon.

Neil eyed me mischievously as his purple eyes skimmed over me, “You do make a lovely ornament for the room.  But I suppose, so long as you promise not to throw any more projectiles at me, it will be fine to release you”, he waved his long fingers through the air and I felt the invisible rigidity around me dissolve, melting away like a block of ice turning into water and draining away.

All of this information was feeling like a shock to the system, and the urge to sit was just too overwhelming.  I knew that I was completely in over my head.  I wasn’t sure that I could believe anything that he was telling me, but I felt like I couldn’t not believe him either.  I’d seen him actually doing magic, using it on me, and not such a small amount that I could think that it was just a trick of the light, or my imagination running away with itself.  But a world with magic?  That was a tough concept to swallow, no matter what.  Ask anyone, I dare you.

The sound of running water made me lift my head to figure out what new horror was heading my way, only to see a teapot floating in the air beside me, pouring a steaming cup of tea which smelled strongly of lemon and cough drops.  The cup swooped through the air and stopped suddenly in front of me, sloshing dangerously against the porcelain and threatening to spill over.  I probably should have been a little wearier when it came to drinking something that had been served to me magically; the food in Wonderland made Alice grow and shrink, and caused her a lot of problems.  But part of me really didn’t care anymore.  My world had already been turned upside down...how could it possibly be worse?

The tea was just the right temperature and just shy of being too sweet.  But it seemed to fortify me as the warm liquid seeped through all of my bones.  All of my frayed nerves smoothed out as I sank back into the sofa and let the serenity roll over me.

“You were saying that I lost you”, Neil prompted after a couple of moments of silence.

“Your birth story is more than a little confusing”, I admitted.

“Right, well, I assume that you grew up an orphan.  I also assume that you have tried to find your parents without much luck”, he sighed as he set down his cup with a resounding clack.

“You’re not wrong”, I admitted grudgingly.  I didn’t talk about my childhood with anyone.  I didn’t like the pity that I would see in their eyes when they found out that I had no parents.  “Did you have the same family situation?”

“Not quite.  I was brought into the world in a time when magick wasn’t seen with quite the same fear and disdain that it is now.  People with magick used to be revered and seen as a form of divinity on Earth.  But over time, magick started to become a sort of stigma, and human nature started to evolve in a way that Normals learned to shun magick without realizing that was what they were doing.  So many babies born with magick have been abandoned by parents who don’t know why their children frighten them.  They only know that it is something safer to be away from; though they usually justify it another way.”

He seemed almost sad as he spoke, and it felt like the first genuine emotion I’d seen from him since he arrived.  Thus far, I hadn’t been convinced that he had the ability to feel that kind of sorrow or sympathy.  I couldn’t be snippy or sarcastic when he looked like he was experiencing real pain.  But he’d said something that was eating away at me.

“So, you’re saying that my parents abandoned me because I was born with magic?” I stared at him, wide-eyed with disbelief.  Of all of the reasons why I thought my parents might have abandoned me, having magic didn’t even come close to the realm of possibility.

“Sadly, yes”, he said sympathetically, “It is not entirely their fault, nor is it yours.  When enough magick is created in this world, it materializes as one of our feline friends.  It lives nine lives, absorbing more magick until it is strong enough to find a host.  That is when our magick is born, for lack of a better word, and is transported to the country of its choice.  At that point, it is transmitted into the strongest human host that it can find, ensuring that the magickal life force will be able to survive for as long as it can.  And then the child is born with magick.”

“You make it all sound like recycling, with collecting, sorting, processing, and making something new”, I muttered.  I drank down another gulp of tea.  It was really helping me to focus on (and attempt to understand) all of the information coming my way.

“It is, in a way, but that is how all life cycles exist here.  That it why they are called life cycles.”

“But where and how are they ‘sorted’, for lack of a better word?”  I was pretty sure that I’d never seen a magical souls depot anywhere.  It would have been bigger news, for sure.

“The place that no Normal has ever been able to explain, of course”, he grinned, “Stonehenge.”

“Wh-what?” I sputtered, setting my now empty cup down on the coffee table, “Stonehenge is essentially a magical FedEx depot?”

“That is a modern interpretation, but accurate.  When our magick is strong enough, it concentrates itself there, then chooses a gateway to pass through, bringing it to different continents around the world.  The rest is supernatural selection, if you will.”

And that was the point when my mind was officially blown.  I couldn’t have taken in more information even if I wanted to.  I was at capacity, and my whole plan for a peaceful night had gone completely sideways.

“I think I need to go to bed”, I muttered.

“Yes, I’m quite knackered myself”, Neil admitted.

I paused.

“So, you’re really going to stay here?”

“I’ve always enjoyed my stays at Woolverton in the past.  I see no reason to change my plans.”

I still wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea, but I knew that I couldn’t just kick him out...literally.  He was way more powerful than I was.  Plus, this place seemed to be a kind of sanctuary.  It wasn’t my private property.  If I really couldn’t handle the roommate situation, I would find somewhere else to stay in the morning.

Maybe I would look into that as soon as I got to my room.

“I assume that you have taken the Morningstar suite”, Neil sighed.

“I have no idea”, I muttered.

“The one with the constellations stitched into the bed curtains”, he added.

“Oh, then yes.”

“Figures”, he sighed, “That room does have the best view in the house.  Well, I suppose the Moondew room will do.  I always have enjoyed a bit of mood lighting”, he winked at me roguishly, then disappeared (before I had the chance to call him a pig), leaving Duck curled up on the chair.  His head twisted around, wondering why he was no longer being rubbed when he had been enjoying it so much.

Poor Duck.

I scooped him up and carried him out of the room, not sure that I would be able to sleep a wink for the rest of the night.  But even if I couldn’t, I would be using those hours to decide just how fast I could get away from Woolverton Place.

d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





