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Chapter One

 


Three Sisters
Mountain Manor

 


9:40 P.M. CDT, Sunday, August 29th

 


“Admit it, you’re a mess.” My words were thick with accusation
as I showed her the bottle. The lines separating a mother from her
daughter began to blur, the tighter my fist clenched around exhibit
#1: the medication bottle. “I found this in the trash.”

Angelique placed the soda she’d been sipping onto the kitchen
counter. “Stop worrying about me. Honey, I’m fine. It was an accident—those merely
fell into the garbage earlier,” she said. A bead of condensation
rolled down the side of the aluminum can, seeping into a chip in
the counter.

“Do you take me for an idiot? The trash isn’t exactly
accessible.” I pointed to the cupboard beneath the kitchen sink. As
I leaned forward my wet hair hung over my face. I’d gone and dyed
my locks red a few weeks earlier. Fortunately, the color had faded
after two washes.

“It’s completely plausible it fell under the sink,” she argued.
Angelique turned to search the deserted street outside our tattered
screen door—her actions were a clear indication of what I’d
suspected all along.

“Please, look at me for one minute, and don’t start with one of
your conspiracy theories—seriously—I can’t take another.
This full bottle
was in the washroom trash. I found it after taking a shower.” A
knowing expression dawned on her face…she’d been caught in another
lie. “You haven’t been taking your prescription. Why?” I shoved a
hand into the pocket of my cut-off shorts and pulled out the
telephone wiretap.


Angelique’s eyes narrowed in on it. “Teddy, give me the bug,”
she demanded, placing a thin hand on my shoulder.

I tore
out of her grasp. “In case you missed the memo, this isn’t normal.
It’s not okay to spy on me. Angelique, I’m not your naïve little
girl anymore.” I held up the listening device. “Your sickness is
worse than ever. Your paranoia is out of control—you need help. I’m
tired of trying to fix it.”

“I’m fine,” Angelique shrilled. Her hair was matted to her
forehead, saturated with the humidity. “You have to trust me. I
have my reasons.”

“I want to trust you.” I noted how her cheeks and eyes had
sunken in. God, she wasn’t eating again. Her anxiety had worsened
significantly since my sixteenth birthday. Lately, she’d watched me
like I was going to burst into a man-eating tarantula at any
moment. “You make it hard.”

“You can’t possibly understand.” She reached over to tug at my
arm, resulting in a tussle over the bug. “Give me that already—it’s
not yours,” she ordered.

As I
ducked out of the way, she jerked my arm. “Let me go!” I tried to
snatch my arm away.

“Please, can you try to keep your voice down?” She released me,
only to glance outside in search of her imaginary
tormentors.

“Why can’t you try to be a normal mother?” I asked,
red-faced.

“It was never in the cards for you, honey.” She pushed a limp
strand of brunette hair out of her face.

“You don’t listen, not even to the doctors,” I said sadly. “Try
to keep care of yourself.” Taking aim, I flung the bottle against
the refrigerator and watched with disdain as it burst open, sending
pills spewing across the floor. Many of them disappeared into a
filthy crack in the linoleum floor under the counter. “I’m not your
babysitter!” Angelique stood rigidly, staring down at the pills.
Considering her current state of mental health, and knowing my
mother, she was probably asking herself if they could possibly be
poisoned.

I opened
my mouth, then closed it, and then opened it again. “Forget
this—I’m done.” I threw my fists up into the air.

“Teddy,” Angelique shouted as I ran from the house. “Get back
here this instant,” she ordered. “It’s dangerous—”

I
slammed the squeaking screen door behind me, cutting her
off.

If I
wasn’t so livid I’d have taken notice of the police car sitting at
the end of our street, but it was too late: the cops were stepping
out of the car. An officer waved me over. Angelique was going to
lose it on them, and it was my fault.

Making my way toward the cops, I started to panic.
What should I say?

“Hello there,” the first officer said. “Is everything
okay?”

“Yeah, nothing to report.” I stared down at my sneakers, not
wanting to meet their cynical gazes.

“What’s your name?” the second asked.

“Teddy Owens, sir.”

“How old are you?” He leaned against his cruiser, tilting his
head to the side to consider me.

“Sixteen—at the beginning of August.” I cringed as the screen
door on our house banged shut. The officers wore amused expressions
as Angelique stomped toward us. They wouldn’t be smiling if they
knew what she was capable of.

“It’s going to be one of those
nights,” the first officer said under his
breath.

It was
one of the last times I’d play the role of an innocent
spectator.

 


~Two Weeks Later~

1:15 A.M. MDT, Sunday, September 12th

After
the authorities had placed Angelique on an involuntary hold she was
shipped off to the psych ward—spewing nonsense the whole way about
an alliance of human mutations. I spent two miserable weeks in
temporary custody with an old couple that drank too much tea.
Luckily, or maybe unluckily, my social worker Tulia Rivera managed
to work a miracle and track down Angelique’s only living family
member: a long-lost brother, Delmont Owens.

Tulia had been dead set on keeping me out of the foster care
system—I’d been resigned to ending up there, mainly because I
didn’t know who my dad was. As it turned out, fourteen years ago my
uncle had emigrated from England to Canada, to work as an investor
of some sort. Even though I was more than cynical of my uncle’s
story, to Tulia, the most important part was he had no criminal
record—and on top of being willing, he was financially secure
enough to care for me. To convince me of my good fortune, Tulia
showed me a photo, and even I had to admit we did resemble each
other, a lot: both with an Angelina Jolie pouty lip, almond-shaped
emerald green eyes, and naturally blonde hair. Soon after, my uncle
pulled a few strings with friends in high places and I was shipped
off by the state to live at Three Sisters
Mountain Manor.

“I hate insomnia.” I hadn’t slept well in days. Not since I’d
been taken away from home. I pushed my comforter away and peered
down at the cat near the foot of the four-post bed. The cat’s coat
was shining darker than the espresso stain of the bed frame as she
stretched out her paws, baring her pointed claws. I tapped my
fingers against the intricate detail in the headboard. With a
frustrated sigh I threw off the rest of the comforter. “This is
hopeless.” I stepped out of the bed and curled my toes on the cold
floor as I walked over to the window. My gaze narrowed in on a
light piercing the darkness like a knight’s sword. “Maybe fresh air
is the key to defeating a sleep issue?” I turned from the
window.

With
calculating yellow eyes, Koko didn’t dare blink as I slipped on a
jacket. “What are you worried about?” I pulled on my sneakers.
“There aren’t any man-eating moose out tonight—are
there?”

A motion detector blinked as I tiptoed down the hallway of the
manor. Koko followed in hot pursuit, dodging flecks of mud falling
off my shoes. I waved apologetically at a security camera as I
passed. This manor was as strongly guarded as The Louvre. I couldn’t help but
wonder if my uncle struggled with paranoia as Angelique did. Why
else would anyone need all these cameras? It was like I’d moved
from Corpus to a whole other world, hidden deep in the Rocky
Mountains.

The
manor’s grand foyer, as the housekeeper had called it, was cloaked
in darkness. Mr. Green, the butler, was certainly fast asleep in
his apartment at this hour. Pretending to be a Charlie’s Angel, I
stealthily snuck down the staircase and headed toward the kitchen.
If I remembered correctly, the cook mentioned there was a door
there, which opened onto a patio area.

A moment
later, as I reached for my target—the doorknob—I closed my palm
around it and turned carefully, fully expecting it to disintegrate
into my palm with a sudden movement. Unfortunately, as I feared
when the door clicked open the security system made a loud beeping
noise. One of several cameras whirred as it moved to stare down at
me with a creepy mechanical eye.

“Leave me alone,” I muttered under my breath. I reached over
for a telephone book on an entryway table and headed out the door.
“They still make these?” I whispered to Koko. With a shove, I
lodged the book between the door and frame.

It took
less than a minute before Koko and I had entered a wooded area. We
followed a paved pathway, enjoying the crisp air tickling my nose.
It would have been a perfect night to escape, if we weren’t
surrounded by soldier-like trees, their branches stretched out like
arms trying to capture—I totally know how Snow White felt. And to
be honest, I had nowhere to go.

The
crisp smell of bark and pinecones was my new reality. Their scent
was thick in the air as a sliver of the moon shone down, casting an
indigo shadow over my uncle’s remote estate. I shivered as the
breeze drifted through my hair. The leaves of the trees fluttered
like a stadium full of clapping hands.

“Koko? Do you hear that flapping noise?”

A
high-pitched screech echoed through the night.

I
stooped to pick her up, covering my head with an arm. There was a
beastly bird stalking us, I could hear its heavy wings beating the
air black and blue above us. I’d been battling an uneasy feeling
all evening—this certainly wasn’t helping me to erase my anxiety.
Out here, amongst nature and all its glory, the estate seemed
darker and scarier than it had in the warmth of the Rocky Mountain
sunlight.

“What is this Canmore place like?” I
had asked Tulia.

“Couldn’t tell yah, Teddy,” she said,
flipping through the contents of a manila envelope.

“Aren’t there polar bears in Alberta?” I asked, flinching as I imagined a sparse land of man-hungry
animals with pointed teeth. “Heck, I’m
afraid of anything with sharp canines.” Goodbye, rattlesnakes. Hello, carnivores.

“Maybe you’ll like it there—you’re lucky it is the beginning
of a new school year.” Tulia smiled,
bending her head over her papers. “Think
about it,” she’d said off-hand.
“No more sharks and alligators to worry
about.”

“I’ll take an alligator over a grizzly bear,”
I’d grumbled. “And the
ocean over a hulking mound of rock.”

Back at
the manor, I was relieved to hear the heavy flaps of the eagle’s
departure.

“Looks like you won’t be bird food tonight,” I assured Koko,
hugging her as we continued on past a bend, after which a pristine
cabin appeared like an apparition. On the west side of the
carefully trimmed front yard was a swaying hammock—the kind one
would buy from a street vendor. With Koko hugging my chest, I
approached and carefully put a hand out to sit down. The hammock
ropes creaked with my weight as I leaned back to stare up at the
twinkling stars, pushing back and forth with a foot.

“What are you doing?” a young man’s voice asked. Startled, Koko
scrambled off my chest. “Dude, it’s the middle of the night.
Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

Seriously, I want to hide under the hammock. I know whom this
voice belongs to.

“Why does it matter?” I asked slowly recovering from my
surprise. “Dude,” I added sarcastically.

“It doesn’t—but it’s two o’clock in the morning,” he said,
stepping out from the shadow of an evergreen. The light filtering
over the hammocks from a nearby yard light provided me with my
first glimpse of his boyish face. I was pleasantly surprised to see
he had dark brown hair and a mass of curls on his head, which
totally looked better on a guy than I’d have guessed. His hair was
messed up like he’d just rolled out of bed. Oh wait, he
probably had just
rolled out of bed. Even his blue jeans were rumpled like he’d
snatched them off his bedroom floor.

“Let me guess.” He placed a callused hand to his chin. “You
were...out for a late-night stroll.” He stepped closer with a
mock-serious expression. “And then you somehow lost your way,” he
smirked. “You came here...because?”

“I couldn’t sleep and thought fresh air would help.” I blushed.
“Am I in trouble for trespassing?”

“Nah,” he grinned. “You’re not in trouble.”

Up close I noted he was a couple inches taller than I was and
definitely my type—it was totally the mop of curls laying in wisps
across his forehead. I was pleased to see he also had a kind
smile. Oh, save me now, and he had dimples in both cheeks. I loved dimples.

“You must be Theodora Owens,” he said, his voice distracting me
from staring at his dimpled smile. “I’m Kane Piers: the estate
gardener’s grandson.” He stuck a broad hand out toward
me.

“Hey.” I shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” Shaking
myself out of a stupor after being blindsided by the dimples, I
somehow managed to say, “Call me Teddy, Teddy Owens. I despise the
name Theodora.”

“Cool,” he smiled, “Teddy.” We held hands about ten seconds too
long. It was Kane who pulled his hand away first. “Nice,” he
grinned. I caught a mischievous glint in his eyes as he noticed my
lavender pyjamas. Seriously, I probably looked like some halfwit
trespassing lunatic sitting in her jammies. Perfect. Kane tried to hide another
smirk behind his arm. “Glad to finally meet you.”

“What’s funny?” I asked, blushing again.

“Nothing.” Kane steadied the hammock and squeezed in to sit
next to me. We fell awkwardly into each other as the hammock bent
in the middle. He placed an arm protectively around my waist to
steady us, pausing for a second to smell my hair, sending tingles
up my spine. He frowned.

“I’m sorry for waking you up.”

He
shifted, taking back his arm, and bent his head to the side to
consider me. “I’ll forgive you, but only this one time.” He filled
his lungs with a deep breath. “But don’t get me wrong.”

“Wrong?” I asked, looking down at my foot.

“Teddy, you really shouldn’t be sneaking around the estate by
yourself at night.” His brow furrowed. “What if you were mistaken
for an intruder?”

What? Do they shoot intruders upon first sight around
here?

“I’m not—and I wasn’t,” I stressed. “But thanks for the advice.
I’ll try not to walk around on your property in the
future.”

He
placed an arm over his forehead and leaned back, copying me, but
looked way more comfortable than me. It was like he was one with
nature…Kane belonged here in the mountains. I did not.

“By the way,” Kane patted my knee, “don’t worry about the
pyjamas.”

I hugged
my arms to my chest. “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t
notice.”

Kane kept one of his legs dangling. “I like it.” He
shrugged. Good! “We’re pretty casual around here.” He plucked at his forest
green windbreaker.

I
nodded, pleased. “Good to know.” Maybe I would fit in around the
manor after all.

Koko was sitting by the cabin listening to our conversation,
closely. “Koko, here girl,” I urged, reaching a hand out toward
her. She didn’t move, merely cast me a please don’t patronize me look. “Have
you ever noticed that Koko acts...weird?”

“You think Koko is...weird?” Kane asked, jostling the hammock.
“What did she do?”

“I can’t put my finger on what’s different about her,” I
admitted.

Kane’s
jaw went slack as he stared over at Koko, then back at me, like he
wasn’t sure what to say. “She only wants to make sure you’re
okay.”

“How do you know what Koko is thinking?” I asked with my eyebrows knit
together.

Kane
touched his forehead and wiggled his own brow. “I read
minds.”

An
awkward silence followed.

I was
waiting for the punch line, but it became apparent there was none.
“Are you trying to be funny...or serious?” I asked after a
moment.

Kane
laughed and burrowed his head into his hand. “You’re funny.” He
raised his head, and even his eyes were smiling. “No—of course I
can’t read minds. I’m not a telepath.”

“You never know,” I said leaning toward Kane, drawn to him.
“There are people in this world who do some strange
things.”

“True.” He nodded, but I couldn’t help note he had pulled away
from me slightly. Maybe he wasn’t interested the way I was? “Can
you do anything out of the ordinary, Teddy?” Kane asked, jostling
the hammock as he sat up shoving both hands into his jacket
pockets. I couldn’t help having the distinct impression he didn’t
trust them out in the open—what had I said?

I
snorted…and it was definitely not attractive. “I’m simply Teddy
Owens from Corpus. No mind reading. No future telling—and to be
honest not much of anything special. All I really have is a wealthy
uncle, and I still haven’t met him yet.”

Kane’s
mouth fell open. “Teddy,” he choked out. “It’s impossible for you
to be, ordinary.”

“You don’t even know anything about me.”

“You’re an Owens—I don’t think Owenses know how to do
ordinary.” His words were said with such conviction even
I almost believed
him.

I
sighed, burrowing my chin in my chest. “You’d know better than me.
The only Owens, other than myself, I’ve ever actually met certainly
does redefine the word.”

“You’re talking about your mom, aren’t you—it’s been a tough
go, hey?” His words were full of compassion.

I placed a hand to my cheek, turning my neck slowly to face
him. “Let me guess, you know about my mother’s issues?”
Of course he did. Everyone working at the manor
was probably talking about Delmont’s poor niece and her crazy
mother.

“Yeah, I know,” he said.

I
lowered my gaze to stare at the ground as we creaked back and
forth. “Great,” I muttered mostly to myself.

Kane sat
up and lowered his other leg, grasping the hammock with his hands.
“Well.” He was staring at me out of the corner of his eye. “I
should head back to bed—school tomorrow.”

“Hey, Kane?” I said trying to stall his leaving. “Before you
go...can you promise me one thing?”

“What’s that?” he asked. Both his feet were firmly planted on
the ground as he prepared to stand.

“Don’t tell anyone my name—seriously. I hate it.”

“Sure, Teddy,” Kane said. He stood up, leaving me alone on the
hammock. It was instantly uncomfortable without his warmth. Kane
leaned a shoulder on the tree trunk, frowning down at me. “Did your
mom ever tell you anything about taking oaths?” he asked
curiously.

“Sure—she told me never to make a promise I couldn’t keep.” I
rubbed my hands together to fight off the cold.

Kane
smiled. I was relieved to see it. “Good,” he said. “Would you be
willing to make a forever promise? You know, the kind you can’t
take back?”

“It depends on the promise.” I lowered both my legs to the
ground.

“Dude, what if it would save lives if you didn’t make the promise?” Kane
asked.

“Easy, then I wouldn’t promise anything.”

“But what if either way you’d save lives—and either way people
would die?”

I pulled
my shoulders to my ears. “Honestly, it sounds like an impossible
situation. I don’t think there’s a right answer.”

“Promises make this world go around, Teddy,” Kane said
hauntingly.

“Why do I get the distinct feeling this isn’t about our
promise not to
talk about my name?” I stood up, wanting to feel him close to me
again.

Stepping
away from the tree, Kane lowered his arms. “Oh I haven’t forgotten
about our promise. Dude, but we totally have to make it binding—for
fun.” He held out an open palm toward me.

I stared
at his palm, uncertain. “Do you want me to shake on it?”

Kane
twitched his pinkie finger. “We need to make an earth-shattering,
life altering...pinkie oath.”

“Life altering and earth shattering?” I tried to keep a
straight face. “Wow, that’s serious stuff.”

“Yep—are you willing to make that kind of an oath?” Kane asked
cocking his head to one side. “Pretend it is unbreakable. The
forever kind of promise.”

“Are you serious?” I met his gaze and my cheeks probably could
have lit a fire.

“Yeah,” he said, taking a long deep breath. This pinkie oath business was sure important to
him.

“If those are the terms…” I held up my pinkie, trying to keep a
straight face. “It’s a promise.”

“Teddy Owens.” Kane stooped to wrap
his pinkie around mine, smiling shyly. “I swear from this moment on
to never bring up the name which shall not
be spoken.” The polite laughter in his eyes
shadowed over for a moment. “Do you accept this pinkie swear
oath?”

Charmed,
I grinned ear to ear. His hand closed around mine, his fingers
wrapping around mine. I loved how safe he made me feel. It was like
we could take on the world together.

“I do—Sir Kane.” Was it possible to fall in love at first
sight? I didn’t think so, until now.

“Maybe I’m Sir Lancelot,” Kane said, as he let go of my hand.
He stepped away, his cheeks flushing brighter than mine. “Either
way—we’re in for a truck load of trouble.”

“Why would we be in trouble?” I asked. He’d pulled away fast as
a rodeo bull out of the chute.

Kane
stared up at the stars twinkling up above. I marveled at the way
his face shone in the mixture of moonlight and porch light. The
hollows of his eyes and cheekbones had shadowed over, creating an
air of mystery about him. “Teddy, consider me your friend. As your
friend, I should let you know—if you’re like any of the Owenses
I’ve known—trouble is never far behind.”

 



Chapter
Two



Timbuktu?

 


2:20 A.M. MST, Sunday, September 12th

 


“Teddy, we should head back now,” Kane said, rubbing the back
of his neck and taking another step away from me.

“I was planning to head back about now anyway,” I said slowly,
not wanting to spook him again.

“Can you promise me something,” he asked, still wearing a
troubled expression. What was the problem? We’d been having such a
nice moment.

“What?” I asked. It would have been polite, if earlier he had
mentioned there would be strings attached to our ‘forever’ pinkie
swear.

“I want you to promise not to wander around at night. It’s
dangerous.” The serious edge to his request sent a shiver up my
spine.

I rubbed
my arms. “Do you want to pinkie swear again?” I asked, trying to
lighten the mood.

“No, but don’t go poking your nose into things you don’t
understand.” Kane glanced back toward the cabin. There were no
lights on inside. “I had to learn this the hard way,” he
said.

Was
there something so terrible on this estate I should be as worried?
“Be honest—did you come out here to lecture me?” I wondered. “What
happened to make you so nervous?”

“I don’t like to talk about my life story.” He paused and
stared down at his hands. “Anyway,” he said, “I heard your Uncle
Delmont is helping you out, because of your mom
troubles?”

Hiding
my embarrassment was like hiding an elephant behind a teapot.
“Well, to be honest, I don’t like to talk about her.”

“Don’t worry about what anyone else thinks,” he
said.

“I don’t want people asking me about her,” I
admitted.

Kane
stared at me intensely for a moment. He sighed. I wasn’t sure if it
was a sigh of frustration or of acceptance.

“Teddy, your innocence is sweet. I like it. However,
considering everything, it could be dangerous...” his words trailed
off.

What was
there to consider? It wasn’t like I was a porcelain doll—heck—just
living day to day was dangerous for everyone. I merely didn’t want
to explain Angelique’s sickness to anyone. I still didn’t get
it.

“I have an idea.” I looked up to search the night sky for the
luckiest star. “Kane, see that star.” I pointed. “Right there—the
brightest one.” He looked up trying to find the star I was pointing
at.

“Do you see it?”

“I think I see the brightest star.” Kane narrowed in on a star.
“Um, Teddy, what if it’s a planet...or a satellite?”

“Doesn’t matter. Now, make a promise on your star—it’s like
making a wish, but if you go back on your star promise it’ll be bad
karma. I call it a wish-promise.”

“What should I wish-promise?” he asked.

“Wish-promise...you won’t ask any questions about Angelique. I
don’t want everyone in town knowing about my trouble back in
Texas.”

“I wish-promise on the brightest star,” Kane said without
hesitation. “I won’t ask about her, but...” I hated the word
“but” and when it
was followed by a silence it could only mean trouble. “Wish-promise
me you’ll stay out of trouble.”

“That’s a broad promise to make,” I said weakly. “I
can promise to
try and stay out of
trouble,” I added quietly, “but only if you tell me what the big
secret is around here.”

Kane
wrenched his gaze away from the sky.

“Dude, there is no secret—what are you talking
about?”

“Fine, don’t tell me,” I huffed. “I should head back. If Ms.
Lillian discovers I’m missing she’ll be looking for me like a pit
bull.”

“Ms. Lillian is more like a golden retriever than a pit bull.”
Kane buried his hands deep into his pockets. “Believe me—I know a
few pit bull types.”

“Good to know.” I shuffled my feet as I remembered the creepy
eagle. “If it’s alright, can you walk me back to the manor?”
And, if it’s okay, can we go back to being
romantic?

Kane
placed a hand on the small of my back as he guided me back down the
path. “I’d always intended to walk with you back,” he whispered
near my ear.

Okay, this was nice, but there was no reason to be feeling
giddy about him touching me.

“Hey,” he asked. “What is your first period class on Tuesday?”
Kane somehow knew I’d been ordered to stay home until Tuesday. Ms.
Lillian said it was to allow for time to adjust. I’d rather go to
school.

“Math with—,” I paused as I tried to remember, “—I think her
name is Mrs. Jordan.”

Kane
placed a warm hand on my shoulder. “Dude, I have her first period
too, but it’s not really my cup of tea.”

“Really?” I laughed. “Are you an anti-academic
jock?”

The
curls on his forehead fluttered in the wind. “No, and I totally
don’t dig the whole dumb jock mentality.”

I
smiled. “Good—and I agree it’s a silly stereotype.”

A few
minutes later Kane and I stood on the patio outside the kitchen—the
door was still propped open with a telephone book. We both shifted
back and forth on our feet as Koko slipped back inside…leaving us
alone.

“Kane, before you go,” I rushed to say as he started to turn
away. I grabbed his arm. “Thank you.”

Kane
stared down at my hand. I felt uncertain. Maybe I’d imagined us
connecting earlier. I dropped it to my side.

“Sorry,” I apologized, looking away.

“It’s fine,” he said, and then tenderly reached over to touch
my cheek with the back of his warm hand. I looked up at him,
surprised. He also looked a bit taken aback, as though his arm had
moved without his permission.

With his
other hand Kane reached over to fiddle with the zipper on my
jacket. I tried my best to ignore the excited swelling in my chest.
He took both my hands in his—was he going to kiss me? He didn’t.
Instead he let go of my hands, and then took a step back, putting a
sensible distance between us.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“It’s fine. I’ll see you at school,” I whispered
weakly.

“Yeah, see you Monday,” he said, having done a three hundred
sixty-degree turn in about three seconds flat. I kicked the
phonebook out of the way a little too aggressively. The door
slammed shut.

 


~Two Days Earlier~

2:00 P.M. MST, Friday, September 10th

Where was this manor, in Timbuktu? I
wondered after Ms. Lillian had picked me up from the airport. We’d
been driving at least an hour and half, leaving the city behind
us.

Earlier
in the morning, after a sleepy drive to Houston, Tulia had dropped
me off at the airport. “Teddy,” she’d said, “Angelique has been
transferred to a dissociative personality center in Los Angeles. A
specialist there took an interest in her case—and in the other
personality she calls Lynette.”

“She needs all the help she can get,” I’d said, slumping in my
seat.

I played
with a frayed end of my hair, rubbing the split strands between two
fingers. Was it possible to wear hair dye off with
friction?

I admit,
for a pathetic moment I had searched for a polar bear or man-eating
moose out the airplane window when the plane landed at Calgary
International. It was a positive sign when I didn’t see any wild
animals. The Canadian customs agent was a tired looking Asian lady.
She read my passport and then looked me up and down.

“Miss Owens.” She closed the passport. “Why are you coming into
Canada?”

“I’m visitin’ my uncle, Delmont Owens.”

Her dark
eyes narrowed. “And where does your uncle live?”

“Canmore, Alberta.”

“How long do you plan on staying?”

“A week.” If I had somewhere else to
go, it was the truth. She handed back the
passport.

A couple hours later and Ms. Lillian had driven down a long,
but picturesque mountain highway lined with spruce trees and then
turned onto a roughly paved and winding side road—hence, Timbuktu.
Finally, she slowed as we approached a substantial black iron gate.
The walls on either side of the gate were stone and at least
fourteen feet high. A couple of gigantic security guards in navy
blue uniforms were standing near the gate. One man was taller than
the other and looked like Andre the Giant, the other was half the
height—still large by my standards—and had lighter hair. In a fancy
calligraphic scroll on the side of the rock wall were the words
‘Three Sisters Mountain Manor’.

“Three Sisters is the name of that mountain,” Ms. Lillian
explained, gesturing toward the jagged triple peaks overhead. She
slowed the vehicle to a crawl and powered down her
window.

“Hello, Barney. Fred.” She waved a manicured hand as we waited
for the gates to fully open.

“Please tell me their names aren’t really Fred and Barney?” I
asked as we accelerated past.

“We like to tease them,” Ms. Lillian said as she stared back in
her rear view mirror, examining her short grey, perfectly styled
hair. She smiled. “Fred and Barney are their nicknames.”

“It’s funny.”

I played
off my sudden interest in their names by powering down my window
and pulling on my hood. There were billowing bushes on either side
of the road. Would it snow by Christmas? I had convinced myself
Santa Claus couldn’t land on a roof that was not covered with snow.
Obviously, Santa had never visited me.

We took a bend in the road and my gaze was torn away from the
tranquil landscaping of evergreens and crab apple trees when
epic Three Sisters Mountain Manor
erupted into view. The manor was an English
Baroque style mansion and what I thought Pemberley Hall would have looked like
in Jane Austen’s Pride and
Prejudice. It felt out of place in the land
of ski lodges and log cabins.

“Impressive.”

I didn’t
know what else to say. All I knew was that Uncle Delmont and I
would not have much in common at all.

The
venerable manor had a grand, circle-shaped driveway. Across three
stories of the manor’s stone walls were tall windows. The windows
reminded me of castles from fairytales. A huge cherry wood door was
the focal point of the entrance where four columns supported a
covered porch.

The
white-haired butler, who looked like he had a surfboard clasped to
his back, smiled at me as we drove up. He held the door open for us
and his eyes crinkled like a grandfather’s would with a friendly
smile.

“Hello, Miss Owens. I’m Mr. Green, pleased to meet you.”

“Hi,” I said shortly.

A marble
staircase with dark stained mahogany railings graced us with its
regal presence, beckoning us to continue onto the second level. In
the center of the foyer there was a massive ceramic vase. Ms.
Lillian gestured for me to follow her up the staircase.

“Your new room is on the second floor.”

The
front door clicked shut behind me. Mr. Green did not follow us up
the stairs. Down the hall a vaulted ceiling was showcased by
floor-to-ceiling windows. The ceiling was held up by impressive,
distressed wooden beams and columns. Ms. Lillian stopped in front
of a door framed by two wooden beams. She gestured for me to enter
and stepped aside.

“Dear, I do hope you like your room.”

I took
my first step into the room. I swallowed.


Everything was...immaculate. The bedroom was charmingly
decorated in a way most teenage girls desired: all white, fuchsia,
expensive and frilly. Curled up in a ball in the center of the
four-post bed near a soaring window was a little black cat. The
cat’s head poked up out of the plush fabric to greet me with
curious amber eyes.


Pretending this extravagance was nothing new for me, I said
through a frog in my throat, “Who is this little guy?”

“Her name is Koko,” Ms. Lillian informed me.

I sat carefully on the bed and scratched behind
her ears.

“Hey there, Koko,” I said.

“Here you go now.” Mr. Green entered and placed my backpack on
the bed. “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything else, Miss
Owens,” he said, bowing slightly.

“Thanks, but please call me Teddy.”

“As you wish, Miss Teddy,” he replied with a stiff bow and
retreated through the open door.

Dropping
off the bed, I walked closer to the window. Behind a large
greenhouse one could see the front porch of a simple two-story log
cabin.

“Here is your en-suite bathroom.” Ms. Lillian’s voice caused me
to turn around again. She was pointing to a closed door.

“And your closet.”

I
glanced over at the door.

“I’ll have to check it out,” I said.

The
housekeeper smoothed her crisply ironed shirt and flattened her
palms against the expensive fabric of her pintuck skirt—she was
dressed like a Dillard’s sales lady.

“I’m sure you need a few moments. My girl, I’ll return in a
half an hour to show you to the kitchen.”

“Thanks, I’d actually like a few moments to myself...before any
more tours.”

“I’ll leave you to it.” Ms. Lillian gently pulled the door
closed behind her.

I turned
back to the window to stare outside and my gaze narrowed. Inside
the greenhouse two people moved slowly through the rows of
hydrangeas with a long watering hose in hand. One was an older man
with short grey hair and a younger man with curly dark brown hair,
wearing a black sweater, which appeared to hug his athletic build.
I couldn’t see his face because it was blocked by plants. I leaned
forward and squinted while trying to gaze past the greenery. I felt
like a voyeur. He must have felt my gaze because he looked up and
our eyes locked for a half a second.

“OMG!” I ducked onto the floor and buried my head in my knees.
“Koko—he saw me totally checking him out!” I groaned in
horror.

When I
did have a chance meeting with Kane Piers two days later, the idea
of living on my uncle’s mountain estate suddenly didn’t seem so
lonely after all.

 


 


 


 


11:00 A.M. MST/MDT, Monday, September
13th

I awoke
to golden rays spilling through my bedroom window, the towering
snow-capped Three Sister Mountains a heavenly backdrop. I stayed in
bed adjusting to the light and replayed the run-in with Kane during
the night over—and over—again. After all the serious contemplation,
all I concluded was there was definitely something suspicious going
on around this estate. At 11:40 a.m. I decided to make it my
business to find out what was going on. I jumped in the shower,
then dressed casually in my typical jeans and t-shirt and headed
downstairs for lunch.

Ms. Lillian was already at the mahogany kitchen table reading
the New York Times on her laptop, sipping her soup from a steaming bowl. I sat
down next to her wondering why she didn’t read the local news. The
cook, Mrs. Abasi, was quick to bring me over soup. She was petite,
barely as tall as I, sitting in a chair.

“Teddy,” Ms. Lillian said looking up. “I’m going into town.
Would you like to come along?” she asked.

“If it’s alright...I’d like to stay here at the manor,” I said.
“I don’t feel much like going anywhere.”

Ms.
Lillian looked downcast. “What are your plans, my girl?”

I looked sheepish. “I was
hoping you could trim my hair, that’s if you’re
not busy—it doesn’t need to be anything fancy.” I pointed to my
grown out roots. “Don’t know if you noticed, but I need it fairly
badly.”

“I’d love to,” Ms. Lillian said and lowered her spoon. “I’ll
leave for town this afternoon. I’m yours for the next couple hours,
if you’d like.”

“I’d like it,” I replied, smiling for the first time since I’d
arrived. After lunch we headed upstairs to start my makeover. I
should not have been surprised there was a hair salon in the manor.
The room was even complete with a salon chair and a brightly lit
mirror—the kind with lights all around the edge.

I sat
down in the chair and stared at my make-up free reflection in the
mirror. “Ms. Lillian, here’s to hoping you’re a miracle worker.” I
met her gaze in the mirror.

“This will be easy as pie.” She smiled. “I have the perfect
model. I’ve been cutting my nephew’s hair for years,” Ms. Lillian
said, taking out a pair of scissors from a case.

Please don’t make me look like a little
boy, I silently wished.

“What would you like me to do?” she wondered. “Just a cut, or
more red, maybe brown—blonde?”

“Do you have the dye for hair colors?”

“Oh yes, most colors.”

“Then lime green, yes. Red, no—and not purple,” I instructed
with a grin.

“Alright...”

I held
the side of my hand up to my jaw and considered my reflection. “I’m
totally joking about the lime green. I want my natural color
back.”

“Whatever you’d like, dear.”

It
scared me a little Ms. Lillian would have accepted any
whim.

“Do you feel brave enough to trim it to the jaw line?” I ran my
fingers through my tresses, which currently fell just below my
shoulders.

“That’s more than a trim,” she noted, running her fingers
through the back of my raggedy strands. Ms. Lillian studied my
frayed roots. “Girl,” she clicked her tongue against the top of her
mouth. “You have natural blonde hair, the color of grass in the
Serengeti, like your uncle.”

“Yeah…or maybe my dad was blond.” I shrugged.

The
hands running through my hair paused.

“That’s possible,” she said with an edge. Ms. Lillian ran her
hands down the length of my hair to just below my shoulder blades.
“Are you sure about losing this length?”

“Cut it off—it’s all split ends.”

I was
enamored with the way Ms. Lillian stripped the red color out of my
hair, and then dyed my hair the same shade of blonde as my roots.
The woman had done this before. She was talented as any
professional hairdresser. After washing the dye out and combing out
my hair, she unsheathed her scissors. She gathered my hair into a
ponytail at the nap of my neck.

“Ready?” she asked nervously.

“Ready.”

All it took was a couple snips and then voila — I had short hair.

“Gross!” I squealed as Ms. Lillian held out the
ponytail.

“It’s the same hair you were walking around with a moment ago,”
Ms. Lillian grinned, before she continued to snip my hair into a
layered style. To keep my new look a surprise, she’d kept my chair
turned away from the mirror. Unplugging the blow dryer, she frowned
and tapped the end of the round brush to her chin.

“What’s wrong
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