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Chapter One
One day before my eighteenth birthday. My third day of summer vacation—that lazy rite of passage between high school and college. The only one I'd ever have. Ruined. All because of that private investigator showing up at my door. I never should have let him in—although, technically, my aunt invited him inside.
"Are you Emma Winslow, daughter of Franklin and Anne Winslow?"
"Yes." I didn't like the way his dark eyes tried to bore a hole in my head, like I'd done something wrong. Nothing came to mind, anyway. Maybe this was a prank, courtesy of my friend Jenna.
"And you were born in London, England?" He pressed on, despite my aunt hovering now like a chicken with ruffled feathers.
"Yes, she was," Aunt Martha answered when I didn't reply quickly enough. "What's this all about?"
He flashed a smile full of teeth and reached inside his jacket pocket. I admit I flinched, expecting to be kidnapped or shot or something else straight out of a horror movie. Instead, he pulled out a thick envelope and handed it to me.
"Just confirming your identity for my client. Happy birthday." He turned and let himself out, leaving me to stare at the envelope with some fancy solicitor name printed on the front.
"Aren't you going to open it?" my aunt asked, wringing her hands. Not a good sign.
A little voice in my head told me to burn it and bury the ashes in the backyard. Like a fool, I teased the flap open with fingers that trembled and pulled out the sheets filled with incomprehensible legalese. After reading the first page three different times, while my aunt did a funny little dance next to me, I handed the sheet over to her.
"I think it says I've inherited a house in England." Flipping my long brown hair back over my shoulder, I waited for her to confirm what I'd read.
"What? That can't be right. Your father didn't own any property when he died." Aunt Martha read further. "Oh, it says your father's brother, Albert, died three months ago and left it to you. I didn't know Franklin had a brother."
My father. I didn't know anything about him, except that he was British and died when I was only a few months old. That's when my mother and I left London and came back to Chadsville, Georgia to live close to her family. When she died the following year, my aunt and uncle were left to raise me. An unexpected wave of gratitude passed over me. If they hadn't taken me in, who knows where I might have ended up? I blinked back the tears that threatened to spill and gave my aunt a hug.
"Mercy! What was that for?"
"Nothing. I don't tell you that I love you often enough." And it was true. They were the only parents I'd ever known.
She dabbed at her eyes and patted my shoulder. "Don't start packing for England just yet. We'll talk to your uncle about it when he gets home." She hurried off to the kitchen—no doubt to bake cookies. My aunt's cure for anything that ails you. I hoped they'd be peanut butter chocolate chip.
My uncle had the opposite reaction from my aunt when she thrust the papers in his face that evening. "Well, congratulations. That's quite a birthday present."
"You don't find it the least bit peculiar?" Aunt Martha's eyebrows wiggled up and down as if not sure what position they should stay in.
"Not really. We never knew that much about Franklin or his family. If I were eighteen again, I'd see it as a grand adventure." He gave me a wink and started rooting through the fridge. "Are we having dinner soon? Maybe there's a college nearby you could attend."
Aunt Martha huffed and flounced from the room. Uncle Dan straightened up and looked at her disappearing back. "Did I say something wrong?"
I hid a smile and shrugged. "Dinner's ready. I'll go get her."
The silent dinner that followed left me with time to think. Now that I'd gotten over the initial shock, it did sound like fun. I'd always wanted to do some traveling and using England as a base would be perfect for exploring Europe. My college fund could handle a month over there. Maybe I even had more family in the area that I didn't know about.
Suddenly I couldn't wait for dinner to be over. Jenna had to hear about this. She often had crazy ideas too; she wouldn't think I was nuts for wanting to go. With my uncle backing me up, my aunt would come around. She'd lived in Chadsville all her life. The two-hour drive to Atlanta was the farthest she'd ever traveled.
Not so with my mom—her only sibling. Mom was only my age when she went to London and met my dad. And look what coming back to good old Chadsville did for her—dying while crossing the street. Nope, not for me. I was going to follow my dream before my number was up.
The clang of silverware startled me out of my reverie. I glanced up, shoving my hair out of my face. Aunt Martha uttered a sigh and looked at me.
"You've made up your mind—you're going, aren't you? Just like your mother did."
I smiled, not bothering to conceal my excitement over it all. "Yes, but just for a few weeks. I'll be back before school starts, don't worry."
She nodded and tried her best to give me a smile. It was all the invitation I needed to run around the table and give her a kiss. "Thanks for understanding. I have to go call Jenna and give her the news."
Thoughts crowded my head as I flew up the stairs to my room. What should I pack—oh, and I needed a passport. How long did that take? And there were plane tickets to buy…
My stomach curled into a ball and dinner threatened to come back up. Was I ready to do this? Or was I crazy for even contemplating it? Now that the idea had been planted in my head, the lure of going to England seemed almost irresistible. I had to go.
Stay strong. It's a good thing to do this. My hand shook a little as I punched in Jenna's number. Must be excitement, not nerves. What was there to be nervous about? I was going to England!
Chapter Two
Standing in front of the mirror the next morning, I brushed the hair out of my face and grinned. Jenna had been green with envy, calling me "the luckiest girl alive." Maybe it was true. Not many people got a house for their eighteenth birthday, even if it didn't show up on a search when I tried to Google it last night. Must be out in the countryside somewhere—some small town that didn't even show up as a dot on the map. There must be directions to it in all that paperwork.
The girl in the mirror laughed back at me, her brown eyes sparkling with delight. I'd always been sort of average—5'6", brown hair, brown eyes, cute but not a raving beauty. Nothing average about me anymore though. Not as far as this town was concerned, at least. While my friends are spending their summer hanging out in the same boring places, I'll be kicking back in the English countryside, having tea and crumpets—whatever those are. I made a mental note to look them up.
The doorbell rang and my aunt yelled for me. "Emma, there's a package here you have to sign for."
A package? I wasn't expecting anything. Running downstairs in my pajamas, I found an overnight delivery service waiting with a thick envelope and a clipboard for my signature. My aunt wrung her hands some more while I signed for it, following me over to the sofa and sitting down next to me.
It was from those same solicitors, Ross, Harrison, Graham, Walker and Co. This time I eagerly tore it open, wondering why they'd sent something else so soon. My aunt gasped as I upended the contents onto the worn oak coffee table.
A pile of funny-looking money sat in a clump—more money than I'd ever seen in my life, even if I wasn't sure how much it really was. My aunt grabbed up the British passport and flipped it open.
"My word, that's your senior picture from the school yearbook, isn't it?"
I stared at my smiling face in the little burgundy book. A British passport… I guess that made sense, since I was born there.
Two more envelopes lay on the table like small mysteries waiting to unfold. I opened the nearest one and found an airline ticket. My heart sped up when I saw the date on it—the day after tomorrow. The suddenness of my imminent departure hit me like a brick in the head. It was one thing to fantasize about the trip, quite another to have the date staring me in the face. The butterflies in my stomach grew enormous wings.
Aunt Martha snatched the ticket from my hand and read it carefully. "This is a one-way ticket." She bounced up from the aging sofa, leaving a dent in the floral pattern, and waved the piece of paper in the air. "Where's your return ticket?"
"They wouldn't know when I wanted to come back." It made sense to me. "At least I'll only have to pay for one way."
She stopped her hopping and sank down beside me again. "What's in the other one?"
I reached for the remaining envelope like it might be a snake. Really, this was all a bit much to cope with at ten o'clock in the morning. To my relief, a single sheet of paper—and nothing else—emerged from it.
Dearest Emma,
A grand adventure awaits as you embrace your unique heritage. We welcome you back to Britain.
Enclosed is your plane ticket and £1.000. From London, hire a taxi and give the driver these directions to your new home. A driver will be waiting for you in front of Tierney's Book Shoppe to take you to your house.
Sincere regards,
Martin Ross, Solicitor
Sentinel, London Bayard Gate
Directions:
Head north on the A68 towards Witton-le-Wear. Pass over the River Wear and take the first right. Travel ten km. and stop.
My hand trembled as I laid the paper down and time stopped for a moment. I saw my surroundings with new clarity—the old house I'd grown up in, filled with love but not many creature comforts; the tiny town with nothing fancy in it but good people and friends. Tears sprang to my eyes and I suddenly had to get out there and see it all.
"I'm going into town for a while, say goodbye to a few people." I ducked my head so my aunt couldn't see my face. She clutched me in a fierce bear hug and sobbed. That shook me out of my own mood.
"Auntie, I'm only going to be gone for a month." She nodded her head on my shoulder but didn't say anything.
After extricating myself from her arms, I dragged up to my bedroom, noticing the squeak on the third stair that had been there for as long as I could remember. I wondered if my new house had any peculiarities like that…or if it even had stairs at all.
After changing into a pair of jean shorts and a blue t-shirt, I got in my ancient pick-up truck and crossed my fingers before starting the engine. It only coughed once before catching. The day was getting off to a good start.
The warm, sultry air blew through the window, reminding me that the hottest days were still to come. I hoped England didn't have the humidity that plagued Georgia this time of year.
My first stop was Jenna's house. The small yard of weeds and wilted flowers looked much like my own, except for the kids playing in the sprinkler. They yelled and ran inside when they saw me and Jenna came out a moment later, blonde ponytail swinging as she skipped down the walkway.
"You're an hour early," she said and laughed as she climbed in the passenger side. "Happy birthday! Do you still want to hang out at the mall?"
"Yeah, I have a few things to buy for my trip." I made a u-turn and the truck rumbled down the street toward the center of town.
"You're so lucky." Jenna sighed dramatically and I grinned at her. "When are you leaving?"
"The day after tomorrow."
"What? So soon? Summer's going to be ruined without you here. What about the county fair next weekend?"
"I know but the lawyers paid for a plane ticket and everything. I guess they're in a hurry to get the papers signed or something." I glanced over at Jenna and found her staring at me, green eyes circled with a heavy line of kohl. If she started crying, she'd look like a raccoon in no time. "I'll only be gone like a month. We'll still have plenty of summer left."
She brightened. "Maybe you'll meet some yummy British guy while you're there. He could even be one of those lords or barons or whatever they call them."
I snorted. Jenna was always the romantic, with guys flocking around her. Me—I'd had one serious boyfriend and that only lasted for two months. "We'll see…but I'm still coming home in a month."
I held onto that like a mantra, suddenly afraid to be out of my element.
Chapter Three
After doing a little shopping with money siphoned from my college fund, Jenna and I cruised by Bob's Burger Barn, one of the few places in town with good food that didn't mind teenagers hanging out—as long as someone at the table was eating or drinking.
"I'm hungry. My treat, since it's your birthday and all." Jenna picked up her purse from the floor and started counting the change in her wallet.
I figured the real reason was she spotted Rick's car in the parking lot. She'd been stalking him ever since he and Mindy broke up two weeks ago. "Sure, but you don't have to buy."
She dropped her change and grinned at me. "It's crowded. You'll be able to say goodbye to almost everybody."
The long, wooden picnic-style tables overflowed with kids out from school for the summer. Our usual table sat against the large front window, with many from our group already enjoying the day. I looked at them with nostalgia. Most of us had gone through twelve years of school together. This might be the last summer we'd all be together before moving on into adulthood.
Jenna squeezed herself into a non-existent space next to Rick, fluttering her eyelashes at him as everyone else moved down the bench to make room for her. I sat on the opposite side next to Patrick, who flashed a mouthful of metal at me. A chorus of "Happy birthday" rotated around the table, making me blush from the unaccustomed attention.
"Emma has some news," Jenna announced, practically bouncing in her seat. "Tell them."
Talk about putting me on the spot. I almost wished she'd tell them. "I'm going to England for a month." I wrinkled my nose at her, hoping she'd take the hint. She didn't.
"There's more. She inherited a house there!"
"What?" "No way." "When are you going?" People started flinging questions at me so fast I didn't know who was saying what.
"Not London." "Northern England, by Witton-le-Wear." "Day after tomorrow." "No, I'm not a duchess." "I don't know what it looks like." "Yes, I'm coming back." I tried to answer as fast as I could. Patrick picked at his braces next to me, the only one not asking any questions. He wiped the drool off his chin with a napkin, then finally spoke.
"How do you know you're going to a real place? I mean, they have magical pits or holes over there—places you can disappear into."
"What? It's just another country—they even speak English." His words made me feel funny inside, like the french fries I'd just eaten suddenly weighed a hundred pounds in my stomach. "Where'd you hear that?"
"I read about it." He started shredding his napkin, no longer looking my way.
I guess that explained it. Patrick was always reading science fiction and fantasy. "I don't believe in magic. If there were elves and fairies and trolls, we'd have seen them, right? Don't they like to cause trouble in your books?"
He nodded and didn't say any more. I felt better already. Of course, magic didn't exist in the real world—although I'd spent enough time as a child pretending to live in an enchanted forest with magical creatures as friends. Didn't every kid?
The conversation moved away from me and focused on the county fair coming to town this weekend. I'd miss it but it wasn't anything new. We'd all gone together each year since middle school. The only real exciting thing that ever happened was the time in ninth grade when Frankie got stuck at the top of the Ferris Wheel for an hour with his little sister, who shrieked the whole time.
We ordered cokes and another plate of cheesy fries to share as the afternoon wore on, content in each other's company and making snide remarks about the incoming seniors who would soon be taking over our favorite spots at school. In a way, I think we all felt a little lost—no longer able to predict the directions our lives would take in the coming months. Everything was uncharted territory from here on out.
When it was time for me to get back home, Jenna asked Rick to give her a ride, winking at me when he said yes. I waved goodbye as I walked outside into the heat, wondering if they'd all still be holding down our favorite table when I got back or if the exodus to new horizons would have already begun. Most kids couldn't wait to grow up but I wasn't in a big hurry. I liked having my aunt and uncle around as a comfort zone—a familiar place to come back to.
My truck gave a dying wheeze as I parked in front of the house. Good thing I'd be living in a dorm on campus this fall. I wasn't sure how much life was left in the big blue bomb, as Jenna called it.
The butterflies invaded my stomach again as I glanced over at the coffee table. All of the paperwork, British money and my brand-new passport still lay there…waiting for me to start my journey. Patrick's question ricocheted through my mind—"How do you know you're going to a real place?"—until I felt a headache coming on. It was a stupid question. I marched into the downstairs bathroom and got the aspirin out of the cabinet, washing Patrick and the pain away with three pills.
Enough of that. Was I a mouse or a lion? I rawred at the mirror, breaking into slightly hysterical laughter at my antics. My aunt came running in to check on me.
"I'm fine." I giggled once more and wiped the tears from my eyes. She felt my forehead with the back of her hand, which got me laughing harder.
"If you say so." The dubious look on her face stopped me cold and I gave her a hug. She smelled like spaghetti sauce.
"I made your favorite foods for dinner. Uncle will be home in a few minutes." She dabbed at her eyes with a corner of her apron and hurried off.
I realized how much I'd miss her cooking for the next month. Of course, there'd be plenty of restaurants in England but I wasn't sure how different the food was. All I knew about were fish and chips—which were really french fries. It was probably the same foods, only called by other names. No problem. I could handle that.
Carrying my shopping bags upstairs to my bedroom, I upended them on my bed and admired the summery dress with little flowers printed all over it. The cute strappy sandals I'd splurged on would go well with it. A pair of denim shorts, two pastel-colored tees and a few toiletries completed my purchases. Now I was good to go. I heard my uncle walk through the front door and hurried down to greet him.
Chapter Four
Today's the day. I finished dressing in jeans and a t-shirt, feeling especially uncoordinated as I hopped around on one foot while trying to get my pants on.
"Are you ready yet?" My uncle called up the stairs, sounding frustrated. He'd checked his watch every five minutes for the last hour, making my aunt and me fidget.
"Almost." I ran a brush through my hair and tied it in a loose knot. It wouldn't stay that way for very long but I couldn't find a rubber band anywhere.
The brush went back into my carryon bag and I zipped it shut with nerveless fingers. My suitcase was already by the front door, a cute little nametag with pink flowers adorning the handle. Money, passport and ticket were in my purse—along with my cell phone but I didn't know if it would work over there.
You're stalling. My eyes swept around the room, taking one last look at the frilly four-poster bed with its white eyelet lace coverlet and blue ruffled spread. "See you next month," I whispered and took a deep breath, closing the door behind me.
My aunt had a tin-foil package in her hand as I came down the stairs, unzipping my bag while it still hung on my shoulder. "In case you get hungry on the plane. I've heard they don't feed people very well on flights." Her eyes were red and puffy and she kept patting my shoulder. I hoped she didn't sob in the car all the way to Atlanta.
The drive turned out to be quiet. I think nobody knew what to say. My uncle was as excited by the trip as I was, but he knew if he talked about it, my aunt would burst into tears. She'd brought up everything from riots to driving on the wrong side of the road in an effort to keep me safe. At this point, I was glad to be getting away, if for no other reason than to prove to her that I could stay alive without her help.
When the huge airport came into view, the muscles in my body started twitching and my stomach curled into a ball. The last time I'd flown was when I was a baby, which I didn't remember.
Uncle Dan looked in the rearview mirror at me. "You'll do fine. Ask someone for directions if you get confused." He winked at me and I began to relax. I wondered how much traveling he would have done if Aunt Martha hadn't been so against the idea. I guess we all make sacrifices in life. What ones might I have to make that I couldn't see yet?
They stayed with me as I checked my suitcase, only saying their goodbyes when we approached the ticketed area where I'd be screened—hopefully not poked and prodded as well. My aunt managed to hold herself together and they both told me to have fun. I'd never felt more loved than at that moment.
Whoever says airports are exciting is wrong—at least in my book. After finally finding my gate, I sat down to wait in a flimsy chair with people crowded all around me—some sleeping, others stuffing food in their mouths or talking so loud on their phones I couldn't hear myself think. To pass the time, I ate all the cookies my aunt packed away in the tin foil and texted Jenna about the dismal wait.
At last my flight was called for boarding. I jumped out of my chair, only to wait in more lines as groups of seat numbers were called. We trundled down the walkway and stood around as people blocked the aisle while trying to stuff bags into overhead compartments.
My joy over getting a window seat ended as soon as I hit my head on the lowered ceiling while climbing over the large man already seated in the middle.
"Did you bump your head, luv?" His British accent, combined with a mustache that took on a life of its own when he spoke, brought a smile to my face.
He was a bit hard to understand though. I started to worry about blithely telling my friends that going to another English-speaking country would be a snap. What other surprises might be waiting for me?
"I'm fine." I rubbed the small knot forming and then fiddled with my seatbelt, anxious to get going.
The sun set while we waited and I realized my coveted window seat wouldn't be worth anything. This was an overnight flight, landing at 9:30 in the morning at Heathrow. Oh well. Maybe I'd see a little of the countryside before we landed.
The exhilarating punch of speed as we raced down the runway ended as soon as the wheels left the ground. The bright lights of Atlanta filled my window before the dark waters of the Atlantic gave me a blank slate to look at below. I shuddered, thinking of nothing but hundreds of miles of empty ocean and closed my eyes, imagining English gardens instead.
***
Sunlight filtered in through a crack in the window shade, making me blink. The man next to me snored once, smacking his lips as his head lolled toward my shoulder. I didn't remember falling asleep but when I peeked out the window, great swaths of green land rolled out below me like a welcome mat. England! I was really here.
The food carts squeaked down the aisle, attendants serving breakfast with little time to eat before we were on a descent for Heathrow. After that, it seemed like no time at all before we were on the ground and passing through customs.
Wheeling my suitcase behind me, I stepped out the doors and inhaled the fumes from a line of cars idling while luggage and people piled into them. Impossible to believe, but I was actually standing in London. My spine tingled with excitement as I spotted a cab waiting by the curb.
"Where you headed?" A pleasant man asked as he took my bag and popped it in the trunk.
"Somewhere by Witton-le-Wear. I have the directions."
He rolled his eyes and started to hand my suitcase back. "I can't take you up there. You need to catch a train."
I broke out in a sweat. A train? I'd get lost or miss my stop or something equally disastrous. "Please, you don't understand. My instructions said to take a cab. How much is it?" My lip trembled as I smiled at him.
He shrugged and quoted me a figure. I counted out the money, watching his eyes bulge as I did so.
"I'll just pop your luggage in the boot and we'll be on our way."
I sat down in the roomy backseat and exhaled, silently thanking Mr. Ross for sending the money. Maybe I'd brave the train on the trip back but it was a relief not to have to do so on my first day here.
Chapter Five
I jammed my cell phone back inside my purse—for the third time. Still nothing. All that effort to find an adaptor plug had been a waste of time. The man who sold it to me had said my phone might not work over here. I guess he was right.
The countryside had sped by in a blur of towns and forests for hours now. My eyes drifted close despite my excitement at being here. After all, there wasn't much to explore from the back of a cab and I'd done enough sitting in the last twenty-four hours to make me want to scream.
"We're coming up on the bridge." The driver's voice jerked me back to a state of consciousness and I scrambled to open the note with the directions in it. "You said the first right after the bridge?"
"Yes, then go ten km. and stop in front of Tierney's Book Shoppe." A fresh wave of adrenalin shot through my body as we passed over the muddy waters of the River Wear.
The first right was little more than a one lane dirt road. The cab driver gripped the steering wheel harder and jerked his shoulders back as if he were nervous. The tree-lined road didn't have any other traffic on it so his reaction didn't make sense to me.
My eyes tried to look everywhere at once as we drove into the picturesque village, its charming rock and vine-covered buildings reminding me of medieval towns straight out of the movies. They must be hundreds of years old. I began to worry if my house had indoor plumbing and electricity.
We cruised past Tierney's Book Shoppe before the driver stopped. He turned around in his seat to look at me, his eyes wide with alarm. "Are you sure you want to get out here?"
What was his problem? My head started buzzing and I rubbed my temples. Then my whole body pinged like tiny fireworks were shooting around inside. I'd obviously been in the car too long and needed to get out and walk a bit.
"You passed the bookshop but that's okay. I'll walk back."
He continued to stare at me. "Lady, there's nothing here. Let me take you into Witton."
Did the guy have something against small villages? "No, this is where I'm headed." I glared at him, too tired to be polite.
He scrambled out of the car and had the trunk open before I could get out of the backseat. By the time I walked back there, my bag was on the ground.
"Thank you." I reached into my purse to dig out a tip but he shrieked and ran around to the driver's side, jumping back in the cab and spinning the tires as he made a u-turn. The engine roared as the taxi barreled down the road, leaving me and my bag standing in the middle of the street.
Great. I'd just spent the last few hours with a psychopath and didn't even know it. I rubbed my head one last time but the fireworks seemed to be dying down now that I stood on my feet. Pulling up the handle on my suitcase, I rolled it over to the bookshop and went inside.
A bony older woman with flaming-red hair rushed over to greet me, almost knocking me down with an enthusiastic hug.
"You must be Emma. Welcome to Wode Gate. We've been dying to meet you." The pencil she wore behind her ear poked me in the forehead when she embraced me but, other than that, I was happy to meet her too. "I'm Mrs. Tierney and you must come by to see me whenever you want. I'll make us tea and we can chat. There's so much to catch up on."
She took me by the hand, pulling me over to a table by the front window while I dragged my suitcase behind me. "This is Randolph. He's here to see you home."
My breath whooshed out of me at the sight of him. To use Jenna's term, he could only be described as yummy. A shock of black hair spilled into eyes the color of dark sapphires. He had an amused smile on his face as he looked at me.
Hoping his silent laughter wasn't from my reaction, I attempted to keep my tongue from lolling out of my mouth and gave him a brief smile. "It's nice to meet you."
All he did was nod. "Are you ready to go home?"
"Sure." Two could play the standoffish game, I decided. Maybe he was an arrogant twit, packaged in a beautiful body. I parked my bag in front of his chair and turned toward the door. He'd have to pick it up in order to stand.
"Remember to visit," Mrs. Tierney said, her green eyes twinkling at me as if in private amusement.
"I will, I promise." She'd made me feel so welcome I couldn't help but smile at her. Mrs. Tierney could very well be my anchor during this whirlwind vacation.
Randolph held the door open for me while rolling my bag behind him. "Would you rather walk? It's only a couple of blocks." He pronounced his a's more like o's but I didn't have a hard time understanding him and I felt more confident about spending time here.
"I'd like that. I've been sitting forever." I took a deep breath of sweet, clean air. Birds chattered from the trees surrounding us and I began to relax as the early evening breeze blew in my face.
"Is it always this quiet around here?" No one else was around, either walking or driving by, and yet I felt unseen eyes following my progress as I moved down the street. Paranoia wasn't part of my personality but I couldn't shake the feeling of being watched.
"Occasionally. I'm sure you'll meet everyone in town within the next few days." Randolph flicked his hand in the air a few times as if chasing off flies.
Twitters of laughter came from somewhere behind me and I spun around to get a look, expecting a group of children. No one, only soft green leaves dancing on tree limbs in the breeze. A sideways glance at Randolph showed no evidence that he'd heard anything.
"Do you prefer Randolph, or do your friends call you Randy?"
He grimaced as he arched an eyebrow over my way. "I wouldn't stoop to answer to the name of Randy."
"Well, excuse me." We walked on in silence while I tried to figure out how this haughty person deigned to grace me with his presence and escort me home. Maybe the lawyer chose him.
"You traveled light. Are the rest of your things being shipped?" He broke our little spat as I studied a small stone cottage with a profusion of flowers blooming out front.
"Shipped? No, I'm only here on vacation for a few weeks. It would be nice to live here though. Maybe someday…"
He remained quiet so I asked a question, not wanting our truce to end. I really did want to get to know him better. "Did the lawyer—I mean, the solicitor ask you to escort me to the house?"
"No, your uncle did."
"My Uncle Albert? But he died three months ago, didn't he?" I lost my footing and stumbled over a crack in the asphalt that had a tree root growing out of it. Randolph gripped my elbow to keep me from falling. A tingling sensation shot down my arm where he'd touched me. He dropped his hand and I noticed him flexing his fingers as if he'd felt it too.
"I mean it was arranged ahead of time. My father knew your uncle quite well." He pointed up ahead, into the next block. "There's your house."
Chapter Six
I stopped to look at my new house, awed by the enormous two-story stone structure sitting at the end of a dirt road in the distance, its multiple chimneys sprouting from the roofline. The corners of the roof even had old-fashioned gargoyles attached that I guessed acted as rainspouts.
Then I saw the graveyard and shuddered. That's when the keening started. The high-pitched sound had me throwing my hands over my ears in an effort to block it out. Thankfully, it only lasted for a few seconds.
"What was that noise?" It was silent now but my ears still rang with residual vibrations. If I believed in ghosts, I might have thought they'd chosen that moment to rise up from their graves at the sight of me.
"You don't know anything about your heritage, do you?" The pompous way he said it made my blood boil.
How could someone so young have such a superiority complex? He must be rich or went to one of those fancy boarding schools. "How old are you?"
He flashed a smile at me and I struggled to keep my heart from doing somersaults. "How old do you think I am?"
"About twenty, I guess."
"Close enough." He smirked and started walking again. "Don't you want to see the inside of your house?"
I hurried to catch up with him. "What's with the creepy graveyard?"
"There's nothing creepy about it. Many older estates have their own family plots. You'll get used to it."
Walking up the winding driveway with Randolph, I felt a chill tickling my spine. Up close, the house loomed over me, looking like a trap about to swallow me whole. I chewed on my bottom lip as we approached the front door. Randolph pushed a button inside of another gargoyle. What was with all the gargoyles around here? At least the chimes inside the house played a pleasant tune. I'd been expecting a funeral dirge.
"Someone's already here?" I asked.
"Only Lizzy, your housekeeper. You can hire more staff if you like."
I snorted. Staff? Like I'd be able to pay them wages. I didn't have an income.
The door swung open and my jaw dropped. The supermodel standing in front of me certainly couldn't be Lizzy, the housekeeper.
"Welcome. I'm Lizzy," the woman with strawberry blonde hair swept up in artfully placed curls said, her light sea-green eyes shining merrily as she stepped aside. She wore an evening gown that shimmered as she moved. I felt like a flat-chested boy standing next to the statuesque beauty.
"I'm-I'm Emma."
"Pleased to meet you, Emma. Let me show you to your room. Of course, you can choose any of the others," she said as she glided up the stairs in four-inch heels like she was floating above the steps, "but I think you'll like this one the best."
"Th-thank you." I wished I'd quit stuttering, especially in front of Randolph.
The sixth stair from the top squeaked as I stepped on it and I smiled, feeling a little bit more at home. Although it hadn't made a noise when Lizzy passed over it. It squeaked again as Randolph placed his foot on it behind me.
And why was he following us up the stairs, anyway? Oh yeah, he had my suitcase. I guess I should have taken it from him.
The room looked like a whole apartment to me, as I stood at the threshold staring in. An enormous fireplace took up half a wall, big enough for someone to walk inside, with a gray sofa placed in front of it. On the other side of the room sat a huge four-poster bed, the posts wider than what I could wrap my hands around. White lace covered the bed and billowy curtains hung from the tops of the posts.
"The loo and closets are through there." Lizzy pointed at a door, not noticing that I was dumbstruck. "I'll let you get settled in. Supper's in an hour."
Randolph dropped the bag without a word and followed Lizzy out the door.
I wrapped my arms around my chest and hugged myself. What I wouldn't give to stay here permanently.
The old gray stone fireplace matched the walls in this fairytale room fit for a medieval princess. Several tapestries hung on the walls and I crossed over to one to have a closer look.
A jumble of tiny creatures peered back at me, woven into a garden scene filled with lush flowers. I identified fairies, elves and gnomes. A few others couldn't be cataloged as easily. Going around the room, I discovered each wall hanging had a different theme—one even had dragons flying about a castle, breathing fire as they dove from the sky.
The loo, as Lizzy called it, looked like a bathroom straight out of a New York penthouse hotel—the kind shown in magazines where movie stars stay. Marble floors and walls, all white with streaks of light gray running through it to match the stone in the bedroom. There was even a Jacuzzi tub—not that I knew how to operate it. I shook my head, not quite able to keep up with the surprises. It was a far cry from me wondering about having no indoor plumbing.
I dug through my purse, pulling makeup out to transfer to the bathroom. My phone beeped. Puzzled, I held it up. It now had full bars and showed two missed calls. It was working again!
Both calls were from my aunt, worried that she hadn't heard from me yet. I called to let her know I was fine, the trip was fine, the house was fine… After a few minutes, I pleaded exhaustion and hung up before answering the long list of questions she'd fired at me, promising to call back tomorrow. In truth, I hadn't been able to answer most of them—not yet, anyway. I hadn't even explored the house yet, let alone the village or its shy inhabitants.
Parking my pitifully small suitcase inside one of the two cavernous walk-in closets, I went hunting for an outlet to plug my cell phone into. A lamp with a frilly shade stood on the dresser, casting a soft glow in the room. I decided to trace its cord back to an outlet.
It didn't have a cord. Clicking the light on and off didn't give me any hints about this peculiarity, only confirmed that it worked like a regular lamp. I ran around the room, turning on the other lamps. They all worked but none of them were plugged in. There didn't seem to be any outlets in the walls at all.
I'm being silly. They must run on batteries. My heart thudded a different tune, one not based on reasonable assumptions.
That strange electricity charged through me again, turning my spine into jelly before tapering off. Maybe that's what jet lag feels like and after a good night's sleep, I'll feel like myself again.
Holding onto that thought, I left to go find out where the dining room was.
Chapter Seven
The long hallway held dozens of portraits on the paneled walls. Although a few featured people in modern clothing, most looked hundreds of years old. They'd all been painted by artists, too. Not a single photograph stood among them. My feet scuffed slowly across the thick rug that sat on top of the wood floor as I looked at them. Maybe Lizzy could tell me who they all were.
Her voice—and Randolph's—drifted up the stairway as I made my way down to the first floor. Not knowing where else to go, I followed the sound.
"Why don't you let her rest for a day or two before you explain?" Lizzy said.
"Because everyone's anxious to meet her. You think it'd be better to find out that way?" Randolph sounded angry.
"No, I guess not. It's a shame she doesn't already know. I'm worried about her."
"She'll get over it." Randolph looked up as I walked into the dining room, his blue eyes inscrutable as he scowled at me. What were they talking about? I didn't like secrets or people talking behind my back.
"What's up?" I stood facing them with my arms crossed, waiting for an answer. Lizzy ducked her head and mumbled something about supper being ready before scurrying from the room like a frightened cat.
Randolph flashed a fake smile and pulled a chair out, motioning for me to sit. Whatever they had to say, I couldn't deny that I was starving. I'd eat while they talked.
Lizzy came back with a dish she called Cottage Pie, filling my plate with twice as much food as I could possibly eat, before moving over to mound food on Randolph's plate across the table from me. There were only two settings on the table and I looked over at her.
"Aren't you eating?" I didn't really want to sit here all alone with Randolph. As good-looking as he was, he still intimidated me. I'd do something to embarrass myself, like use the wrong fork or talk with my mouth full.
She shook her head, not meeting my eyes. "I don't eat." She grimaced and hurried out of the room as I stared after her. After a moment, I realized she must have meant she didn't eat out here in the dining room and chuckled to myself. This jet lag business really had me on edge. The food smelled delicious and I took a big bite, ignoring the company across from me.
"I watched the cabbie drop you off today," Randolph said after we'd spent a few minutes eating in silence. "What did you think about his behavior?"
I set my fork down and swallowed before trying to answer. "He was really weird. He acted like there was nothing here, then tore off before I could give him a tip."
Randolph heaved a sigh and leaned back in his chair, not saying anything until I looked up at him. "He couldn't see the town, Emma, or you once you got out of the cab. As far as he was concerned, you disappeared into thin air."
Huh? What was he talking about? I felt my mouth hanging open and clamped it shut, waiting for the punch line to the joke or whatever it was. He continued to stare at me, like he was expecting a reaction, so I picked up my fork and took another bite of food, even though my stomach now burned.
"I can tell you don't believe me but no matter. The truth will be impossible for you to deny very soon so I'll give you a quick overview."
I kept my eyes on my plate. "Talk away. I'm listening."
"All right. Wode Gate isn't a town, it's a gate—a magical gate—one of many around the world. It's liminal, meaning it resides between the mundane world and the magical world—and the underworld, but we'll discuss that later. The veil between worlds is thin in this spot. You are a very special magical creature, Emma, called a Sentinel. Your job is to make sure the worlds remain separate from each other—and to help prevent demons from crossing into the mundane world, of course."
My stomach erupted into a volcano and I knocked my chair over trying to stand up. Randolph calmly pointed toward a hallway and I ran down it, relieved to find a bathroom door standing open. After heaving into the toilet, I felt ridiculous. Why would his nonsensical story make me ill? Maybe I'd just stay in here until he left for the night.
A couple of minutes spent studying the wallpaper changed my mind. This was my house. I wasn't going to spend my first night here hiding in the bathroom. I quickly washed my hands and patted water on my face, drying off with a fluffy lilac-smelling towel. Tossing my hair back out of my face, I marched down the hall and into the dining room. Randolph hadn't moved, still leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed over his muscled chest.
A grandfather clock chimed somewhere close by. I counted eight chimes as I sat back down. Why hadn't he gone home yet? A thought struck me. He'd called me "special," even though he'd used it in the same sentence with the word "creature."
"Just for fun," I watched his eyebrows jump and smiled inwardly, "let's pretend I believe your ridiculous story. What makes me special?"
"There are many magical beings in the world, but relatively few Sentinels by comparison. It's your heritage—your birthright."
"Don't you think I would have noticed if my aunt had had any magical powers? I know I don't have any." I sat back and grinned, waiting for him to explain away that piece of logic.
He shook his head. "Your mother was human—a mundane. Your birthright is from your father's side. As for your powers, they started activating the moment you arrived in Wode Gate. It will take awhile for you to learn how to use your magic since you didn't grow up here."
"And what magic do I supposedly have?" This whole conversation was absurd but kinda fun at the same time. I even smiled as I asked the question.
"That remains to be seen," he said with great solemnity. "I'll have to work with you as you learn to control it."
"So, in other words, you can't give me a shred of proof, can you?" This guy really had me going for a while there.
"You want proof?" His voice had taken on a dangerous edge, even though he spoke softly. I swallowed my fear and nodded. "Tell me, what color are your eyes?"
That was a dumb question. "Brown."
"Go look in a mirror." He didn't smile as he said it.
"Okay." I got up and headed back to the same bathroom, noticing the light was already on. Something about his attitude made me almost too frightened to take a look, even though it didn't make any sense. Dumb. Get it over with. He's playing with you. I faced the mirror, opening my eyes as wide as I possibly could.
And screamed. My eyes were now the same shade of sapphire blue as Randolph's.
Chapter Eight
I wandered back down the hallway in a daze, my heart thudding so hard it jarred my body with each booming whoosh of blood pumping into my arteries.
"Who screamed?" A guttural voice called out from the other room, one I hadn't heard before. Who else was in the house?
"Lizzy, don't…" Randolph's voice called out right before I came face-to-face with the ugliest person I'd ever seen.
Beady black eyes peeked out from a rat's nest of dark hair, while a boil the size of a quarter on her left cheek sprouted dozens of wiry hairs about three inches long. She opened her mouth to speak, revealing rotted teeth that glistened in the light. I don't know if it was the shock or her fetid breath that made me faint but the next thing I knew, I was lying in bed with sunlight streaming through the window.
Memories of last night came flooding back to me and I ran into the bathroom to prove it was all a bad dream. No such luck. Dark blue eyes stared back at me. Clenching my fists in an effort to stop shaking, my hands grew very warm. Lifting them to my face, I shrieked again when I saw bright blue hands.
"None of this can be happening," I muttered and wandered back to the bedroom, crawling under the covers once more. It was all a nightmare, jet lag, hallucinations, whatever. None of it was real.
Someone knocked on the door. I pulled a pillow over my head and ignored it. The door creaked open and I saw the sparkle of an evening gown through the space between pillows.
"How are you feeling this morning?" Lizzy sat down on the bed beside me and I reluctantly uncovered my head. She looked the same as when I'd met her yesterday.
"I think I'm sick. I'm having nightmares or hallucinations. You wouldn't believe what I thought you turned into."
She smiled and took my hand, patting it with her other hand. I noticed mine weren't blue anymore and breathed a little easier. Only for a moment though. Her next words stunned me.
"There's nothing wrong with you. I know it's hard to deal with, but everything you've seen is real; everything Randolph told you is the truth. Don't try to fight it. You'll only make yourself sick."
"But last night you were…you were…" I couldn't finish my sentence.
"Ugly?" She supplied for me with a small laugh that warmed my heart with its bell-like sound. "That's all right. I know what I am." She settled in closer and squeezed my hand that she still held.
"Let me tell you my story. I'm a nymph. Yes, you'll have to get used to magical creatures," she admonished as I tried to pull my hand away. "I'm what you would call a siren. A long time ago, I stole someone's husband away from her and she cursed me. The creature you saw last night is the way I look from eight p.m. until eight a.m. each day. My personality doesn't change though, only my appearance. You don't have to be afraid of me."
"How horrible for you!" I'd already forgotten my fear of that gruesome person. Now I felt sorry for her.
"It's all right. I've learned to accept it. Your Uncle Albert was a great help to me, giving me sanctuary here when I had nowhere else to go. I've grown to love Wode Gate and its population—although I still miss the sea."
"Can't you break the curse?" Didn't they have ways of doing that in the movies, when the person learned their lesson?
She laughed with the small bells again. "No, but I've grown accustomed to it. It happened over a hundred years ago."
I knew my eyes bugged out as I tried to put that into context and ducked my head so she couldn't see. "I have a lot to learn, I guess."
"Don't fret. Randolph can be a stuffed shirt but he's here to help you. Let him." She rose from the bed and started to glide toward the door but stopped and turned back around. "You'll see other magical beings soon. The whole town is anxious to meet you. They didn't want to scare you yesterday but they'll be popping in today. You're a celebrity of sorts. Relax and enjoy yourself."
She left and I pulled my knees up to my chin. One day wouldn't make a difference in my fear factor. I still didn't know what was going on. And you're not going to find the answers sitting in bed, either.
Reluctantly getting up, I ignored the mirror and headed to the shower, staying there until my skin shriveled. At least the hot water never ran out. The gray fluffy towels in here smelled like jasmine and I breathed in the scent until my heartbeat settled into something like normalcy.
There weren't any outlets in here and I wondered what to do with my wet hair. Picking up my now useless blow dryer to put it away, I almost dropped it when it started on its own. Whatever. I think my brain shut down at that point, as I blew my hair dry with the possessed appliance. Once back on the counter, it shut itself off. I left it there, afraid to touch it again.
A beautiful girl with short dark hair and the oddest lavender eyes popped into my room as I walked back in. I jumped but bit my tongue against the scream that wanted to erupt. I was not going to spend my whole vacation shrieking at every new curiosity.
"Hi. I'm Deirdre." She stuck out her hand and I gingerly took it. "I wanted to be the first to meet you. We're going to have so much fun together."
"We are?" My mind still struggled to catch up. Then I realized I only wore a towel and grimaced. At least she was a girl…female being… "What are you, if you don't mind my asking?"
"I'm a faerie." The crown of leaves in her hair bobbled as she swooped into a bow.
"A fairy?"
"No. Not your American fairytales. It's f-a-e-r-i-e. Were you expecting this?" She changed into a fluttering Tinker Bell, complete with gossamer wings and flew around my head.
"Uh, yeah, I guess so." Now I had a cranky faerie on my hands. "Sorry."
"That's all right, luv." She brightened and grew a bit larger, but kept the wings, maybe to tease me with. "I'd best be going. Ta."
With that, she popped back out of sight. I quickly got dressed before anyone else decided to pay me a visit, wondering what the rest of the day had in store for me.
Chapter Nine
Randolph appeared as I took the last bite of my breakfast—his timing somewhat suspicious, as if he were spying on me.
"Did you sleep well?" He gave me a pleasant smile but his voice sounded strained and his foot actually tapped on the floor. "If you're ready, I'd like to start your training."
"Training for what? I'm here on vacation. I'll be gone in a few weeks."
He made some sort of disgusted noise in his throat. "All right, while you're here, would you like to know more about your family history and what you're capable of?"
"Yes," I admitted. Now that I'd gotten over the shock, I did want to know more. My friends back in Chadsville would never believe all this. "Lizzy told me about her curse and I met a faerie named Deirdre this morning."
"Deirdre…?" His neck reddened and he looked like steam could blow out of his ears at any moment. "Deirdre is a pain in the arse."
"I kinda liked her." And if she could jerk Randolph's chain like that, I liked her even better. "What do you have against her?"
"Nothing. Can we get on with it?" He stared me down, the shock of black hair hanging in his eyes. He looked dangerous and sexy when he was mad. I had to glance away before I said something incredibly stupid such as, "Would you like to go out with me?"
"Okay. What do we do next?"
He finally pulled out a chair and sat down across from me. "I want you to go out into the graveyard—wander around, get a feel for the place."
"Really?" I couldn't help but shudder at the thought of walking around all those dead bodies. "Why? How does that help me learn about my family?"
"Just do it please. It's a part of your family history. I'll explain later." He rubbed his temples as if he had a headache. Maybe that was why he was so cranky this morning.
"Okay." I started to get up, then thought of something. "By the way, my hands turned blue this morning. Does that mean anything in particular?"
He cheered up immediately. "Were your hands hot as well?" I nodded and he smiled. "Good. That's one of your powers, but we'll talk more about that later."
"I have powers?" My voice squeaked, visions of throwing fireballs and flying through the air crowding my head. Seriously awesome stuff.
"Just. Go."
"I'm going." I hadn't even gotten a tour of the house yet and Mr. Superior was ordering me into the graveyard. Not cool. When I came back, I was going to look through every room in my house before I did anything else.
It felt good to be outside. The warm sun filtered through the many trees on the property, giving the air a green shimmer. It would be a beautiful place to lay in the grass and read, or have a picnic. Gardens graced the perimeter of the backyard; the scent of roses and jasmine drifted over to me. Everything looked tidy and well kept. I wondered who took care of it all.
The graveyard sat off to the side, some distance from the house on this large piece of property. I walked over toward it, my feet not in any hurry despite my resolve to show Randolph that I wasn't afraid of it.
A short iron fence surrounded the area filled with tombstones, many sitting at odd angles as if they were sinking or falling over. The gate stood wide open in invitation. I took a deep breath and walked inside.
There didn't seem to be any rhyme or reason to the arrangement of graves as I slowly made my way through the first ones. They weren't in orderly rows and the dates—the ones I could still read—jumped around between hundreds of years. I shivered as a cold breeze struck me and moved farther into the final resting place of the dead.
There were many with the name of Winslow, naturally. I began to wonder who these ancestors of mine were—Matilda Winslow, born 1868, died 1931, beloved wife of Albert. My Uncle Albert's great-great-grandmother, perhaps? She would have been my father's great-great-grandmother as well, since they were brothers. Was he buried here too?
A few of the headstones had gargoyles on them. It seemed to be a running theme with this family. I moved over to one of them, its mound not covered by the long grass that grew rampant everywhere else. Albert Winslow, died March 25, 2011. This was the uncle I never knew I had.
My lungs seized up. I couldn't catch my breath. Spots started playing before my eyes and I couldn't even let loose the scream that wanted to tear from my throat. Angry phantom fingers twisted my spine as terror set in. My knees buckled and I fell to the ground after reading Uncle Albert's date of birth. January 22, 1660.
Scrambling backward like a demented crab, I bumped into another headstone that also had a gargoyle placed on it. An eerie keen rose from it and this time I did scream. The noise ended so quickly that I wasn't sure if I'd only imagined it.
"Ah, you woke up the baby of the family." A pleasant baritone voice spoke somewhere behind me and I shrieked. "I'm sorry if I startled you."
A man walked around into my field of vision with a frown on his face. "My apologies. I'm Sir Layton Thomas, at your service, my beautiful lady." He bowed, the ruffles on his shirt dangling from a funny-looking jacket, his pants ending just below the knee. Beneath that, he wore long socks or hose and his shoes had buckles on them.
"Wh-who are you?" Was I going to spend my entire vacation stuttering at people?
"As I said, I'm Sir—"
"No. I mean what are you? A magical creature?"
"No, alas. I am but a humble ghost, my fair lady. I wished to introduce myself to you in hopes of making your acquaintance. 'Tis lonely out here." He smiled and turned into an apparition. "I hope you don't mind, but it's taxing to remain solid for very long."
"Naturally," I mumbled. Until I'd arrived in England, I'd never believed in ghosts or magic. Now I was surrounded by them. "What did you mean about the baby of the family?"
"Behind you, my dear woman. 'Tis the resting place of Franklin Winslow."
My father… I was sitting on his grave. I turned around to read the headstone, my stomach tied in knots. Franklin Winslow, died November 20, 1993. Date of birth April 2, 1693. The air grew hazy and my breath came in short gasps. I heard a funny mewling sound, like a kitten crying, and glanced around before I realized the noise came from me. Sir Layton peered into my face, then the lights went out.
Chapter Ten
Someone shook my shoulder. "Are you all right?" a male voice asked.
I cracked my eyelids open and a pair of green eyes swam into view, surrounded by a tumble of blond curls. He looked like an angel. I hoped he wasn't a ghost. "Are you alive?"
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