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“PUSH! PUSH!” ANXIETY WAS CLEAR in Guiliana’s 
voice. “Please, Lenora, I know you’re tired but you have 
to.” The young midwife sat on the edge of the bed at 
Lenora’s feet, urging her to continue. 

Carmine knelt beside his wife and whispered gently 
into her ear, “My love, please forgive me. If only I hadn’t 
been so stubborn, I would have taken every precaution 
to stop you from falling pregnant.” He dabbed her moist 
forehead. 

Many hours had passed and Lenora still battled 
with the birth of their baby. It appeared the child was 
far too strong-willed to come out any time soon. When 
Lenora first went into labor, Guiliana begged Carmine 
to call a doctor from the local hospital, but he remained 
adamant about no outsiders seeing his wife. 

“Argh!” Lenora threw her head back and cried in 
pain as yet another spasm waved over her body and up 
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her spine. 
She clutched her huge stomach, covered in blackish-

blue marks, signs of how unusually active her unborn 
baby was. She never imagined childbirth would be such a 
terrible experience and wished, at that moment, for only 
the slightest instant, that she were not pregnant, hating 
herself for her thoughts. Lenora wrapped her fingers 
around the pendant at her neck, drawing on all of the 
power and serenity it possessed, feeling its sharp edges 
dig into her skin. And then, using all of her strength, she 
pushed again. But she was too weak. The child in her had 
sapped the very last energy she had. 

“I…I can’t.” Tears poured down her cheeks, and 
she looked over at the man she loved with her entire soul. 

Carmine’s face portrayed his fear and anguish. 
He looked old and tired; his eyes were hollow pockets, 
deep and purple, not the usual bright, warm emeralds 
that swept her off her feet all those years before. The 
flickering candlelight in the dimly lit room played over 
his features, casting shadows over his face. 

“I’m…sorry.” She hated disappointing him. 
“No, please, don’t be sorry for anything, my love. 

I am to blame for all of this. Please, forgive me. Your 
pardon for my sins is all I can ask for now.” Lenora 
reached up and laid her hand against his cheek, comforted 
by its coolness. The last few months of her pregnancy 
had been a trying time for them both, and she didn’t want 
to give up so easily after all they had suffered. She was 
terrified when she found out she was pregnant, but when 
her belly started to swell, she discovered an unexpected 
joy and elation at the thought of the tiny life growing 
inside her. It was only when she felt her baby kick for the 
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first time that she realized there was something wrong. 
The immense pain that ripped through her abdomen was 
too much to bear. Her health declined quickly, and she 
was bedridden in the early stages of her second trimester. 
There were days when Guiliana had to hold Lenora’s 
head over a bowl as she vomited large amounts of thick 
blood, but no matter how much she suffered, Lenora 
wanted nothing more than to see her baby. Carmine did 
everything he could to get her through the pregnancy, 
always strong and positive, sitting up with her night after 
night. To see him now, a broken man, was too much for 
her. If she could just hold on a little longer, it would all 
be worth it. 

Guiliana had been brave, too. She stayed on, even 
after Martha—her mother, and Lenora’s original nurse—
fled during the night without a word to anyone. 

Martha’s abrupt departure happened shortly after 
Carmine came home one evening to find a surgeon from 
the Gypsy Creek Medical Clinic at his wife’s bedside. 
He’d delivered strict orders, banning all strangers from 
ever setting foot on the eighteenth century estate he had 
purchased for his wife as a wedding gift only months 
before, and he was outraged that Martha had ignored 
his orders. Carmine argued with Martha for hours after 
making the surgeon leave; it had scared Guiliana so 
much that she’d crept into Lenora’s room, seeking her 
comfort. The young girl had jumped each time Carmine 
yelled. She’d eventually fallen asleep in her arms but, 
the next morning, Lenora had awoken to sobbing. 
Guiliana had shoved a letter at her—a note from Martha 
explaining that she had to leave and she felt the deepest 
regret at having to abandon her only daughter. Lenora 
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was bewildered. Why would a mother leave her child? 
Guiliana had begged Lenora to speak to Carmine, to find 
out where Martha had gone. She became distraught—the 
reality of her abandonment making her delirious to the 
point of accusing Carmine of killing her mother. Lenora 
had shushed her fears, and warned the girl to never 
voice her concern to anyone but her. The idea that her 
husband would ever hurt anyone, let alone kill them, was 
ludicrous. 

After some time, Guiliana seemed to accept that 
Martha was gone and wasn’t coming back for her. She 
even dropped the ridiculous notion that Carmine had 
done the unthinkable. Lenora was thankful that Guili was 
skilled enough to help with her pregnancy. Despite the 
strange symptoms she suffered that baffled them both—
from a bloody blister rash that covered her abdomen to 
her constant sensitivity to the smell of blood—Guiliana 
had done everything possible to make sure both she and 
her baby stayed healthy. 

Lenora stared hard at Carmine, ignoring the pain 
she felt. He looked so tortured; if a few simple words 
would ease his agony, she’d gladly say them, although 
she doubted she would ever understand why he seemed 
so distraught over the birth of their child. 

“I forgive you.” The stress on his face did not ease, 
but his eyes looked less haunting and it brought a tiny 
smile of hope to her lips.

Lenora, still looking at her husband, let out another 
urgent cry and dug her fingers into the bed sheets. 
Carmine hung his head.

“Please, forgive me,” he repeated over and over, 
his whispers becoming more urgent with each passing 
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second. “Please, forgive me, please, forgive me.” 
“A head! I see a head.” Guiliana danced nervously 

at the bottom of the bed. 
Carmine looked up at Lenora. His face mirrored her 

relief—it was almost over.
“Oh, there’s an arm!” Guiliana announced with 

more excitement, reaching between Lenora’s legs to 
give some assistance to the child that had finally chosen 
to enter the world. “Okay, this is it, Lenora. Just one last 
push.” 

The exhausted woman clenched her muscles 
and pushed with all her might, and when a strangled 
cry escaped her newborn, she relaxed back into the 
pillows piled up behind her. The hushed movements of 
Carmine and Guiliana beside her, kept her on the brink 
of consciousness. She was so tired, all she wanted was 
to close her eyes and let sleep drag her into oblivion, but 
she willed herself to remain awake, long enough to see 
her child. 

“It’s a girl!” Carmine leaned over Lenora, allowing 
her to have a look at their daughter and her thick mass of 
black hair. Lenora’s heart grew with the love she felt for 
the little being. 

“Amberlyn.” She wiped at the tear slipping down 
her cheek; a tear of complete happiness.

“Amberlyn.” Carmine echoed the name. 
Lenora wanted to hold her little girl in her arms, 

knowing it would be a moment she’d never forget, proof 
that all of the suffering had not been in vain. The perfect 
little angel that she now saw before her was far more 
precious than any comfort she had lacked in the last few 
months. 
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CARMINE WAITED FOR GUILIANA TO remove 
the bloodied sheets from the bed, making it more 
comfortable for Lenora, before reaching over to place 
Amberlyn in his wife’s arms. But as he lay their little 
girl down, Lenora let out another agonizing scream, its 
resonance causing the blood in his veins to run cold.  

Guiliana rushed in from the bathroom and almost 
stumbled into Carmine as he whisked Amberlyn away 
from the bedside and placed her in the tiny crib he had 
spent months building. He hurried back to his wife’s 
side. Her lips had turned a light shade of purple, almost 
grey. Her face was pale and clammy, and he couldn’t 
help but feel terrified, forgetting everything he was in 
that moment. Guiliana grabbed several towels from a 
nearby closet and laid them on the bed around Lenora’s 
lower half. There was so much blood. Its dark stickiness 
left a metallic scent in the air. Lenora kept gasping with 
pain and clutching the bed sheets. Her body convulsed as 
more blood gushed from her. 

“How do I stop it? There’s so much. Too much!” 
Guiliana yelled. “We have to get a doctor. We have to 
call nine-one-one!”

She backed away from the bed, the white towels 
already a deep crimson. Carmine’s hands pressed firmly 
but gently on Lenora’s shoulders, trying to keep her from 
shuddering. He looked over at Guiliana, who was now 
huddled in the corner of the bedroom, shaking her head, 
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her own body quivering as she sobbed. Her bloodied 
arms crossed over her chest, staining the white cardigan 
she wore. The latex gloves on her hands, once a bright 
yellow, had changed to a sickly dark beige color.

Carmine ran over to her. 
“Do something!” His voice was fierce. “Get over 

there and help her.” He lashed out in anger and slapped 
her across the face, but she didn’t flinch. His menace had 
panicked her into a calm state of shock.

She sat, still huddled in the corner, deliriously 
rocking back and forth. Carmine held his head in his 
hands, unable to look at his wife, not wanting to see the 
pain writhing on her face— hating that he wasn’t able 
to help in any way. If only he’d accepted the fact that 
he’d fallen in love with her before she’d fallen pregnant. 
Lenora meant more to him than anything else. She was 
his everything; not just some plaything he could easily 
discard after she’d served her purpose. But he ignored 
his feelings, fearing it showed weakness, only finding 
the courage to embrace them when it was too late. He 
should never have allowed this pregnancy to happen. 
He’d let things continue, knowing full well that Lenora’s 
life was at risk. She wasn’t strong enough to survive the 
birth of their child.

He knelt beside the bed. His penance now reserved 
for a higher power, one he never believed in before. One 
he now turned to for solace. “I pray to you. Please. Do 
not take her away from me.” He begged.

Amberlyn’s wailing reached out to him from across 
the room, like she knew something was wrong. Lenora’s 
body still jerked with fits, but they were not as violent 
as before. The blood flow had stopped, but there was so 
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much of it soaking into the bed, blending with the rich 
burgundy of the delicate linen, that it began dripping onto 
the cream rug below. Carmine thought of the only thing 
possible to save Lenora, to give her life again. He paced 
back and forth, wishing he knew if it were the right thing 
to do. He’d already caused so much damage. 

He listened to Amberlyn again, shrieking in her 
crib. He would do it. There was really no other choice, if 
not for Lenora, then for their baby girl. 

The air in the room suddenly changed. It became 
thick and stale, like all the oxygen had been sucked from 
it, disappearing as death stepped in. Carmine ran back 
over to the bed. Lenora’s skin was transparent now. Her 
eyes were open and staring straight past him. It was too 
late, he had deliberated too long; he was a fool and a 
coward. Lenora’s soul had slipped from her lifeless 
body. Her eyes were nothing more than a glassy image 
of death. 

Carmine hugged her tightly to his chest. He had to 
change things. He must bring her back. But his powers 
were limited and there really was nothing more he could 
do. Instead, he wept; for the first time ever, he shed tears. 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SHE OPENED THE ENVELOPE WITH trembling 
hands and slowly pulled out the letter. Unfolding the 
piece of paper, she looked quickly at the first line, 
searching for the one word that would change the rest of 
her life. Nothing else it said really mattered.

“Congratulations!”
Amber read the word again, allowing it to repeat in 

her head a few times just to make sure it was true. 
“Congratulations.” The excited whisper slipped off 

her tongue. 
She did it. She finally found her freedom    —a way 

out. For so many years, she was confined to the inner 
walls of her family estate, but now she would spread 
her wings and enter the world of the normal college 
student. She’d finally be able to breathe, to become her 
own person. She ran quickly down the stairs toward the 
kitchen where she was sure Guiliana would be fussing 
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over the icing of freshly baked cupcakes. Their sweet 
aroma greeted her as she entered the hallway. 

“Guili! Guili!” Her cries of joy brought the round-
faced woman through the swinging door, almost crashing 
into her. 

“Amberlyn, what is it?” She looked flustered and 
her voice showed a trace of panic. Amber held the letter 
out to her. 

“We did it! I made it in.” 
Guiliana slowly read the letter and then stared up 

at Amber. 
“Oh, I’m so excited. This is the best news ever.” 
They embraced and danced excitedly in the hallway. 

For months, the two of them worked on her applications 
to different colleges and universities around the country. 
Guiliana visited the local high school to find out about 
the application process; she had even attended an Open 
House, which gave students the opportunity to see 
firsthand what the college had to offer. Of course, the two 
of them were very hush-hush about everything because 
if Carmine found out, he’d have had the housekeeper’s 
head and would never speak to Amber again. But all 
their hard work paid off. Now, all Amber needed to do 
was find a way to tell her father; after all, he would be 
her financier.

“What is the ‘best news’?” Carmine’s booming 
voice echoed behind them and they stopped abruptly.

“Nothing, Mr. Darksky. I’ll go see to finishing 
dinner.” Guiliana fidgeted nervously with the apron 
around her waist.

Amber noticed the deep fearful look in her eyes; 
it was one she’d seen many times before but never 
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quite understood. Even Guili’s memories served no 
explanation as to why she disliked Carmine so much. 
The first time she’d seen into Guili’s mind, she’d been 
overwhelmed by a great sense of joy as she witnessed 
the woman embracing and laughing with a lady twice 
her age. They looked so alike Amber had been sure that 
the other woman was Guiliana’s mother. Happiness had 
turned into despair as Guili wept over a piece of paper. 
Her eyes blurred with tears and Amber couldn’t make 
out the words on the note. At the time, Amber’s heart 
had picked up speed as her own mother had appeared in 
the scene. Lenora had tried calming Guili, reassuring her 
that Carmine wasn’t capable of doing that—whatever 
that was. A fleeting image of Carmine lashing out at her, 
as she huddled in a corner, had then flashed through the 
vision, but other than that, Amber could never determine 
why her caretaker had such an aversion for her father. 
What had he done to cause Guili so much anguish? 

The housekeeper disappeared back into the kitchen, 
leaving Amber alone with her father. 

“Amberlyn?” He raised his brow and stared down 
at her; his voice stern and controlled, but Amber noticed 
his defenses weaken the more he looked at her. She’d 
seen the change in him many times before. The way 
his face would relax and his lips would lift slightly at 
the corners. He was thinking about Lenora, she was 
sure of it. Guili had told her how much she resembled 
her mother, and Amber’s heart broke each time she 
saw Carmine’s reaction to her appearance, because she 
knew just how deeply he’d loved Lenora, and she was a 
constant reminder of what he’d lost.

She tried to hide the letter, but it was no use. He 
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had already seen it and was stretching out a hand for it. 
Amber heaved a heavy sigh and slowly gave the paper to 
him, all the while knowing what his reaction would be, 
preparing herself for it. Carmine never allowed her to 
venture off the property. Since her mother’s death, he did 
everything he possibly could to make her life happy and 
comfortable, but the one thing she craved was the one 
thing he would never consent to. When she expressed 
a great need to go out running and hiking through the 
woods, he had a fully equipped gym installed in one of 
the upstairs bedrooms. He tried to make up for her lack of 
a social life by bringing her gifts that a teenage girl could 
only ever dream of. Fendi, D&G, and Gianfranco Ferre 
were only some of the designer labels she was used to 
receiving after his return from one of his many European 
business trips. The items he brought her couldn’t be 
bought in any store—they were carefully selected, 
one-of-a-kind pieces. But Amber felt no excitement at 
receiving such gifts. What was the point of owning a 
gorgeous pair of Christian Louboutin stilettos if she was 
only going to wear them between her bedroom and the 
living room? 

He had the best tutors flown in from around the world 
to teach her subjects that were reserved for institutes of 
higher learning so she wouldn’t have to attend school, 
and now she was asking to go off to college…to a real 
campus…even though her tutor had already covered 
most of what she would learn there. It was absurd. She 
knew he wouldn’t approve. 

Carmine’s eyes darkened as he read the letter. A 
fierce scowl covered his face.

He crumpled the page. “What is the meaning of 
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this?” His voice was deep and steady as he spoke through 
clenched teeth.

“I…I’ve been meaning to tell you, Daddy, but 
I never got a chance.” The words stumbled from her 
mouth, revealing the lie.      

“Have I not given you everything you’ve ever 
needed?” He was angry now and did not care much for 
her excuses. “Were the private lessons not good enough 
for you? Are you that ungrateful?” 

Tears sprang up in her eyes and her lips trembled. 
Amber had never, in all her life, witnessed Carmine’s 
rage, but she saw it rising in his deep emerald eyes like 
a sudden thunderstorm, ready to strike with its lashes of 
lightening.   

“No, it’s not like that. I appreciate everything 
you’ve given me. But I’m eighteen now, and I think it’s 
time for me to go out into the world. I need to meet new 
people…people my age. I want to feel normal.” 

“Normal?” His mouth twisted into a wicked smile. 
“Amber, you are in no way normal. You have a gift, one 
that the world will never understand. Do you really want 
to take the chance of people finding out? What do you 
think will happen if they do?” His tone was mocking and 
it twisted her insides into a knot.

He still saw her as a naïve child, forced to ignore 
her own dreams and aspirations in order to follow his. 
Always using the same excuse to keep her trapped, 
telling her that the world beyond the boundaries of the 
estate would never accept her. But she wasn’t a little 
girl anymore, and after reading every book in Guiliana’s 
personal collection, her mind was bursting with the most 
imaginative ideas about what the world was like. She 
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wanted to see it for herself.
“Yes!” she shrieked.   
He stared at her incredulously, but Amber wasn’t 

about to back down. Guiliana told her once that she’d 
inherited her mother’s fiery passion, and arguing with 
her any further would be pointless. If Carmine thought 
he could coerce his daughter into changing her mind, 
he was wrong, and by the defeated look in his eyes, he 
knew it too.  

“Fine, but I will have no part in this.” He strode past 
her, still clutching her acceptance letter. “I have never 
felt such disappointment as I have today.” He glowered 
at her before pushing through the heavy wooden door to 
the front garden, slamming it behind him.

Amber looked after him. Her eyes were wide, and 
she wasn’t sure if she should scream or cry or just run to 
her room and lock herself in it. She was seething with 
an anger that was deeply rooted in her soul, and every 
bit of it was directed at her father. At the same time, her 
heart was in her throat. She wondered if he would ever 
forgive her for not telling him about her plans. Maybe it 
wasn’t fair that after everything he’d done for her, she 
was so eager to run the other way. Maybe she was being 
ungrateful—even selfish. 

Guiliana walked back into the hallway and pulled 
Amber in for a hug; they were both shaking after the 
confrontation with her father. At least Guili seemed 
to understand her need to escape the prison she called 
home. Amber wanted what any other young person her 
age wanted—to have fun, to explore the world, meet new 
people. Why couldn’t he see that? Amber buried her face 
in Guiliana’s neck as tears streamed down her cheeks. 
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“There, there, dear. Don’t worry, he’ll come ‘round. 
No use spilling your tears over his stubbornness.” 

“He’s so angry with me, Guili. I wish he’d 
understand how it feels to be locked away. What’s the 
point of having all of this knowledge, knowing how to 
speak so many different languages, and never getting to 
share it with anyone? I want to live my life on my own 
terms. I have so much more to offer, but I’m suffocating 
here, and if I don’t leave now, I’ll never be free from this 
place.” 

“Perhaps a steaming cup of tea will make you feel 
better. You go rest in the parlor and I’ll get it for you.” 
She patted Amber’s cheek affectionately and rushed 
through the door again. 

Amber dried her cheeks. She was relieved to have a 
friendly woman in her life. Guiliana was the only person 
who seemed to understand her; she was the only mother 
figure Amber had ever known. She’d been there from the 
time Amber was born and they held a strong bond.

Amber often stopped to think of how things would 
be if she hadn’t stolen her mother’s life when she was 
born. Lenora Darksky was a brave woman, and when 
faced with the choice to end her own life or that of her 
child, she chose to allow the tiny person growing in her 
belly to have an existence of its own, and for that, Amber 
would be eternally grateful. She knew that if she ever 
needed to make a decision like that, she would echo her 
mother’s choice. How would she be able to happily exist 
if she committed murder in the foulest way? 

Amber’s thoughts drifted back to the night of her 
birth. The sights and smells were strong in her mind. 
She knew without even seeing her mother that she was 
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beautiful, and her silent heartbeat was a soothing melody. 
Carmine’s heart also beat softly until he’d realized his 
wife was in trouble. The quickening of it scared Amber 
at the time, and she somehow understood that something 
wasn’t right. When her mother cried in pain for the first 
time since the birth, an overpowering metallic scent 
touched Amber’s nostrils. She saw the fear in Carmine’s 
eyes as he laid her down before rushing to Lenora’s side. 
There was so much blood. The bed sheets were soaked, 
and all hope of keeping Lenora alive was lost. The pain 
in Carmine’s heart was so intense that Amber felt it, as if 
her own heart were aching. 

She never understood how she could remember 
every detail of something that happened when she 
was a newborn, but it was her gift. She hadn’t really 
experienced the events of that day herself, at least not 
in a way that she could have remembered. Rather, she 
possessed the ability to see, with a simple touch, every 
happy and joyful or sad and painful memory imprinted 
in anyone’s mind. 

After having spent her entire life with Guiliana, 
Amber was used to seeing her thoughts. The same 
visions of Guili and her mother, talking, laughing, and 
at times fighting with each other, would surface. Images 
of time spent with Amber’s mother also played over 
and over, but all memories of Carmine were brief and 
nonspecific—never giving anything away. Amber didn’t 
have the guts to ask her caretaker about it because she 
worried it would cause a rift in their friendship.

Carmine’s thoughts were always vague, but his 
mind had opened up to her the night she was born, and 
his memories were still vivid; they haunted her dreams 
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nearly every night.
Carmine cradled her in his arms for hours after her 

mother died, and with one of his fingers lightly caressing 
her cheek, she was able to see his memories. She saw 
nothing of his early life. Maybe his childhood was 
so terrible he’d blocked it out. The only memories he 
seemed to have were those that involved her mother—
from the first time he laid eyes on her to the moment 
they decided to elope to escape Lenora’s father after he 
forbade their union. It’s as if he only started to live when 
he’d met Lenora. 

He loved her very much, and Amber felt every bit 
of despair and anguish that consumed her father when 
her mother passed. Amber became accustomed to the 
continuous replay of the horror but would never get used 
to the pain and fear it caused her to feel. 

Her gift was a curse. 
Carmine insisted she keep it their secret, but it 

did not take long for her to confide in Guiliana, the one 
person she truly trusted. It was not for this reason alone 
that she told Guiliana. She saw the pain her friend had 
gone through when her mother had abandoned her, and 
Amber felt a kinship with her—they had both lost their 
mothers in some way.

Amber entered the parlor and looked over the room 
she was accustomed to sitting in on a daily basis. The 
polished mahogany floor stretched to a large Victorian 
fireplace. Its deep varnish stain was in direct contrast 
with the cream and white Baroque wallpaper that covered 
every inch from floor to ceiling. Bright bouquets of fresh 
flowers filled the living-area, all thanks to Guiliana’s 
love for gardening. She spent hours each morning 
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choosing only the best roses to add splashes of red, pink, 
and yellow color throughout the space. Their fresh, clean 
aroma always made Amber feel serene. But the room 
repulsed her now; she hated being in it. Even the ancient 
artwork, with its heavy gold framing that filled an entire 
wall, no longer appealed to her. She felt frozen in time. 
Amber was dying to spruce it up with something more 
modern, but Carmine was opposed to change, no matter 
how slight. The only thing in the room that Amber would 
never stop loving was the large, black grand piano that 
stood in one corner. 

At an early age, Amber learned to appreciate 
classical music and enjoyed every minute of her lessons. 
Carmine gave her a beautiful white violin for her fifth 
birthday, and she spent every waking hour practicing 
until she finally perfected the art. Whenever she played, 
the house filled with a melody that was sweet and soft 
and tempting, but also haunting and melancholic. At 
age ten, she discovered the piano, and nothing could 
compare to the tranquility she found when sitting on the 
small leather stool, running her fingers over the black 
and white ivories.

Guiliana entered the room with a tray of tea and 
a rainbow of colorfully decorated cupcakes topped 
with chocolate sprinkles. An hour and almost a dozen 
cupcakes later, the two were still on the living room floor 
discussing Amber’s hopes of what college life would 
bring. 

She needed to feel normal. For so many years, she 
felt like a freak, sitting at her bedroom window watching 
the other kids walk home from school, listening to their 
hurtful jibes whenever they passed the house. Even 
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adults walking by crossed the street so they weren’t 
too close. Amber expected children to huddle on the 
sidewalk opposite the house at Halloween, each daring 
the other to ring the doorbell. Of course, no one was 
ever brave enough. Rumors swept through town about 
Carmine being iniquitous and dabbling in witchcraft. 
Martha’s hasty retreat years before started some of 
these stories, like the allegation that Carmine murdered 
Martha and buried her somewhere in the woods behind 
the house; there was also speculation on Lenora’s death, 
and, of course, people wondered why he kept their child 
hidden from the outside world. By association, the locals 
considered Amber a monster, an outcast in society. She 
overheard Guiliana arguing with Carmine about it one 
night: “It’s not fair that she be punished for your sins,” 
Guiliana had yelled at him. Amber hid her head under 
the pillow and blocked out the words, not caring what 
any of it meant.

With her growing gift and strange father, even she 
started believing that she was an aberration. Why else 
would Carmine refuse her a normal life? Perhaps he 
was ashamed of her, or worse, maybe he didn’t want the 
world to acknowledge her existence because he wished 
she didn’t have one. On many nights, she cried herself to 
sleep with such thoughts, but now it was time for change. 
She’d show the world just how normal she really was. 
Guiliana even hinted at the chance of a first love and 
true romance at college, but Amber doubted her chances 
of that ever happening. She wasn’t sure if she’d allow 
anyone close enough, let alone give them power over 
her heart. 

      



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IT WAS NEARING MIDNIGHT AND Carmine hadn’t 
returned. The dinner Guiliana made remained untouched 
in the kitchen.  Having had her fill of cupcakes, and with 
her stomach still in knots over her fight with her father, 
Amber’s appetite was non-existent. Eventually, she fell 
asleep on one of the cream chaise lounges in the living 
room. When she awoke, the room was dark with only 
slivers of moonlight reaching through the windows, and 
the house was silent. The night air cooled to a slight chill 
so Amber was happy for the chenille throw Guiliana 
had draped over her. She stretched out of her curled-up 
position, walked through the double glass doors at the 
end of the hallway, and strolled toward the end of the 
garden. She came to rest at a concrete plaque that was 
constructed in her mother’s honor and placed amongst 
the rose bushes—her mother’s favorite flower, Guiliana 
had told her. Amber would come out here from time to 
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time, whenever she needed to clear her head. Feeling 
a little closer to her mother somehow diminished her 
unease. She knelt in front of the plaque and ran her hand 
over the engraving: Your life is eternal, your memory a 
treasure.

“Mom, give me the strength to get through this and 
make Daddy understand,” she whispered.

She wrapped the blanket around her bare shoulders 
and sighed. Amber stared into the darkness in front of 
her. There was a sudden rustle in the bushes, just behind 
the plaque, that made Amber’s heart beat rapidly. She 
strained her eyes, peering harder into the gloom, looking 
for any sign of movement. There wasn’t even a hint of a 
breeze that could have stirred the leaves. Another rustle 
of the bushes had her on her feet, backing away toward 
the house. The rush of blood in her ears was deafening, 
and she was gasping for breath by the time she reached 
the porch. An eerie sensation crept up her spine like icy, 
skeletal fingers, finally resting on her neck, causing the 
fine hairs to stand on end. Something was watching her 
from the shadows.  

She was surprised when Carmine appeared from 
the brush. He was dressed in his best suit, a Tom 
Ford creation, so why was he wandering through the 
wilderness? Amber stood on the porch and watched her 
father. He didn’t notice her. His face was blank, and 
he looked as if he were in a trance. She stepped back 
into the shadows as he charged toward the porch. But 
he hesitated at the door of the house before turning 
around, running down the steps, toward the garden, and 
disappearing again into the forest.

His behavior was strange, something she’d never 
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experienced. Over the years, Amber became more aware 
of her father’s quirks and peculiarities, but she always 
brushed it off as her own teenage intolerance for parental 
behavior. Now, the more she thought about it, the more 
she wondered what drove his behavior. She had never 
seen him eat, always finding an excuse to skip dinner, 
and he was awake at odd hours, but she attributed this 
to his constant traveling. It was unusual for him to be 
rushing around in the woods, in the dark, in his best 
attire. He looked torn—tormented even—like he was 
struggling with something. Amber wished she knew 
what was going on, but she wasn’t about to question him 
or even run after him. Instead, she hurried into the house 
and escaped to the sanctuary of her bedroom. 

 
 
 
 

NEARLY A MONTH PASSED WITH no sign of 
Carmine. The last time Amber saw him was the night 
he had vanished through the trees that bordered the 
backyard; she feared that something terrible had 
happened to him. She imagined a bear or wolf attacking 
him, and the thought of losing her father sent a jolt of 
anguish to her heart. Guiliana hushed her fears, telling 
Amber he was scheduled to leave on a business trip so 
that was probably where he was. But Amber still worried 
and felt even more disappointed that he wouldn’t be 
around to wish her well on the journey she was about 
to embark on. Although he was clearly angered by her 
decision, Amber believed he was not so stubborn as to 
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let her go without saying goodbye. 
Amber sat at the wooden dresser, staring at her 

reflection in the large mirror. Her eyes were strained 
with a dark purplish tinge under them. She ran a hand 
through her long, raven hair that shone a deep plum 
color in the sun. Guiliana often compared her to Lenora. 
The light spray of freckles on her cheeks was the same 
as her mother’s, as was her hair and bow-shaped lips. 
But her shimmering, emerald eyes definitely came from 
Carmine. 

A city in Minnesota, Cyprus Falls was a ten-hour 
drive from Gypsy Creek. Tomorrow, she was scheduled 
to fly to Cyprus Falls Airport and make her way to the 
place she’d call home for the next few years: CFU–Cyprus 
Falls University. She wasn’t planning on returning home 
for any holidays or breaks so she hoped CFU was all it 
promised to be. Amber moved to the edge of her bed, 
the musical jewelry box Carmine had given her on her 
tenth birthday on her lap. She ran her fingers lightly over 
the intricate carvings of the wood, resting them on a 
finely etched crescent moon painted dark red. The box 
belonged to her mother, and each time Amber listened to 
the soft, haunting melody that flowed from it, her heart 
ached. It was the only personal item of Lenora’s that she 
owned. A jolt of electricity flashed up Amber’s arm and 
she dropped the wooden box. What the hell was that? she 
thought. Her hand stung with the weird sensation of pins 
and needles. She picked it up again and turned it over in 
her hands, looking for something that could have caused 
the pain. Amber ran her hand over the crescent moon 
and again she felt the charge run though her fingers and 
up her arm. She jerked her hand back and stared closely 



Therian 29

at the carving, feeling a strange pull that made her entire 
body throb. She was tired and stressed and lacking sleep; 
it was the only way to explain the strange occurrence.

A light tapping sounded on her bedroom door. 
Amber placed the box on top of her dresser and opened 
the door to Guiliana.

“Everything all right, dear?” She stepped into the 
room and looked at Amber with concern. 

“Yup, everything is just fine.” Amber tried to sound 
upbeat.

“I got you something. I hope it cheers you up a 
little.” 

Guiliana held out a blue and pink gift bag. Amber 
couldn’t stop the grin that formed on her lips and reached 
her eyes. Guili’s kind face was enough to make her forget 
the heavy weight on her heart. Amber peered inside the 
bag and squealed with delight. 

“Oh, Guili, thank you!” She hugged Guiliana 
tightly.

Amber pulled a black box from the gift bag and 
opened it, holding up her new mobile phone. She 
admired its sleek, glossy finish that gleamed under the 
light. Carmine had always refused for her to have one; 
it would have just been a waste as there was no one 
she could call, anyway. At least now, when she made 
friends—and she was sure she would—she could keep 
in touch with them.

“This is the best gift ever.” She beamed at Guiliana. 
“But how did you…?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Your father will be 
thanking me when he finds out I got you that device. 
Now you’ll be able to stay in contact.” She shrugged 
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off the question before Amber was even able to ask it. 
“And, before I forget….” Guili pulled a plastic card 
from her pocket. “I’m sure you’ll need spending money. 
This card is linked to the household credit card. You’re 
already authorized to use it, so don’t hesitate if you need 
anything.”

Amber was so grateful to have such a dear and 
caring person in her life. She didn’t know what she 
would have done without Guiliana at her side all these 
years. She wrapped her arms around her and squeezed 
firmly. 

“Thank you. You really have no idea how much this 
means to me. You’ve done so much for me.”

“No need to thank me.” She ran her hands through 
Amber’s hair. “I’ll leave you to play with your phone, 
now.”

Amber lay on her bed and explored all the different 
applications and functions of the phone. She’d never 
used one before, but she was sure it didn’t take a rocket 
scientist to figure it out. After an hour of experimenting 
with her new device, Amber placed it under her pillow 
and stared at the mountain of clothing strewn on her floor. 
She was deciding what to pack before the incident with 
the jewelry box, and she still wasn’t sure what to take 
with her. She didn’t care much for the expensive clothing 
that hung in her closet—she was going to college, not 
some Hollywood red carpet event. She wanted to start 
anew, without any reminders of the years trapped within 
her home. She sorted through the heap, only taking the 
few items she thought she would need, adding one or two 
of the more luxurious pieces because she didn’t really 
know what she was in for. After packing everything 
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she wanted, she dumped the remaining clothing into a 
huge box and marked it for charity. The clearing of her 
possessions was, in some way, a cleansing ritual and she 
immediately felt less troubled. Now, she was ready to 
enter a new phase of life.

 
 
 
 

AMBER STOOD AT THE DOOR of the taxi that would 
take her to Gypsy Creek Airport. Guiliana stood with 
tissues in her hand. 

Amber stared over to the woods where she last 
saw Carmine. She really wished he had come back to 
say goodbye. Her frustration with him had simmered, 
and she didn’t feel right leaving without knowing he 
forgave her and understood her need to venture off 
into the world. Perhaps he had left on his business trip 
as Guiliana said, but Amber couldn’t help feeling that 
there was something terribly wrong. As she was about to 
slide into the back of the car, Carmine appeared out of 
nowhere at the far corner of the house. Amber stopped 
and smiled at him, but he did not acknowledge her, even 
though he was looking in her direction. His eyes were 
blank again. She waved at him, one last attempt to get 
his attention, but he still ignored her and strode up the 
porch steps and into the house. Amber’s sigh was heavy 
but she caught the glare in Guili’s eyes and knew her 
father would be berated for his behavior. The two of 
them hugged quickly when the driver gave a loud grunt, 
announcing his annoyance. 
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“Are you sure you have everything you need?” 
Guiliana asked and Amber nodded. “You have your 
mobile?” 

“Yes, I have everything.” She paused and looked 
at Guiliana. “I’m really going to miss you,” she told her, 
and before Guiliana could burst into a flood of tears, 
Amber jumped into the back of the taxi and closed the 
door.

Amber thought of Carmine as the taxi drove through 
the small town of Gypsy Creek. Although she had never 
seen it, her mind was too preoccupied to take notice of 
its many attractions right then. 

A single tear passed through her lashes, leaving 
a wet stain on her cheek. Amber could not give in to 
Carmine now; she had worked too hard and come too far 
to turn back. This is what she wanted more than anything, 
and there was no way he was going to change her mind. 
She chided herself for the tear she shed for her father 
and wiped away the wetness on her face. Excitement 
churned in the pit of her stomach mixed with a nervous 
energy that twisted her gut. As eager as she was to get 
to college, she also worried about whether she’d even fit 
in. Would she make friends easily? Or would she be as 
lonely in the real world as she was on her family estate. 
She learned her social skills through television and time 
spent with Guiliana, which wasn’t much to go on, but 
she’d take it one step at a time. She only hoped her gift 
wouldn’t get in the way of her getting to know people. 

Would college guys be anything like some of her 
favorite book boyfriends? Gorgeous and brooding, with a 
bit of bad boy in them. Her cheeks flamed at the thought. 
This was her chance to experience life to the fullest, and 
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the more Amber thought about the possibilities that lay 
ahead of her, the less she thought about Carmine. Her 
adventure was about to begin.

 


