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I awoke with a start and shot up straight in my small, rumpled bed. My heart pounded like a jackhammer as my eyes darted rapidly about the shadowy room. It was only when I realized I was still safe in my bed, still living in the cramped apartment I shared with my dad, that the wild thumping went away.
I pushed strands of dark brown hair off my sweaty forehead and flopped back onto my flattened pillow. I’d just had that awful dream . . . again. In the fifteen years I’d spent on this planet, I’d had that dream more times than could be considered normal. Or healthy. Or sane.
I can’t ever remember the details of what happens, thank goodness. But the feeling of horror I experienced every time I woke up from that dream, which haunted my nights more and more often, was starting to wear me down. I couldn’t stand it—this sense of impending doom. But what I hated even more was that I was absolutely convinced my dream was going to come true some day.
That’s what I dreaded most of all.
~Part One~
Portal Manor
Todd Crow raced his dusty Toyota along the curvy road. He wanted to drop his beastly passenger off as soon as humanly possible and get out of this godforsaken backwoods maze. This place gave him the creeps.
As he drove, he savored the thought of getting rid of Viddie Mors. He’d had to put up with her antics for four long years, far too long for any decent person to handle. During that time, she’d done a lot of weird things, though her annoying habit of staring at him and then telling him exactly what he was thinking was the worst. The tiresome girl’s seeming ability to read his mind was unnatural, and he was thoroughly sick of it.
Even more unsettling was the notion that one day she might share some of his less-than-loyal thoughts with her dad. If his professor and mentor, the illustrious Dr. Andrew Mors, found out what his teaching assistant really thought of him, all his tedious brown-nosing and schmoozing would go down the toilet. Then where would he be? It was too disturbing to think about.
He braked around a sharp curve, then sped up again. He was shifting into fourth gear when something large loomed up out of the thick fog directly in front of him. He slammed on the brakes, and the old car skidded sideways on the loose gravel. It rattled to a stop in time to avoid crashing into a massive wrought-iron gate rising out of the heavy mists like black, skeletal fingers. Mumbling curses, he backed up the battered car, spitting small rocks into the air.
“Watch out!” a high-pitched voice hollered from the back seat.
Todd glanced in the rearview mirror to see the girl’s screwed-up mouth and tightly crossed arms—her typical pose whenever she looked at him—and rolled his protuberant, yellow-brown eyes as he gave a martyred sigh.
“How was I supposed to know they’d put a gate in the middle of the road? You should be grateful I was willing to take time out of my busy schedule to drive you here, you little brat! Your dad should’ve made you take the bus.” He shifted the car into park, grinding the gears. “I’ve never known anyone so ungrateful.”
“So you’ve been saying for the last three hours,” the girl replied.
Todd heaved another sigh and glared at her in the mirror. It had been a long trip.
It had been a long trip, I thought to myself, but only because the Toad had made it that way. For most of the drive we fought about stupid stuff, like bathroom breaks. I wanted to take them; he didn’t. After the two-hour mark, I nearly lost my battle with the call of nature before he finally caved in and pulled into the grungiest gas station he could find.
The Toad doesn’t like me. In fact, he loathes me, a sentiment which comes through loud and clear every time he glares at me, tells me to shut my trap, snaps my bare arm with the red comb he always carries in his back pocket, or tattles on me to my dad, to name just a few of the despicable things he does when no one’s looking.
It wasn’t his toady behavior, however, that earned him his nickname. The first day Dad introduced his new teaching assistant to me, I renamed him “the Toad” and refused to call him anything else after that. He has these big, bulgy eyes hooded by heavy lids that open and close very slowly, exactly like a toad’s. His cold, clammy skin is dull gray and covered with warts, and his broad face is mostly nose, with no chin to speak of. Rumor has it that when he was born, his own mother took one look at him and fainted.
Obviously we can’t stand each other, which is why this seemingly endless trip has been so awful. To make matters worse, we were now stuck in the middle of a dark, foggy road, both of us staring miserably up at the massive gate blocking our way and wondering how much longer this nightmare was going to last.
After several minutes of uncomfortable silence, waiting nervously for someone to open the gate, the Toad honked the horn with as much force as his puny forearm could muster. When no one appeared, he lowered his window to peer out. Watching his head swivel back and forth, as though searching for flies to eat, I realized something . . . the Toad didn’t like this place; in fact, he was scared of it. He was actually sweating as he looked around, beads of perspiration popping out on his big forehead like dewdrops gathering on a mushroom. His increasing uneasiness made me feel less wretched about our situation, though only a little. He was the one who got to go home again.
“Why couldn’t my dad drive me himself?” I mumbled as I stared out the window. My dad’s decision to have the Toad drive me to my destination really bothered me. It was bad enough to be sent away from home like some kind of juvenile delinquent—which I wasn’t—but to have my dad refuse to take me himself, condemning me to ride with the Toad? That was cruel and unusual punishment.
“Listen, kid,”—the Toad’s croaky voice dripped with impatience as he raised the window, then turned on the wipers to clear away the mist that had settled on the windshield—“I’ve told you a hundred times already: Dr. Mors has to finish his presentation for the annual Scientific America Chemistry Convention coming up. He’s a busy man.”
I sniffed moodily. My dad was always busy with some paper he was writing or experiment he was working on or class lecture he was preparing for. He didn’t have enough time for me—had never had enough time for me. I accepted that he had a lot to do, really I did. What I didn’t like was that he never made any effort to spend time with his only child. Driving me to my new home would have been a nice place to start.
I wondered whether he wanted to be around me at all. From the time I was a little kid, I’d picked up on the strange way he would sometimes look at me, as though he was afraid of me. I didn’t mind that the Toad was scared of me, but my own dad? Parents shouldn’t be afraid of their kids, no matter what strange things they might do, and especially after they’d worked so very hard to stop doing them.
I felt a familiar stinging sensation in my eyes and pinched my arm hard enough to hurt. I’m not going to cry, I threatened myself. I’m not going to cry. Unfortunately, it seemed that all I had to do lately was think about my miserable life and the waterworks turned on like a faucet. But darned if I was going to let myself cry in front of the Toad! That would make his day.
“Is this the place?” I asked, although I was afraid to hear the Toad’s answer. There was something familiar about the gate, in an unsettling kind of way. I shuddered and looked away.
“It better be,” the Toad retorted. “It took long enough to get here, and it’s a long drive back.”
I sighed. A long drive back. How many chocolate bars would it take to bribe the Toad into turning around and taking me with him? I wondered. The ride would be horrid, but it’d be better than being left behind, especially since I hadn’t wanted to leave home in the first place. From the start, I’d had a bad feeling about this whole scheme. But the Toad would never take me back with him. To say he was thrilled I was leaving would be an understatement. He was ecstatic.
My eyes drifted toward the window again. Chin propped on my fist, I stared at the huge gate, which connected two high stone walls, then stretched endlessly off into the distance on either side. Thick, brown vines covered with spiky thorns and dark green leaves climbed the rough surface of the walls like snakes racing each other to the top. Through the heavy fog, I could barely make out the black iron spikes standing alertly on top, daring anyone to try to enter the premises without permission. Or . . . maybe the sharp sentinels were there to keep people in. People like me. I shuddered at the thought.
To distract myself from the depressing image this created, I focused harder on studying the gate. As I stared at it, the letters P and M popped out from amongst a thick tapestry of iron curlicues and spikes. I wondered what the letters stood for, then wondered why I cared. I wasn’t staying here. First chance I got, I was heading back home to prove to my dad that I was a normal kid, even if I had to lock him in a room to do it. I’d throw the Toad in there, too, and leave him there to rot, I thought defiantly as my eyes continued to follow the patterns in the ironwork.
A light breeze picked up and cleared away the fog, revealing the entire gate in all its glory. At that same moment something clicked in my mind, like a key turning in a lock, and I knew at once why the gate looked so familiar to me and why I’d had a bad feeling about this trip. My heart thudded in my chest as I shook my head in denial. It couldn’t be! I pulled back and looked up at the imposing structure again. It could be. Goosebumps prickled my skin. It seemed impossible, but my dream, my lifelong nightmare, was coming true. My hands rubbed together nervously. I had to get out of this car. I couldn’t go through that gate—it was the one in my dream!
I grabbed the door handle and pulled as hard as I could, but the door wouldn’t open. I jiggled the handle again and then realized the door was locked. I hit the automatic lock button and the knob popped up. When I tried the handle again, the door remained shut fast. I pulled and tugged at the handle, my heart thudding in warning, until I heard a snicker coming from the front seat. I met bulging eyes in the rearview mirror. The Toad was smirking at me.
“Child-proof lock.” He grinned. “I flipped the switch when you got out to use the bathroom at that last gas station. Now you can’t get out of the car until I want you out. We wouldn’t want anyone getting lost, would we?”
“Let me out of here, Toad!” Panicking and angry, I whacked him on the back of the head with the paperback book I’d been reading. I wished I could have afforded the hardcover version; it would’ve made a better club.
The Toad whipped around in his seat, his usually gray face red with fury. I shrank away from him, driving my legs against the vinyl seat. “If you don’t shut your trap, Viddie Mors, I’ll tell your dad about your little incident at school.”
My mind spun like a top, and I felt myself grow cold with dread. My dad had never heard that particular story. I’d never intended that he would. So how had the Toad found out? This was bad.
“Who told you about that?” I managed to choke out through a suddenly dry mouth.
The Toad grinned malevolently. “Your teacher called about it one day when I was at your apartment picking up papers to grade. The professor was busy, so I answered the phone. She thought I was your dad—a mistake I didn’t bother correcting.” He chuckled. “She told me the whole story. I never said anything to your dad because I didn’t want to bother him with his crazy daughter’s problems. I also knew that one day this information might come in handy.” He grinned as he turned back around, knowing he’d won this battle. “And now it has.”
That jerk! He knew I didn’t want my dad to find out what had happened that day at school, or at least not the version the Toad had probably heard. If my dad learned the truth, he’d have tangible proof that something really was wrong with me and would never let me come back.
With a defeated sigh, I dropped my cold hand from the door handle and nibbled on my pinkie fingernail. I needed to get out of this car. But to do that I had to calm down or figure out what to do next in a rational, logical manner. Unfortunately, I’m not too good at doing things calmly, or in a rational and logical manner. I unwrapped a candy bar and munched on it in silence, wondering with each bite how long it would take the caffeine to kick my thought processes into gear.
“They better not expect me to open those gates myself,” the Toad muttered. “I can’t afford to pull something. My teammates would kill me.” He was the coxswain for the rowing team at college, which meant he steered and yelled.
“That would be a tragedy,” I replied, as I peeled back more wrapper.
He gave me an evil look in the mirror and honked the horn again, putting all his weight into it. After the seventh or eighth honk, the sound reverberating like a foghorn in the misty silence, a part of the wall began to move, startling the Toad and me. A teenage boy about my age pushed his way through a small opening next to the gate, battling against the tangled mess of leaves and vines that hid a door.
Free of the grasping vines, he loped toward the car, covering the ground between us quickly. With each step, his features solidified. He was almost as tall as my dad, who was six feet tall, and beanpole skinny, as if he couldn’t eat fast enough to keep up with a recent growth spurt. He wore a navy blue turtleneck sweater, faded blue jeans, and a scowl. I thought about asking him to open my car door for me, but changed my mind when I saw the look on his face.
The boy walked around the front of the car and came to my side. Leaning over, he motioned to me to lower my window. When I did—it was one of those windows that only went halfway down, barring that escape route—he leaned forward to study me suspiciously, as though I were some kind of criminal intent on robbing the place.
He had bright, blue eyes and dark brown, unruly hair that covered his forehead and tickled the tops of his bushy, black eyebrows. All that extra hair was probably meant to hide the red spots spattered on his tanned forehead. Freckles, along with a few more pimples, covered the crooked bridge of his nose, and a thick, white scar cut through his left eyebrow, giving him a satirical look. He seemed strangely familiar to me, although I was certain we’d never met.
Without saying so much as a “how’s it going,” he pushed himself away from my window and took his time walking around the car before stepping up to the driver’s window. I squirmed nervously. This guy was trouble.
The Toad lowered his window. “Is this going to take long?” He had deepened his voice to sound manlier. “It’s getting late, and I’ve really got to get back and study for my Bio-chem test tomorrow.”
“I need to see some identification,” the boy told him, holding out his hand.
The Toad dug out his wallet and showed his driver’s license to the teen. “I’m Todd Crow. Dr. Mors sent me.” He jerked his thumb back at me. “This is the prisoner.”
I kicked his seat; he sniggered at me in the mirror. He loved torturing me. Why couldn’t my dad ever see this side of the Toad?
“Knock it off, will you? You’re acting like a three-year-old. Anyway,”—he turned back to the teen—“this is Dr. Mors’ kid. I’m his teaching assistant.” He added the last part importantly.
When the boy said nothing, the Toad frowned. “He asked me to take time out of my busy schedule to bring her here. I hope this is the right place. I’ve really got to get back. It’s getting dark and I don’t have good night vision and there’s my test . . .” He looked out the window nervously.
“This is Portal Manor, all right,” the boy replied. Portal Manor. That explained the letters P and M in the ironwork. He looked down at the Toad’s driver’s license and carefully studied the piece of plastic. “Go on ahead,” he directed as he handed back the card, giving me a sharp look. He pointed a black object toward the gate, and the metal structure began to open.
The Toad gave a dramatic sigh of relief as he shifted the car into drive. “Thanks, kid. I appreciate it.” The “kid” frowned, and I smiled to myself. Apparently he didn’t like being called kid either.
The car lurched forward and my amusement quickly died. We were going in. I unbuckled my seatbelt and stuck my head out of the car window. Seeing the ground pass by below me, I didn’t hesitate. I shoved my body through the narrow opening and got my arms out the electric window before the Toad could shut it. It whirred as it slid upward, catching me mid-torso. I pushed down on the glass and leaned farther out. “You’ve got to help me!” I pleaded to the boy, who stood watching us go, an unreadable expression on his face. “Don’t make me go in there!”
He stared at me, his countenance stony.
The Toad stomped on the gas and the car sped through the gates.
“Please!” I begged as the window threatened to crack a rib.
“Sorry,” he shrugged. “It’s not up to me.” He aimed the object at the gate to close it.
With a resounding clang, the gate swung shut behind us. We were inside now, the boy nowhere to be seen in the thick fog.
There was no going back.
The car rolled forward into the fog and . . . nothing happened.
I tried to recall what my dream had prophesied about this day, but I couldn’t retrieve anything solid. I could only remember the gate and feeling like something bad was going to happen to me once I went through it, though I had no idea what that bad thing was or when it would occur.
Maybe it wasn’t meant to happen right away.
I fell back against the seat of the car and thought about the boy back at the gate, the one who’d left me to my fate. Why wouldn’t he help me? Sorry, he’d said. It’s not up to me. Well, who was it up to? And who was he, anyway? Being only a teenager, he surely couldn’t work for my dad, who owned the place. My dad’s mother, Grandma Mors, had left it to him years ago, although I had found out about its existence only the week before when my dad informed me I’d be moving. Alone. He’d also mentioned that my “guardian” would be a Mrs. Keeper, but said nothing about doofus back there. Not for the first time, I wondered how much my dad knew about the people living at this place, this prison I was being sent to against my will.
My imagination was running amok about my future and what my guardian might do once she got ahold of me, when I saw something strange up ahead. A group of people rose up out of the mists and moved rapidly toward the car.
Still wedged half out the back window, I strained to get a better look, the misty air cool on my face as I stared at the approaching figures. I soon realized they weren’t people at all, but life-sized stone statues. We were the ones moving, not them. The grayish-white figures peered down into a small, dark pool of water as though searching for answers—all of them, that is, except one. This particular statue gazed directly at me, his hands reaching out, imploring me to help him.
Time froze as I stared into those large, round eyes. The statue looked so real, I would almost swear he was alive. And I would almost swear that I’d seen him somewhere before. We gazed into each other’s eyes for what seemed an eternity—I couldn’t look away—and then time snapped. The car left him behind, the fog enveloping the statues around the pool as we drove onward.
Up ahead, the fog cleared a bit and a large shadow loomed into view—a pirate ship sailing on a sea of green grass. My eyes widened in amazement, and I promptly forgot about the stone statue. Portal Manor wasn’t a house; it was a mansion.
The Toad let out a low whistle. “I thought you guys didn’t have any money,” he said, staring up at the massive building. He was obviously thinking about all the time he had put into writing grants, begging for money for my dad’s latest experiment, time he could’ve spent getting better grades (like more time could have helped him).
“That’s what I thought,” I replied.
I studied the mansion we owned. A tangle of dark, leafy vines crawled up the smooth stone walls, covering most of the facade. The tendrils seemed to know not to grow on the many windows of varying shapes and sizes that stared blankly out at the front yard. I wondered why there weren’t any lights shining through them on such a dreary day. Could it be that a house in this day and age didn’t have electricity? The thought was distressing.
The Toad lowered the window a little and I knocked my head against the window frame as I drew myself back inside the car. Rubbing at the sore spot, and still search ing for any sign of light, I suddenly realized I was staring directly at a figure standing in one of the upper windows. But before I could be sure of what I was seeing, it disappeared.
Feeling apprehensive, I forced myself to look over the rest of the building. I’d learned from my experiences at my old school that you should know where all your escape routes are—a sad lesson to learn, but a necessary one after the Incident.
On each side of the house, immense, vine-covered towers pressed up against the main walls, supporting the giant building between them. The two towers rose high above the mansion’s roof, their tops disappearing into the fog. A large glass structure leaned against one of the towers and the south part of the main building. Yellow leaves from a nearby tree spotted the top of the glass roof with bright bits of color. Inside, large, shiny green leaves pressed against the glass, straining toward the sky. I wondered what grew within those fragile walls. From my vantage point, the scene resembled a jungle. At any moment, I expected to see Tarzan swinging past, searching for Jane.
In front, wide stone steps led up to two doors made of rich, dark wood large enough for two elephants to pass through side by side. On the face of both doors, surly gargoyles gripped large iron rings bigger than my head in their petulant mouths and challenged any normal-sized person to lift them. Maybe I could convince the Toad to make an attempt. With any luck, he’d hurt himself trying and leave here with a little injury to remember me by.
On either side of the stairway leading up to the doors, two lion statues crouched arrogantly on broad pedestals. Their hungry mouths, opened in a threatening roar, did nothing to make a person feel warmly welcomed. In fact, the entire house looked ready to eat whatever victim was dumb enough to enter.
If I had any say in the matter, that dumb victim wouldn’t be me.
Behind the building a mighty hill rose up like the back of the Loch Ness monster, adding to the dark, Gothic atmosphere of the mansion. Trees covered the hillside like a heavy fur coat, and I wondered what monsters might be hiding amongst them.
I bit my lip. Portal Manor was supposed to be my home until I finished my schooling. Four long years. I shook my head in disbelief. No way was I staying here for that long, not if the mansion was the same place as the one in my dream. Then again, maybe I was being an idiot about all this. Most kids would jump at the chance to stay in a big mansion and attend private school. Especially if the apartment you’d been living in was a tiny hovel and your old school was crammed full of Neanderthal creeps who thought you were a witch because of something you might have done once.
Going to a private school, however, did not sound at all appealing to me. The afterschool specials I’d watched over the years depicted private schools as torturous institutions filled to capacity with snobby rich kids picking on a few nerdy poor ones. Not my idea of a good time, especially since I happened to be one of those nerdy poor kids. On the other hand, living in a mansion might be pretty cool. Under normal circumstances, I would probably be psyched about staying here. But these were not normal circumstances; everything I’d felt and experienced up to this point warned me to stay away from Portal Manor.
More worried than ever now, I reached up to stroke the large medallion I wore on a thick, tarnished silver chain around my neck. My dad had told me once that it had been a gift to me from my grandmother, his mother, to be given to me at my birth. When I asked him what had happened to her, he replied that not long before I was born his mother had left on a trip to Alaska—from time to time she took these sojourns about the country—and had never returned. Apparently, while driving to a small town outside Anchorage, a blizzard blew up and she was never seen or heard from again. After telling me this much, Dad refused to say any more on the subject.
Up until now, I’d always thought Grandma Mors’ disappearance was a fascinating mystery, but after seeing this place, I no longer found the idea of someone disappearing so intriguing. More like terrifying.
Still, I wore the necklace everywhere I went, even in the shower. It wasn’t clear to me why, since I hadn’t even known my grandma, but it seemed like the right thing to do. Now I was glad I had it on. Simply knowing the necklace was there made me feel a little better, like I was taking a small bit of home with me.
The Toad pulled the car up to the front steps, tires screeching. He didn’t bother to turn off the engine before leaping out of the car and running to the trunk to unload my luggage. I wondered whether he shared the same uneasy feeling I did, that someone or something was watching him. He probably regretted convincing my dad it would be best if he drove me to my new school. He’d volunteered because it was the only way he could be sure I wouldn’t talk my dad out of going through with the plan. My dad was a genius in the science field, with several journal articles, books, and inventions to his name—that’s why the Toad sucked up to him—but the Toad also knew that when it came to dealing with his own kid, my dad was hopeless.
Untying the rope holding the trunk lid down, he pulled out the first of three steamer trunks and heaved it to the steps, where he dropped it with a thud. He then moved to the one strapped onto the roof of the car. I sighed and unwrapped the last bit of my third candy bar of the trip. It looked like bribing the Toad wasn’t going to happen. His behavior confirmed what I’d already suspected . . . he was overjoyed at the prospect of dumping me here to live with the Addams family.
I popped a piece of chocolate into my mouth, savoring the buttery richness for perhaps the last time, then leaned over Ms. Penny Dolittle and carefully gave her a vigorous shake. Having learned from hard-earned experience, I quickly pulled my hand back, as waking Ms. Penny was like trying to wake a hibernating bear . . . nearly impossible and almost as dangerous. That little coon had sharp teeth.
Ms. Penny is the result of my dad’s nearly forgetting my tenth birthday. That morning I’d reminded him, as usual, that I was now a year older. The look of bewilderment on his face told me that, true to form, he’d once again forgotten. But luck was on Dad’s side that year, or on mine, really, because one of his colleagues had discovered, upon bringing home an abandoned baby raccoon he’d found in one of the university dumpsters, that it didn’t like the competition of his nine-month-old baby daughter. Obviously, Ms. Penny had to go. My dad, who’d just happened to be looking for a gift for his own daughter before going home to her that night, told his colleague he’d take the animal.
She’s the best present I’ve ever gotten.
Ms. Penny’s about the size of a large cat and has a poofy black-and-gray-ringed tail. A dark mask frames her beady little eyes, and she has a cute, tiny, black nose. Despite the mask, she looks very sweet and innocent. Don’t be fooled, though; she’s a terror, and an incurable thief, stealing anything that isn’t nailed down, especially if it’s shiny. She also likes to make messes. Even though she’s a pain in the butt, she’s a loyal friend. She’s always been there for me, and she doesn’t think I’m scary or weird . . . unlike everyone else who knows me. She loves me for who I am, and I love her, too.
Fondly, I pushed the little imp again. Ms. Penny groaned and scooted away from the annoying finger rudely disturbing her blissful dreams of termite shakes and giant mango pies.
“Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re here.”
Ms. Penny whimpered and tried to move away, but I poked her again. Finally, after a few more well-placed prods, she opened one brown eye and gave me a dirty look before sitting up on her haunches to peer out the window. Apparently satisfied with what she saw, which wasn’t much with all the fog, she leaped to my shoulder. I gave a sigh of relief. When Ms. Penny didn’t like something, she’d sulk about it for days. It could be very trying.
The Toad flung the door open for me, and I climbed out of the car with Ms. Penny precariously balanced on my shoulder. She was small for a coon, but big enough to do damage if she felt the need to dig her sharp claws into my skin to keep from falling. She looked around, then gave a screech of approval, ready to explore. I wasn’t sure I felt the same way. I was all for adventure (I liked it in my books, anyway), but my dream made me afraid of what I might find while poking about. With my luck, I’d end up finding a severed head.
Taking a deep breath for courage, I climbed the broad steps leading up to the door and, as the Toad was nowhere to be seen, struggled to lift the heavy knocker. I was about to give up my fight to raise the iron ring when the doors swung wide open, as though a giant, powerful hand had punched through them.
“Hello?”
After a few seconds, when no one appeared, I took a cautious step forward and peered into the darkness. Ms. Penny followed my example, peeking around my head for a closer look. I saw no one through the crack, nor did I hear anything. I was about to take another step forward when a ghostly figure appeared in the doorway, quick as a flash of lightning. I stumbled backward, catching myself with the railing in time to keep the two of us from tumbling down the stairs.
I sucked in several deep breaths and tried to calm myself. Shades of my dream clawed at my memory and my mind swirled. Before I knew what was happening, I was floating above my body like a cloud, dispassionately observing myself below as I clutched the stone railing and stared straight ahead, wide-eyed and panting. Ms. Penny clung to my neck and screeched, then jumped down and hid behind my legs. Whatever was waiting for me in that house meant the end of my life as I knew it. I also knew that I should turn and run back to the car, but I couldn’t seem to make my cowardly legs move.
The ghostly figure chose that moment to step forward. I gasped.
Then heaved a sigh of relief.
The person standing before me was not a ghost, but a little woman with a nice, if rather vague, smile. She was short, a bit on the plump side, and appeared quite harmless. Small, round glasses perched delicately on the tip of a tiny nose, ready to fall off at any moment, but were fortunately attached to a rainbow-colored cord around her neck. She had light brown hair, hastily pulled back into an untidy bun, with wings of gray spreading back behind her ears. Despite the gray in her hair, however, her round face looked youthful. She could have been anywhere from forty to sixty.
She wore a threadbare, flower-print dress, dull and faded to a rose color, along with a badly matched green and blue argyle cardigan over it. A brown crocheted shawl, nearly as large as a blanket, topped off the ensemble. From beneath the hem of her long, full dress, sturdy black shoes peeked out, each coated with a fine layer of dust. The strange little woman clasped a large book to her chest, some of the pages loose and the leather binding frayed. It looked very old.
A bit of my fear faded. This woman certainly didn’t look like someone to be scared of—unless you ran a fashion magazine. But then again, appearances could be deceiving. Sweet-looking Ms. Penny had taught me that.
The woman studied me, small, dark brown eyes squinting as she peered over the tops of her glasses, giving me a rapid once-over. I squirmed under her cursory scrutiny. “You look as though you’ve just seen a ghost, dear,” she said at last, startling me.
I was surprised to hear an English accent. Dad hadn’t said anything about my new guardian being English. Had he even met the woman? Yikes. He had sent his own flesh and blood to live with someone he’d never met! I shook my head at his ignorance. Did the man not watch any TV? As far as he knew, Mrs. Keeper could be some crazy woman who chopped people up and made stew out of them. “Saw a ghost?” I laughed as my cheeks flushed a hot red. “That’s a good one. It’s just I wasn’t expecting the door to open like that. I hadn’t even knocked yet and—”
“I was anticipating your arrival at any moment, dear,” the little woman interrupted, her eyes dark with mystery as she watched me. “It’s been a long time.”
Uncertain how to reply, I peered down at the tips of my scuffed brown boots, which stuck out from beneath the frayed hems of my faded blue jeans. I’d bought the boots at a thrift shop for the bargain-basement price of five bucks. They were a little big, but I was used to that. “Oh, well,” I began, “I’m sure my dad called ahead to let you know I was coming.” I smiled nervously. “Right?”
She smiled back at me, the darkness gone. “Ah, yes. Pity he couldn’t drive you himself.” She sighed. “I’m not surprised, though. Considering the circumstances, I don’t expect he’ll ever return to Portal Manor. I believe it’s been over twenty years since he left here and he hasn’t been back since.” She shook her head sadly. “Poor man. He never could handle it.”
I frowned. “That can’t be right. I mean, he grew up here. Why wouldn’t he come back?” It seemed a strange thing to do, even for my dad. When the woman didn’t answer my question, I looked up to see her once again watching me closely with an expression that looked an awful lot like pity. I felt an overwhelming desire to elaborate. “Well, I’m sure he would’ve come with me this time, but he had a paper to prepare for an important convention. That’s why he couldn’t come.” I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. How could I defend him after what he’d just done to me? If he hadn’t returned to this place for over twenty years, he wouldn’t have made an exception for a daughter he didn’t even like. He would’ve hated spending three hours alone with me in the car.
“Either way, dear,” the woman said kindly, interrupting my straying thoughts, “you made it here safely, and for that we’re grateful.”
“Barely,” I replied, looking back at the Toad in time to see him hopping into his ratty, old car and peeling away, his headlights cutting through the fog. He tossed me a triumphant wave out the window, and I sighed. He was a horrid humanoid anomaly, but I’d have given anything just then to have been in that car with him. As the saying goes, better the evil toad you know . . .
“So, Viddie . . .” she began. Viddie was the name my dad called me. I couldn’t remember his ever calling me by my full name, Lavida. I always gave my nickname when introducing myself to new people, even though I thought of myself as Lavida. It was one of the few things I did that seemed to please him.
Fat lot of good that had done me.
“Um, yeah?”
“Welcome to Portal Manor.” She smiled, and this time the expression lit up her face, making her look quite young. “I’d shake your hand, only mine”—she glanced down at her burdened arms, and her glasses fell off her nose—“oops!” She struggled to put the glasses back on without dropping the heavy book. “Glad to have this bit of rope. I’d lost plenty a pair of specs underfoot before it was given me as a present.” She laughed heartily.
“Anyway, as I was about to say, my hands are a bit occupied at the moment. So nice to finally meet you.” She examined me for a third time, peering over the rims of her glasses. “I believe you are the spitting image of your dear mother, may she rest in peace. Though I don’t know that she does, poor lass, after . . .”
“After . . . ?”
She paused, then smiled brightly. “I knew your grandmother, too, you know. Difficult woman, your gran, but she always made life interesting . . .” Her voice trailed away as she looked into the distance. The misty, gray sky reflected off her glasses, and her brow furrowed as though deep in thought.
I shuffled my feet uncomfortably, waiting for her to continue. Should I say something? I wondered. A crow flying low across the sky cawed loudly, making the choice for me. The little woman shook her head before returning her attention to me. Laughing, she asked, “Where was I? Oh, yes. To answer your question . . . yes, Mrs. Keeper is here. Standing right in front of you, in fact.”
Question? I hadn’t asked any questions—not out loud, anyway—but she told me what I’d wanted to know. This strange little English woman was supposed to be my guardian for the next four years.
Not if I could help it.
Mrs. Keeper scanned the front yard. “Count ninety days from a foggy day and you’ll be having yourself a storm,” she informed me. “You’d better come inside now. Won’t do to linger outdoors on a damp day like this.” She motioned for me to come into the house, a mischievous gleam in her eye as she added, “Besides, you never know what’s out there lurking in the fog.”
Suddenly she spotted Ms. Penny hiding behind my legs. “Well, now. Who might this be?” She leaned forward for a closer look and her glasses fell off again. But this time, when she straightened up, she let them rest on her stout bosom.
I squared my shoulders. It was time Mrs. Keeper found out that her job as my guardian wasn’t going to be an easy one. “This is Ms. Penny Dolittle,” I announced. “She’s my pet, and where I go,” I boldly proclaimed, “she goes.”
“You don’t say? A pet raccoon, hm? How exciting,” Mrs. Keeper murmured, a touch of mirth turning up the corners of her mouth. “Oh, dear,” she began again, “this is a pickle. I’m not sure if she’ll—”
“She has to stay,” I said. To my disgust, the tone of my voice came out sounding more pleading than commanding. “I couldn’t leave her at home ’cause there’s no one to take care of her but me. The Toad would try to eat her and Dad would forget about her—”
Mrs. Keeper held up a tiny hand and I bit down on what I was about to say next. “I was going to say that I’m not sure if she will get along with the cats. We have twelve of them, so they’re a bit hard to avoid.” She shook her head and smiled. “But this is a big house. There should be enough room for everybody. At any rate, your pet should make life more interesting, and those cats could use some exercise.”
I raised my eyebrows. Hmmm. What a great excuse to get myself sent back home. I leaned down for Ms. Penny to jump onto my shoulder, and when the coon was safely in place I said, “You know, Mrs. Keeper, I wouldn’t want any of your cats getting hurt because of Ms. Penny.” I covertly gave her a little pinch to make her squeak menacingly. “As you can see, she’s not the nicest pet. She doesn’t get along well with other animals, or most people, for that matter. Maybe you should call my dad and tell him this isn’t going to work out. I could easily take the bus back,” I added, fluttering my lashes.
Mrs. Keeper smiled brightly. “Oh, but my dear girl, that won’t do. That won’t do at all.” Without another word, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the house. I scrunched up my fists in frustration. My new guardian was smarter than she looked.
I grabbed Ms. Penny’s tiny paw for moral support and tentatively walked through the doorway into the house, feeling as though I was stepping directly into the monster’s mouth. Again the sensation that I should turn and run away gripped me, but I couldn’t move. My feet were frozen to the floor.
Long seconds passed as my eyes adjusted to the dim light in the room and I began to make out shapes, then details. My mouth dropped open as I looked about in amazement. The inside of this house—this mansion—had been built to resemble a castle straight out of the Middle Ages. It seemed, if possible, to be even larger on the inside than it appeared from the outside—deceptively so.
Massive, colorful tapestries depicting medieval hunting scenes, family crests, and strange creatures, all faded now from time, covered broad sections of the rough stone walls. Throughout the room, torches were tucked safely into sconces flickered in the draft slipping around the open doors behind me. A huge fireplace to my left, which took up nearly half of one entire wall, barely contained the flames of a roaring fire. Large, elaborately carved chairs took their places around the room, and a battered, old leather couch sat in front of the fireplace. Two furry black cats stretched out on an old Persian rug in front of the fire, enjoying its warmth. To my disappointment, Ms. Penny ignored them altogether.
Opposite the fireplace, an assortment of candles decorated a long table that ran along the wall. A hat rack, concealed by dozens of brightly colored hats, stood guard by the door. Next to the rack sat a bench, underneath which stood three pairs of Wellington boots. Wooden doors of all shapes, sizes and colors took up the remaining wall space.
“This is the Great Hall,” Mrs. Keeper explained, noticing my wide eyes. “In the past, all the folks who lived in the castle—er, house—used this room for dining and socializing. Heating one big room was much more efficient than many little ones. Not until the invention of modern heating contraptions did people begin to spend more time in their private rooms. Nowadays people actually seem to want to be alone. Not me. I prefer the old ways, with all sorts of people around.” She sighed wistfully and stroked the back of a worn settee. “You may explore the rest of the house some other time,” she went on, her round face brightening. “Right now I’m going to show you to your room. I think you’re going to like it.” She rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Ian and I spent hours preparing it for you.”
I looked back at the oversized entry doors, wondering whether I should fetch my luggage before we went any farther.
Mrs. Keeper caught me looking at the doors. “Ian will bring your things up to your room for you,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “Now, shall we go?” Without waiting to hear my reply, the squat woman pivoted on one square heel and marched toward the first door on the left. Using a large skeleton key hanging from a ring crammed with an assortment of others like it, she unlocked the arched door, but before dropping the key ring back into a large pocket in her cardigan, she pulled off the key she had used to open the door. She lifted a crude torch from its sconce and held it up high. With her free hand, she grandly swung the door open, and gathering up her worn, flowered skirt, she scurried up the stairway.
Behind me, the monstrous outside doors slammed shut, jolting my nerves. I glanced back and saw no one. Had it been the wind? Not likely. Only a hurricane could blow those doors shut.
I stared up after Mrs. Keeper, took a deep breath, then obediently followed the bustling figure up the narrow, spiraling staircase. It looked like I’d be staying overnight; I might as well make the best of it—it wouldn’t hurt to get a good night’s rest before I flew the coop. I was going to need all my energy to get back to the city and, once there, convince my dad that leaving me at Portal Manor would be a huge mistake.
Glancing around, I soon determined that making it through the night wasn’t going to be easy. As we climbed the stairs, the flames from Mrs. Keeper’s torch conjured up monsters peeking out from every nook and cranny. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted something odd creeping along the wall, and when I turned to get a better look, I swear the thing disappeared into a crack between two stone blocks. I gulped. I’d only been here for twenty minutes and was already losing it. It was going to be a long night.
Ms. Penny Dolittle wasn’t the least bit nervous. Once we reached the stairway, she hopped down from my shoulder and trailed after us, giving small chirrups of pleasure. She liked climbing anything, stairs included. Every few steps Ms. Penny stood on her hind legs and pushed against my butt, trying to make me go faster. After she nearly knocked me into Mrs. Keeper’s broad backside, I hissed, “Stop it!” She replied, as she usually did to reprimands, by sticking her tongue out at me and screeching like a spoiled toddler.
Unfazed, Mrs. Keeper glanced back to see what was going on. “Are you all right, Viddie dear?”
“Uh, yeah,” I responded as an idea formed in my mind. “Sorry about that. Ms. Penny is already causing trouble. She almost pushed me right into your . . . um, you know . . .”
“My derriere?” the older woman replied calmly. “Don’t fret yourself. I’ve quite a bit of padding back there, as you can see.” She turned and continued waddling up the steep stairs as quickly as a mountain goat up a mountainside.
Rats.
A few more twists of the staircase brought us face to face with a small, dark door. A tarnished brass knob shaped like a lion’s head presented itself to us. Mrs. Keeper approached the door and slid the same key she’d used for the downstairs door into the keyhole. She turned the key and then pulled it back out.
“Well, Viddie,” she said, handing me the key, which was as long as my hand, “this is where you’ll be staying.”
I hesitated, fingering the cool metal, not sure I really wanted to see what was behind the door. Maybe it wasn’t a bedroom; maybe it was a torture chamber.
“Open the door, dear,” Mrs. Keeper encouraged me. “There aren’t any surprises behind this one. Well, there shouldn’t be . . .” My new guardian frowned as she thought about it, then laughed with gusto. “Go ahead.”
I pocketed the hefty key and stepped toward the door. Weakly, I pushed it open and peered into the darkness. In front of me I saw yet another set of steps, but no monsters.
“It may not look like it, but we do have electricity here,” Mrs. Keeper cheerily informed me. I breathed a sigh of relief. “I prefer candles or firelight, though,” she went on. “So much more flattering for the complexion, don’t you think?” She winked at me. “At my age, a gal needs all the help she can get.”
I nodded absently, then realized what I was nodding to. With an effort, I stopped the movement of my head.
Mrs. Keeper continued, unperturbed. “The power goes out all the time so far out in the country, so it helps to have back-up. But go ahead and flip the switch to your right, just inside the door.”
Like a robot, I did as I was told, and a feeble light flickered on. Another door stood open at the top of the staircase. To my right was a small nook, just large enough for a cot.
“On the left is your bathroom. It’s small, but should serve your purposes.”
I sincerely hoped it was large enough to hold a working toilet. I’d read about people using chamber pots in the good old days and had no desire to use one myself. I looked back at Mrs. Keeper. “Should I go up?”
She nodded excitedly. “Yes, do. I’ll be right behind you, dear. I can’t wait to see the look on your face. Be careful of the steps, now. They’re a bit steep.”
After an enthusiastic shove from my new guardian, I put my foot on the first step, looked up at the doorway one last time, then began to make my way up the sharply sloping staircase. Ms. Penny, impatient as always, zipped past me and darted through the open door.
“Ms. Penny!” I cried and rushed up the remaining steps. When I reached the landing, I let out a gasp.
I was standing in a tower.
I don’t know what I’d been expecting (other than the torture chamber scenario), but it wasn’t anything like this. The room, with its rounded walls and high ceilings, couldn’t be more different than my tiny, dark bedroom back home. Here, everything smelled fresh and clean. The polished wood floors glowed. The dark beams overhead gave the room a cozy feeling, yet even on such a foggy evening, enough light flowed in from three large, arched windows to brighten the tower. Underneath one of the windows opposite the stairwell rested an ornately carved canopy bed, complete with red velvet curtains hung round it like a sultan’s tent. Close by, a cheery fire burned in a small fireplace. An old wooden trunk with worn leather straps and handles was parked at the foot of the bed. It looked well traveled. I wanted to peek inside, then thought I might not want to know what it held. It might be where they kept the severed head.
Against the wall and to the right of the stairwell, stood a tall mahogany dresser and wardrobe. Under the window facing the front yard, a roll-top desk awaited my scholarly activities. A window seat adorned the third window, which looked out over the hill and its blanket of yellow-leaved trees. I strolled over to the seat and peered out into the woods below. It was a perfect spot to read or to just look out at the trees and daydream.
I felt myself growing excited at the prospect of staying here. Then I frowned, angry with myself. I had to stop thinking that way. I couldn’t start imagining living here, not if I wanted to get back home.
“Well?” Mrs. Keeper said, startling me. I turned to see her standing behind me, tiny hands clasped together. She was practically dancing with excitement. “What do you think?”
“It’s not bad,” I replied. There was no way I was going to let on that I loved everything about my new room. I couldn’t afford to give Mrs. Keeper, or my dad, the leverage they’d need to convince me to stay. “Is this my dad’s old room?”
“Your father preferred a regular room with four walls and a flat ceiling. He was never one to like anything out of the ordinary. He wanted life to be normal and predictable.” She cast her eyes about and sighed.
“Is that why he’s never come back?”
“Oh, I’m sure that’s one reason. But there are others—which reminds me . . . there is something you need to know about this room.”
I brightened. I knew this place was too good to be true. I already had a good idea what my guardian was going to tell me . . . It’s a nice room, dear, if you don’t mind bats. Or rats. Or that mysterious, toe-curling smell we can’t seem to get rid of.
“Go stand by the bed and face the wall,” Mrs. Keeper directed, putting a stop to my imaginings. I went over to face the wall, the only part of the room paneled in wood instead of the stone blocks that composed the rest of the tower. The dark wood paneling stretched from about four feet on one side of the bed to four feet on the other. “Put your hands on the wall right next to the bed and give it a shove, will you, dear.”
I shrugged at the mysterious request, but pushed anyway. To my surprise, part of the wood panel moved. What appeared to be a solid wall was actually a spring-hinged door. This is exactly like a book, I thought, feeling dangerously exhilarated. Preparing myself for a massive surge of bats, I leaned forward to look around, but could see nothing, not even bats.
“It’s a door.”
“Of course it’s a door, dear,” Mrs. Keeper chuckled. “It leads to a stairwell which will take you directly to the conservatory. This back way is a much faster way to get downstairs. It was installed in case of . . . well, just in case.”
I swung to face Mrs. Keeper. “There are bats, aren’t there?” There had better be, I thought. I was already feeling way too attached to this room.
“Oh, no, no . . . at least not that I know of. But you never know what could happen in this house, dear—in any old house,” she quickly amended. “It’s best to always be prepared.”
Before I could respond, Mrs. Keeper pointed toward the window with the window seat. “See that hill?”
I returned to the window to look out at the hillside and nodded when I saw the dark incline. It was hard to miss, even with the sun already set.
“. . . and Killiecrankie Wood?” The wood was deep and shadowed and filled with slender beech trees, their silver-gray trunks ethereal as ghost limbs.
I nodded.
“Good. Best to stay clear of it. Just to be on the safe side. Wild animals and such. No sense waking the dragon, so to speak.”
I nodded again, more slowly this time.
“Have you eaten?” she asked.
“Yes.” I’d packed a sandwich and an apple. And then there’d been all those candy bars.
“That’s fine. When you come down for breakfast in the morning, take the back stairs to the conservatory. It’ll let you out right next to the kitchen, which leads to the dining room, where we eat.” She clapped her hands together. “Now then, Ian is on his way up with your trunks. Is everything to your liking?”
She didn’t bother waiting for my answer. Judging by her happy tone, I had a funny feeling she already knew what it would be.
“I imagine you’re tired, dear, and you have your first day of school tomorrow, to boot. We leave here at half past seven. If you have trouble settling, come down for a cup of tea; we always keep a kettle on the stove.”
“Okay, Mrs. Keeper.” The sea of yellow leaves down below was mesmerizing, enticing me to explore the woods despite Mrs. Keeper’s warning. I felt unable to look away. Caught up in my daydreaming, it took a moment to realize that my guardian hadn’t answered me. When I turned around, I saw that she had disappeared. Seconds later, I heard a loud thumping noise on the stairs. Either Mrs. Keeper was charging down them like a bull on the loose or someone was coming up in a major huff.
A tall figure emerged from the dark stairwell. His dark hair was damp from the misty fog swirling about outside. I stared at him and shook my head at the irony of it all. This was the mysterious Ian, and either he had a twin, or this guy was none other than the very unhelpful boy at the gate.
“Look out!” He lunged past me and dropped the red steamer trunk with a bang. Without looking at me, he pounded back down the stairs to fetch the rest of my things. According to my dad, the trunks had once been my Grandma Mors’. Sensing my interest in them, he had told me that I could have them for the trip if I wanted. While packing, I’d filled all three trunks to the brim. I didn’t dare leave anything behind for the Toad to sell to the highest bidder while I was gone.
“Do you need help?” I asked after he dropped the second trunk on the floor.
“I’ve got it,” he replied and thudded back down the stairs. I smiled wickedly as I thought about his dragging the last trunk up that endless flight of stairs, especially as he hadn’t yet fetched the one filled with my books.
By the time he reached the top of the stairs with the last trunk, he was breathing hard and sweating profusely. He pushed the heavy box over by the bed, then collapsed on top of the mattress. “What’d you do, pack everything you own?”
“I did leave my brick collection at home.”
Ian closed his eyes and shook his head, snorting in disgust.
“It wasn’t that bad of a joke,” I said.
“Yes, it was.” He sat up and ran his fingers through his damp, scruffy hair.
My teeth clenched. First he refuses to help me, then he acts like a jerk. “My dad owns this place, you know.” The words spilled out before I could stop them. Ugh. That was a new, all-time low for me.
“Big hairy deal. So you’re rich.” He fixed me with a tough stare and cracked his knuckles one by one. The popping sound made me cringe. “You think that makes you better than me?”
“We’re not rich.” I didn’t want him thinking that I was one of those people. Besides, despite my dad’s well-known reputation, we lived in a cramped, dark apartment on campus, and Dad bought most of his clothes at consignment shops. Mine, too. It wasn’t my fault I looked so weird. Growing up, whenever I needed something new, I’d use the old door-in-the-face technique—ask for something absurdly big so you’ll have a better chance of getting the smaller thing that you actually want. “Dad, can I have a big-screen TV?” I’d ask. “No,” he’d reply automatically, “you know we don’t have the money for that.” “How about some new underwear?” I’d beg, getting to the real heart of the matter. “We’ll see,” he’d murmur absently. Sometimes I had to abandon all pride and resort to showing him the remains of my tattered drawers, though not when I was actually wearing them, of course. Usually, my unmentionables had to be holier than the Shroud of Turin before he’d give in and fork over the dough for new ones.
So anyway, I’d always thought we were poor, which is why I had to ask, How are we going to pay for it? when he told me he was sending me away to a private school. I was looking for a reason—any reason would do—to get out of going. His excuse for sending me away was that my grades had been slipping over the past three years and a private school might do me some good. Well, they hadn’t been slipping, as he so delicately put it; they had plummeted—after the Incident—so why start caring about them now?
“I’m working on an idea that should bring in some money in the near future,” he replied quickly to my question. A little too quickly. I knew all about his recent work creating an anti-pollution chemical, but I didn’t think my dad was close enough to completing it to pay my tuition. If we’d owned this mansion all along, why did my dad need to make more money? Why not just sell this place? It didn’t add up.
“We’re not rich,” I repeated to Ian, though rather feebly this time.
“Whatever you say,” he replied in a bored voice, running a hand through the dark mop on his head, again. He must really like the feel of his own hair.
Ms. Penny, curious as always, decided at that moment to find out who this new creature sharing her bed was. She dropped down from the bedpost, right next to him.
“What the—” His voice cracked. “Oh, it’s you. Saw you in the car.”
Too bad. I had hoped he’d start screaming.
“Ms. Penny!” I hurried over to grab the squirmy coon, but before I could get a grip on her she wiggled away and jumped onto Ian’s shoulder. He reached over and scratched her under the chin.
“You can stay, girl,” he said.
Ms. Penny grinned at me and made herself at home. Once she settled herself, she started to groom him.
“I’ll get her off you,” I blurted out. “She’s been known to pee on people she doesn’t like.” I wasn’t making that up. One time, Ms. Penny had peed on the Toad’s head when he’d tried to befriend her. He knew it would make me mad, and she’d let him know in no uncertain terms that she didn’t need friends like him.
“She’s all right.” He grinned at the cheeky beast. “Animals like me.” The grin disappeared when he looked over at me. “So, I hear you’re going to Smellmont Academy.”
“It’s Bellemont Academy, not—” I saw the laughter in his eyes and mentally kicked myself. “That’s very clever. Did you come up with that name all by yourself?”
He shrugged. “Someone made it up way before my time. The name fits, though. All those rich girls thinking they’re better than everybody. Them and their attitudes stink.”
I felt myself go cold. “Are they that bad?”
“That snob factory? Better believe it.”
I flushed. I was not a snob. If anything, I was anti-snob. I knew very well what it was like to be treated badly just for being different. “For your information, my dad is making me go. He thinks . . .” I couldn’t tell Ian the real reasons—my poor grades, my dad not wanting me around. “He thinks it would be good for me. But I don’t plan on sticking around long enough to find out. As soon as I can find a way, I’m going back home.”
He eyed me speculatively. “You think so, huh? Well, good luck with that.” He scratched Ms. Penny under the chin again after she batted him on the head when he stopped. “You can’t drive, and there isn’t anybody in town who would come and get you here. And trust me, you don’t really wanna be alone out there.” He jerked his head toward the dark window. “Some strange things hang out in those woods.”
He stood suddenly. Ms. Penny swayed, but hung on. “I have to finish my chores.” He stopped at the door, his hand on the knob, and looked back at me. His blue eyes scanned my face. “How old are you, anyway? Twelve?”
I frowned and thought about throwing one of my trunks at his head. I replied with as much dignity as my four-eleven frame would allow, “I’m fifteen, if you need to know.”
“Really? So am I,” he told me, squaring his shoulders. “But everyone says I look at least sixteen.” He grinned, looking just like a fifteen-year-old would. “I think it’s the beard,” he confided, stroking a strange little tuft sprouting from his chin. He glanced over at Ms. Penny. “All right, raccoon. You can get down now,” he said, and Ms. Penny stuck out her bottom lip, jumped to the floor and galloped over to the bed. “See you later, kid,” he added, and disappeared down the stairs.
I watched him go, muttering curses at his back, then hurried over to study my reflection in the cheval mirror standing next to the dresser. In the dark glass, and much to my annoyance, I had to admit that I did look like I was only twelve. My short stature and scrawny frame didn’t help matters. The face looking back at me was pixie-like, with large, round eyes as gray as the fog outside and a pert, up-tilted nose. When it wasn’t getting in my face, my straight, dark hair fell just below my jaw line. Surprisingly straight, bluntly cut bangs bisected my high forehead. I say surprisingly because I cut my own hair.
On the whole, I looked like an Elf, something I’d always secretly liked, especially since my mother had looked the same way. I only knew this because one boring, rainy afternoon while snooping around the apartment, I’d found a cardboard box filled with pictures in my dad’s closet. One silver-framed photograph of my mother showed an almost eerie resemblance to me. In the picture, she was laughing, her head thrown back and her white teeth flashing. She looked so happy and alive. My dad stood with his arm draped over her shoulder. He, too, looked uncharacteristically cheerful and not too shabby in his typical professor’s uniform of a turtleneck and tweed jacket.
I filched the picture from the box before restoring it to the shelf, leaving the rest so my dad wouldn’t know I’d borrowed one. Once in a while, I’d take the photo from the drawer in my bedside table and stare at it, willing the person my mother had been to show herself. But nothing ever happened, no connection, no spark, as though Kelly Mors had never existed. Sometimes I got mad at her for leaving me, even though I knew it wasn’t her fault. She’d died when I was only a baby. Mostly, though, I felt sad. I missed what our family could have been.
I shook my head and refocused on my image in the mirror. Thinking about my mother for too long wasn’t good for me. It was easier to stuff that emotion away in a place deep down inside. Someday my feelings would likely all come out in one big explosion, and someone, somewhere, was going to get hurt.
I tilted my head to one side, then to the other. I pulled my hair back and tried to pile it on top of my head. Silky and fine, strands kept slipping between my fingers. Not a bad look, I thought. Maybe if I got glasses too, I’d look older. Then I frowned. Why did I care? I wasn’t like the other girls at school, so caught up in their looks that they’d forgotten to develop a personality. The fact that I was giving my appearance some thought irritated me.
I dropped my arms and scowled at myself. My eyes strayed to my flushed cheeks, stopping in horror at a rather large streak of chocolate close by my right ear. “Oh, man.” I wet my finger on my tongue and rubbed at the brown smudge. Having chocolate smeared on my face certainly didn’t help me look any older.
Noting the time on my pocket watch—yet another thrift-shop gem—I began unpacking my trunks only to stop myself. What was I doing? Why bother to unpack when I only planned to be here a day or two—a week at the most?
I flopped down on my bed. Maybe I should just give up and stay. It was obviously what my dad wanted me to do. Then I remembered why I couldn’t: Portal Manor was the place in my dreams. The wrought-iron gate, the feelings of familiarity, the sense of danger. All these signs told me that this portion of my dream was coming true, which meant the rest of it could, too. And the part that I couldn’t remember, but knew was real, frightened me more than anything.
Rolling off my bed, I decided to unpack only the bare necessities: a book to read, a ready supply of chocolate bars, and mine and Ms. Penny’s pajamas. I finished my tasks, then hurried downstairs with Ms. Penny to use the toilet (it hadn’t been easy training her to do that) and to brush my teeth. Inside the bathroom, a claw-foot bathtub, a basin sink, and a shelf stuffed with towels and various other bathroom necessities filled the small space. There was a real toilet, I noted happily. Back upstairs, I changed into my PJs, dressed Ms. Penny in her nightgown, and grabbed my book. Once in bed, I snuggled beneath the covers.
It’s not that I wanted to stay overnight, it’s just that I had no intention of sneaking off under the cover of darkness, not after hearing Ian’s and Mrs. Keeper’s warnings about strange things lurking in the woods.
Tomorrow, I murmured to myself. I’ll leave tomorrow.
When I awoke the next morning, I glanced at the clock and saw that it was already seven o’clock. Crud. I was supposed to leave for school in half an hour. I leaped out of bed, hustled over to a trunk and pulled out the wrinkled school uniform my dad had ordered from the academy. It looked awful. I shrugged. I didn’t really care what I wore as long as it was comfortable. This outfit—a white oxford shirt, a blue-and-green plaid skirt, navy blue tights and a navy blue cardigan—didn’t look too bad in that department.
By the time I finally managed to get the tights on, I was singing a different tune. Who invented these leg girdles? They were like little torture machines. And were they itchy! I couldn’t wait to return to my old school and get back to wearing my regular outfit of jeans and a t-shirt. My clothes might have been way too big on me, but at least they were comfortable. Every minute I had to wear a uniform would only further motivate me to leave this place far behind.
After Ms. Penny and I used the facilities, I hurried down the front stairs chewing on a handful of dried peaches, leaving Ms. Penny in my room with the rest of the bag. One of the large doors in the Great Hall stood ajar, and I slipped through the crack into the cool air of the early October morning. Seeing my breath floating in puffy clouds in front of me, I snugged my cardigan about me.
Parked in front of the main doors, looking like a cross between a tank and a hearse, a big black car cut the strangest figure I’d ever seen, especially in the fog that still lingered in the morning air. I liked it. No one sat in the driver’s seat, but since it was rather chilly, I decided to wait inside. Climbing into the back seat, I fastened my belt and waited for the others to arrive. Ian soon came racing out of a vine-covered door directly below the tower on the north side of the house. Was that where he lived? The other tower? I couldn’t imagine he’d pick any other room when there was a tower to choose from.
He sprinted toward the car, pulling on a jean jacket as he ran. A pastry shoved firmly in his mouth oozed raspberry jam from its center. My stomach rumbled at the sight of it. Instead of climbing into the passenger seat next to me, he slipped behind the steering wheel.
“Hey,” he greeted as he chewed on a mouthful of Bismarck, “looking forward to your first day at Smellmont Academy?”
“No.” I stared at the back of his head. His dark hair was still wet. “You’re not driving, are you?”
His answer was to turn the key in the ignition. The car rumbled and groaned, then turned over. Once started, the engine purred like a kitten. Ian leaned back in his seat and devoured the rest of the Bismarck. He had just swallowed his last bite when Mrs. Keeper scurried out the main doors like a tiny tornado, the large doors banging shut behind her. I wondered how the tiny woman did that. She must work out with some massive weights to get that kind of power.
She yanked open the driver’s door. “Shove over, Ian. You’ve still got loads of time before you get your learner’s permit. Until then, I don’t want to see you anywhere near this steering wheel.”
He gave her a sheepish grin and slid over. Mrs. Keeper shook her head with exasperation, but didn’t seem to really be mad. Shifting the car into drive, she tore down the driveway and through the open gates. Once on the other side, she pressed the button on the remote clipped to her window visor and the gates closed behind us like automatic garage doors.
“You’re ready for school, then, Lavida dear?” Mrs. Keeper asked, looking at me in the rearview mirror.
Mentally urging her to keep those brown eyes of hers on the winding, foggy road, I clutched the seat for dear life and stammered, “I—I think so.”
Mrs. Keeper glanced at the road, then back in the mirror. “Do me a favor, dear, and try not to run away on your first day.”
I blushed. How had she known I was even thinking of running away? Then it occurred to me how she knew, and I glared at the back of Ian’s head. He swung around in his seat. “Don’t look at me like that!” he exclaimed, pushing a lock of hair off his forehead. “I never said anything.”
“Of course he didn’t,” Mrs. Keeper assured me. Ian gave me an I-told-you-so smirk. “It was your father who told me. He warned me you might not be too happy living at Portal Manor or going to school at the academy.” She caught my eye in the mirror. “Give it a chance, dear. You might learn to like both.”
I folded my arms and stared out the window, tuning out Ian’s complaints about not being able to drive yet. I hadn’t counted on Mrs. Keeper finding out about my plans to escape. Great. She was already keeping a close eye on everything I did, making it that much harder for me to make my getaway. It really was like living in a prison.
I focused on the road that led into town, hoping to memorize the route. It wasn’t hard to remember the way. The road had a lot of hills and curves, but basically, after one turn, it was a straight shot to the town of Bellemont. A white sign, planted in the ground just past a narrow bridge that spanned a frothing stream, welcomed visitors to the small, typical New England town. Lined with immaculate white buildings, Main Street was a Mecca for tourists: signs for expensive shops and restaurants, a grocery store, a little red brick library, and a small theater were neatly lettered in Gothic script.
Halfway along the row of buildings, the street split. A town green filled the divide, complete with thick, healthy grass and the customary statue of a man astride a rearing horse, most likely capturing the moment just before he fell off. A white church with a tall steeple stood at the end of the street, seemingly cut off from the hustle and bustle of the town. A graveyard hid in its shadow, with a knot of old gravestones crammed into the small space.
“Welcome to Bellemont,” Mrs. Keeper said gaily. “It was named after your mother’s family, you know.”
I sat up. I hadn’t known that. My dad had only just told me a couple days ago that my mom had grown up in Bellemont and attended Bellemont Academy. He hadn’t suddenly decided to become open about my mom; he’d only brought it up to make me want to go. A sure sign of desperation, his giving out information like that, but his ruse had worked. After he’d told me, I stopped fighting him about coming here. I was curious about my mom.
It made sense she’d lived in Bellemont, since she and my dad had met here. They must have gone on dates in this very town, maybe getting ice cream at the Soda Shoppe on the corner. But as I looked around the picturesque village, I simply couldn’t imagine her being here. I slumped back down in my seat. I had hoped that coming to this place would make me feel more connected to her, but it didn’t. I felt as cut off from her as ever.
“Here we are,” Mrs. Keeper announced, startling me out of my depressing reverie. The car screeched to a stop in front of an impressive building boasting the name Gates Hall. “Have a good first day, dear.” Her eyes were sympathetic.
I clambered out the side door, dragging my backpack after me, reluctant to leave the car. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to a meet a bunch of snobby girls, and I didn’t want to go to this school. I didn’t have much of a choice, though. Prisoners usually don’t.
“Seeya, kid,” Ian called out the window as they drove off.
“Stop calling me kid!” I shouted at him, sounding very much like one, even to my own ears. Standing there, all alone, I wrapped my arms around myself as a shiver of foreboding shook my frame. Slowly I turned around. Bellemont Academy looked exactly the way I had thought it would: old and intimidating, with ivy-covered buildings rising out of the fog like malevolent giants. The grass was perfectly cut, the grounds immaculate. Girls in uniform hurried to their classes, chattering and laughing. It took all my willpower to keep from thinking they were laughing at me.
New students were required to register at Gates Hall, at which time they’d get their class schedules. I glanced at my pocket watch. Classes started in fifteen minutes. I broke into a run, nearly knocking over another girl as I scrambled up the steps. Inside, Mrs. Petticoat, the admissions dean, had her secretary print out my schedule. My dad had registered me a few weeks ago, choosing the classes he thought I should be taking. I noticed Chemistry was on the list and sighed. Why did he think I’d have any interest in that? With my track record, I’d probably blow up the building and everyone in it.
After I’d finished perusing my schedule, Dean Petticoat gave me a folder that contained a map of the campus printed on the back. She then showed me where my classes were, marking each building with an X and, wishing me good luck, she escorted me to the door. She’d been professional, yet kind.
So far, so good, I thought, as I sprinted toward my first class. I found the right building on the first try and made it to my class before the final bell rang. I settled into a desk at the back of the room and tried hard to lie low. I can do this, I told myself.
As it turned out, all my morning classes—Civics, English, Mathematics (in my old school it was plain old math), and French—weren’t as hard as I had expected. But they also weren’t easy. I didn’t talk to anyone, and no one talked to me. It didn’t take long for me to see that Ian was right. No one here would want to hang out with someone like me. These girls came from money. Still, it wasn’t long before I started to relax a little. As long as I remained unnoticed, I might do all right. Even if I had to stay in Bellemont, God forbid, I thought I could survive this school better than the one back home. At least here I didn’t have to worry about the other kids being afraid of me.
The lunch bell rang and I followed a group of girls heading toward the cafeteria. I stood in line for my lunch along with the rest of them, my stomach rumbling fiercely. They chatted around me as the lunch lady plopped my selections onto my tray. Once I had my meal, I found an empty table and headed for it.
My stomach had been growling since the beginning of second period, and I was really looking forward to eating my lunch. I gazed down at my red tray bearing a plateful of steaming spaghetti and meatballs, two pieces of fragrant garlic bread, a small garden salad, and a cannoli. The food smelled delicious. I shivered in anticipation.
That’s when it happened.
Not looking where I was going, I ran right into another girl. Horrified, I watched as my veggies, garlic bread, and milk carton flew up into the air, while my spaghetti splashed up against my front before it slid off the tray and onto the floor, the plate shattering next to it.
“Watch where you’re going!” the girl spat, her blue eyes raging. She had a perfect figure—tall and slender—to go along with the perfect blonde hair that fell in a cascade of curls around her head. As thin as she was, she was obviously one of those girls who’d never have to worry about seeing womanly curves. She had them in spades.
“My lunch!” I stared down at the mess on the floor. Spaghetti and lettuce and milk were everywhere.
“I’d be more concerned about my shirt if I were you,” the blonde smirked, and the whole cafeteria burst into laughter around me.
“Good one, Fiona,” someone called out.
I looked down to see saucy noodles clinging to my once-white blouse. I swiped them off. “Next time stay out of my way.” She flipped her hair. “Come on,” she barked to the gaggle of girls following her, “let’s go.”
I watched them leave before staring down at the mess that had once been my lunch. My empty stomach gave a disappointed lurch as I kneeled down to clean it up.
The day went downhill after that. The girls that had been with the blonde in the cafeteria were in my afternoon classes. They pointed and laughed at me whenever they could. Notes found their way into my lap, scrawled with words like dork and klutz and freak. The insults were lame and uncreative, but hurtful all the same.
After reading the last note, which questioned my sanity along with my hairstyle, I sank low in my chair and chewed on my pinkie nail, what was left of it. I had thought things might be different here at Bellemont Academy.
I had thought wrong.
Mrs. Keeper and Ian picked me up outside Gates Hall a little after three.
“How was your day, dear?” Mrs. Keeper asked when I climbed inside the car.
“Great,” I mumbled. During my wait, I’d had to endure stares, snickers, and a balled-up piece of paper upside the head.
“Make any friends?”
“I’m the most popular girl at school,” I felt tempted to say. Instead I replied shortly, “No.”
Ian snorted, then took over the conversation, complaining about some kid at school who’d seemed determined to pick a fight with him. Again, I tuned him out, preferring to brood and plan my escape from this awful place.
Once home, I leaped out of the car and flew up to my room, changed clothes, repacked my stuff, then found Ms. Penny curled up in a ball on the bed. I shook her. “Wake up! We’ll get something to eat and get out of here.”
She perked up immediately. Eat is one of her favorite words. She jumped off the bed and galloped toward the door, chirruping with excitement the whole way.
I called her back. “Not that way, Ms. Penny. This way.” I pointed to the hidden door. Just because I didn’t plan on staying here was no reason why I couldn’t satisfy my curiosity about the strange door and the conservatory that waited for us down below.
The furry little creature cocked her head to one side, then scampered back to me and jumped up on my shoulder. With Ms. Penny clinging tightly to my shirt, I approached the door and was about to push on it when it occurred to me: Why was there a hidden door in my bedroom? Why did someone living at Portal Manor need an escape route? Who, or what, would they need to escape from?
Probably just a fancy fire escape, I told myself. Thoughts of the bogeyman made me shiver; still, I went ahead and pushed open the door. Blackness rushed out to greet me like a frightened bird, and my hand shot out to find the light switch. When I stumbled upon a protrusion on the wall, I flipped it up. A dim glow appeared from a single bulb over my head, allowing enough light to see a flight of steps descending directly before me.
Even with the glowing bulb, the stairway was still quite dark, though I could make out a thin crack of light at the bottom. I felt a thrill of excitement slip through me as I crept down the rough stone stairs, my boots thudding against the hard surface. Halfway down, my foot caught on one of the steps and I stumbled. Leaning quickly to my right, I fell against the wall and grabbed hold. Steadied now, I quickly pushed away from the wall, which was as cold as a tombstone in November, then wiped my damp hands on my jeans.
At the bottom of the steps, I slowly pushed open the heavy wooden door. The hinges squeaked loudly in protest, as though the door hadn’t been used in years. I cautiously stepped through the doorway and was met with a curtain of leafy vines. When I finally emerged from the tangled web and looked around me, I was amazed to find myself in a lush rain forest. Everywhere hundreds of exotic plants grew wildly and luxuriantly; the fragrant scent of blooming flowers tickled my nose. A bird hooted loudly overhead, startling me, then something wet hit me on the cheek. It wasn’t bird poop, I discovered to my relief after wiping it away, only a water drop from one of the sprinklers hanging from a network of metal pipes close to the glass ceiling.
Ms. Penny let out a whinny of delight and jumped down from my shoulder. She raced over to one of the larger trees, and I watched nervously as she shot up its broad trunk. To my knowledge, Ms. Penny had never climbed a tree before, yet she easily made it to the top without so much as a slip of the paw. Unfortunately, she then began to jump from branch to branch, using her front legs as arms, like a fat, furry trapeze artist. Dashing around like a maniac, I tried to stay under her to catch her in case she lost her grip. But after a few minutes, I relaxed; Ms. Penny was handling the tree just fine.
Leaving her to her fun, I looked around the conservatory. The glass-paned wall facing the front yard framed a door leading outside. Next to the door grew an immense tree, and from one of its thick branches hung a swing. When I had assured myself no one else was in the room to see me, I ran toward it like a kindergartner let out for recess and climbed up. After three strong pumps, I was flying high into the air, where I could see all over the enormous room.
The two walls not made of glass were built from a patchwork of rough stones. The other, punctuated like gems in a crown by windows, both clear and stained-glass, faced the hill behind the house. I could only imagine how beautiful the conservatory must look on a sunny day, with a rainbow of colors flashing about. A large rectangular pool filled with clear water jutted out from the center of the wall, a blue-and-aqua mosaic coloring the floor, giving the water a bright glow. The floor pattern appeared to form a picture, but I couldn’t make it out.
A balcony ran the length of the pool and could be reached by climbing a stone stairway flanking either side. Beneath the balcony, water spewed from the mouth of a large, grotesque head—eyes fierce and leering, nose bulbous and flaring. Carved lion heads protruding from a low, crenellated wall surrounded the rest of the pool, spurting streams of water from perpetually roaring mouths, an assortment of plants in large pots filling the spaces in between. Several feet from the pool, a wide tree branch dipped down so you could sit on it as though it were a chair. In one corner of the enclosure, a large hammock, perfect for napping, hung between two smaller trees. All around, lush flowers grew in colorful masses, butterflies flitted from blossom to blossom, and little fat birds pecked at specks on the ground.
A squawk drew my attention up to see more birds flying overhead. They reminded me of buzzards circling a dying man, which reminded me of school and those stupid girls. I couldn’t believe I’d screwed up already. One mistake and I was already being ostracized—just like at my old school. The carrion birds also reminded me that I’d missed lunch.
My eyes followed the wall until I spotted a dark wooden door tucked away in a corner to the right of the pool. I made my way toward it along a narrow stone path flanked by bunches of fragrant herbs. When I reached the door, I turned the cool glass knob and entered a large room. The first thing I noticed in the warm, delicious-smelling space was a woman of immense proportions peeling potatoes over a two-basin, white ceramic sink. She wore a blue apron over an orange muumuu, and her sizeable hips swung from side to side as she belted out the words to a pop song. The color of her full cheeks blended into her frizzy, dark red hair, the majority of which sprung outward from her head like broken bed-springs.
Opposite from where the woman worked, a cavernous fireplace, twin to the one in the Great Hall, spread itself along one of the walls. A bright fire crackled cheerily, warming the room. All kinds of glass jars, filled to the brim with apples and beans and peaches and various indiscernibles, crammed wooden shelves lining the walls. A long wooden table dominated the middle of the room. Deep-dish pies, every kind of vegetable you could imagine, yellow apples in a blue ceramic bowl, an assortment of cutlery, and empty jam jars covered the dark golden surface, mottled and scarred from centuries of contact with greasy food, wine spills, and knife nicks. A pair of long benches flanked the table, and a wrought-iron rack hung from the ceiling overhead, from which fire-blackened pots and bunches of dried herbs dangled on hooks. Despite its old-fashioned look, the kitchen boasted a few modern appliances—a refrigerator, a double-stacked oven and a black gas stove.
“Find what you’re looking for, lassie?” the woman asked in a rich Irish brogue. I jumped. She hadn’t turned around, but somehow sensed that I was in the room.
“I was hungry,” I said, feeling the need to give an excuse as to why I was here in this woman’s kitchen.
She stopped what she was doing and reached up to snap the radio off before swinging around to face me. I braced myself. “You had a hard day of it, didn’t you?” Her voice was soft and kind.
My breath rushed out. How had she known? I slowly nodded.
“Come on, then. Sit,” she said, motioning to the table. “Let Mrs. Dooley take care of you.”
Letting go of the doorknob, I took a few cautious steps forward, then quickly sat down at the long table. Mrs. Dooley plunked down a large glass of milk and a plate of freshly baked oatmeal raisin cookies in front of me. As I chugged down the milk, she waddled over to the sink and turned on the faucet. When the water was running, she picked up a stoneware mug, leaned back against the sink and took a long swallow. I read her apron—You can help me by getting out of my kitchen—and wondered if I should take the warning seriously. As I took a giant bite from a warm, gooey cookie, she set the cup down next to the sink and added a large dose of dish soap to the water.
I watched her every move.
“So you’re Andrew Mors’ little girl,” she said at last.
“I’m Viddie,” I told her around a mouthful of cookie. “My dad sent me here to attend Bellemont Academy.”
“Ah, yes. Bellemont Academy. I don’t believe in private schools myself; they breed snobbery, in my opinion. Mind you, some good girls go there.”
“They must all be in hiding,” I mumbled.
She chuckled. “You’ll just have to look harder, then.”
“These are good cookies,” I told her, hoping to change the subject.
“Well, finish them up. You’re too skinny.” She shook her head ruefully as she eyed my slender frame. “The grass wouldn’t even know you’re walking on it, to be sure. I’ll be making your lunch from here on out. Less trouble that way.”
I nearly blurted out that there wouldn’t be any “here on out,” but thought better of it.
“Moving to a new place can be hard,” she went on, “especially to a place like Portal Manor. It’s different here. But then, different can be a good thing.”
“Different gets you in trouble,” I said quietly, then rushed on. “So I was wondering if I could get some food for my raccoon, Ms. Penny—”
“Raccoon!” she echoed, as though I’d just told her I had a pet rhinoceros, then she cautiously peeked behind me.
“She’s in the conservatory.”
“Ah, well.” She relaxed. “That’s all right then. I’m not sure I’ll be wanting wild animals and such running loose in my kitchen. All those birds and reptiles Ian adopts are bad enough.” She frowned. “So what do raccoons eat?”
“Well, they eat—”
“Pretty much anything,” she interrupted, “judging by the mess they make out of my garbage cans. Go ahead and look there.” She indicated the refrigerator behind me. “There should be plenty of food to choose from. I keep my kitchen well-stocked, which isn’t always easy, if you know what I mean.” She winked at me and patted her rounded belly before turning off the water.
“Supper’s in the dining room.” She nodded at the opposite side of the room. “Hurry along and feed your pet. We’ll eat in an hour.” Leaning over the sink, she switched the radio back on and began singing along as she kneaded a lump of bread dough the size of a watermelon.
Scanning the contents of the gaping refrigerator, I was stunned by the array of choices. I’d never seen so much food, or such variety, in a fridge before. Ours at home was often empty. I placed two apples and a stalk of celery into the pouch I’d made with my oversized Jim Morrison t-shirt and grabbed two bananas and a bag of sunflower seeds from the counter. Afraid Mrs. Dooley would call me back and scold me for taking so much, I hurried over to the little door. She seemed nice.
But nice, I’d learned, could turn on you.
I found Ms. Penny by following the sound of her chatter, which she was aiming at the birds. When I called to her, she refused to come down. The pain-in-the-behind wanted me to climb up and bring the food to her. Not going to happen. I had to pretend that I was eating her dinner before she practically took off my head in her race to get at it. She climbed back up the tree with a banana and an apple, and I sat in the hammock to plan my escape. Nothing came to me. All I could think about was Mrs. Dooley’s kindness and that I was going to have a hard time getting Ms. Penny away from here. Plus, it was already getting late and I was still really hungry. I’d stay for dinner, I decided. And one more night. But tomorrow afternoon, I was out of here.
Stomach growling, I returned to the kitchen, where Mrs. Dooley was washing the dishes. Not wanting to disturb her singing, I tiptoed past her toward the large archway on the other side of the kitchen and entered the long, narrow room that was the butler’s pantry. Wide, polished wooden shelves stood at attention against the walls, displaying row upon row of beautiful china. Below the shelves, open-faced cabinets housed stacks of thicker, sturdier plates, enough of them to feed an army. Who needed that many plates? Who were they all for?
At the other end of the pantry, I spied a set of pocket doors and moved toward them. After sliding them into their respective spaces in the wall, I peered into the grandly decorated dining area. I quietly stepped inside and looked around. It was a dark room, lit only by torches, though a large chandelier hung over the table if needed. Against one wall, a long serving table supported a mismatched, dented sterling silver service, which had obviously seen better days. On the opposite wall, the now-standard, giant stone fireplace gave off waves of heat. A large, oval mahogany table set with three place settings, a pitcher of creamy white milk, a dish of butter, and a loaf of freshly baked bread occupied the middle of the room. The table legs had been carved to look like those of an animal, each ending with a large paw that rested on the flagstone floor. As in the Great Hall, tapestries graced the otherwise bare spaces on the walls.
Drawn to one of the tapestries, I walked over to get a better look. A massive scene depicting a medieval hunt had been painstakingly woven into the fabric. A party of riders dominated the picture, each mounted on a solid horse and wearing the tunics and long hosen of the time. They clutched swords and raised pitchforks high into the air, a zealous fire burning in their eyes. Hounds sniffed the ground and howled forever into the dark mists of the densely wooded forest.
At the edge of the hunt, just out of sight of the hunters, crouched a strange creature. I could not think of any other word to describe it, as the artist had slightly blurred the face and body, depicting only the eyes clearly. Head turned, the odd being looked out of the picture, directly at the viewer.
At me.
Enticed by its dark, haunting eyes, I moved closer. Like the strange statue out in the front yard, the creature’s beseeching gaze pulled me in like a magnet. I couldn’t stop looking at those eyes. Suddenly, fear—a hopeless, mindless terror—dried my mouth and churned my stomach.
The creature was alive.
A floorboard creaked ominously, startling me out of my reverie. I swung around to see Ian standing in the doorway to the butler’s pantry, eating a thick slice of bread. “What are you staring at?” he asked.
“I’m not staring at anything,” I blurted, and then, assuring myself that the creature wasn’t alive—only an image composed from old, worn thread, and certainly nothing threatening—I stepped away from the tapestry.
“You’re kind of weird, aren’t you?” Ian said around a mouthful.
“Shouldn’t you be working somewhere?”
“I’m done with my chores.” He took another bite of bread.
“Then go torment somebody else.”
He frowned. “What’s your problem?”
“My problem?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I asked you to help me at the gate and you wouldn’t. For all you knew, the Toad could have been kidnapping me.”
Ian’s thick, dark eyebrows drew together, nearly forming an upside-down V. “Yeah, sure. He kidnapped you and brought you here. Besides, I was told to . . . Oh, forget it,” he growled. “Just sit down, will you? I hate it when people pace.”
“I’m not pacing,” I replied, suddenly realizing that I was. “I’m just getting a little exercise.”
“Well, it’s almost time to eat. Would you sit down for that? Besides,” he said reluctantly, “Mrs. K. said I was to make you feel at home.”
“Well, you’ve been doing a bang-up job so far.” Despite a childish desire to remain standing just to annoy him, I pulled out a chair and sat down before my knees buckled beneath me. “I feel about as welcome here as an alligator in a swimming pool full of baby ducks.”
He glared at me, opened his mouth to say something, then snapped it shut. The room settled into silence. He played with his fork, cracking an occasional knuckle as he stared into the fire while I summoned up the nerve to look at the tapestry again. The scene looked normal enough, yet what I’d imagined moments before had felt so real.
A door opened behind me and Mrs. Keeper bustled in. “Hello, Viddie. Hello, Ian.” She actually looked happy to see us, both of us. It was a strange sensation. No one in my life had ever even acted happy to see me. “I just love foggy days, don’t you? They make it easier to get important things done without being seen doing them.” Her dark eyes sparkled.
Odd.
She sat down at the head of the table, her chin not rising much higher than the surface itself. “Are you two getting along?” She unfolded a white linen napkin and laid it across her lap. I followed her example. “Of course, you are,” she continued. “You’re the same age, after all. You must have something in common, like a favorite music band or a show on the telly, hm?”
Ian started to point out that we didn’t even look the same age, but Mrs. Dooley shuffled through the doorway, balancing two large platters of food, one in each meaty hand. She plunked one down in front of Mrs. Keeper and the other next to Ian. She rubbed his head good-naturedly and gave me a warm smile before leaving again, humming a popular gameshow tune.
“Oh, this looks lovely,” Mrs. Keeper remarked, pulling her brown shawl more tightly around her shoulders. “I love to eat. How about you, Viddie?” She looked me over, her small, brown eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Not nearly enough, I can see.” She turned her attention to serving the food, heaping a large slice of Shepherd’s pie onto my plate. I stared at the huge helping in awe; I was used to surviving on tomato soup, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and applesauce. Dad rarely made it home for suppertime, so it was left to me to make do. Unfortunately, I couldn’t cook worth beans. Heck, I couldn’t even cook beans.
When our plates were full, Mrs. Keeper held out her tiny hands, one to Ian and one to me. Ian took her hand, so I did the same, unsure what was expected of me. Mrs. Keeper spoke in a low, reverent voice as she gazed up at the ceiling. “Help us to care for those poor souls who need us the most—the ones who have nowhere to go, the ones who do not fit in, the ones who are unhappy, the ones who suffer. Guide them to our door that we may protect them. Blessed be.” She gently pulled her hands away from ours and started to eat with enthusiasm. I lowered my own hand, grabbed a fork, and followed her lead. I was too hungry to think about the strange blessing I’d just heard, but stored it away for future ponderings.
Her hunger finally satisfied, my guardian turned her attention to me. “Viddie . . .” she said thoughtfully. “Viddie, Viddie, Viddie. That just doesn’t sound right. Sounds more like a name for dog food.” Ian snorted, but looked down at his plate when Mrs. Keeper glanced over at him. She patted my hand. “I wasn’t being rude, dear. It just does. Viddie must be short for something.”
“Actually it is,” I replied, lowering the fork that hovered halfway between my plate and my waiting mouth. “My real name is Lavida, but my dad never calls me by that name. I think my Grandma Mors picked it out.”
Mrs. Keeper’s merry eyes sharpened. “Are you sure about that?”
Ian stopped shoveling food into his mouth and looked at her. He seemed as intrigued as I was by the sudden change in her demeanor.
I looked back and forth between the two. “Sure that it’s short for Lavida, or sure that my grandma suggested the name?”
“Just the grandma part, dear,” Mrs. Keeper replied, leaning forward.
“Pretty sure. At least that’s what my dad told me once.” It had been one of the rare times when he’d actually answered questions about my life, and he only did it because I said I needed to know about my past for a school project. I didn’t, but after the Incident I was desperate to learn what it was about me that made me so different.
Mrs. Keeper leaned back, the look on her face far away. “So she thought that you might be . . . hmmm . . .” She tapped her rounded chin. “Even though . . . hmmm.” She tapped her chin again, then looked at me, her eyes filled with excitement. “Did your father ever tell you what your name means, Lavida?” She was practically humming with anticipation.
I shook my head, starting to feel a little strange.
“All names have a meaning, dear. But your name has a particularly special one.”
Ian burst out laughing. “Yeah, it means discount dog food.”
I couldn’t believe he just said that.
“Hush,” Mrs. Keeper gently admonished him. “It’s nothing to worry about, dear,” she continued, turning back to me, “at least for the moment. Later, perhaps, it might become something of an issue. But for now . . .” She looked toward the tapestry on the wall, her forehead creased, her lips curled fretfully inward until they disappeared. “I have to get back to work,” she said suddenly. “So much to do. You’ll be all right, then? Do your homework on your own?”
“Sure thing,” Ian replied.
I nodded absently, wondering what my name meant, then switching to considering all the ways I might ruin Ian’s life as he sat there grinning at me.
Mrs. Keeper rubbed her dimpled, little hands together. “Such exciting news!” She scooted her chair back from the table and hastened away.
“What exciting news?” I asked after she had left the room.
“What’s that, Viddie Chow?” The expression on Ian’s face was mostly innocent, though his blue eyes gleamed wickedly.
The ticked-off look I aimed at him sent him into paroxysms of laughter. He continued laughing hysterically as he shoved away from the table and stumbled out of the room, holding his gut. I could hear him laughing all the way into the next room. I could only hope he laughed so hard he heaved all over himself.
Pushing back my chair, I decided to track down Ms. Penny. I entered the conservatory and called for her. After some pathetic begging, I resorted to bribing the ornery beast with promises of a special treat if she came down, which she finally did. But she wasn’t happy about it.
I searched for the hidden door amongst all the vines, but only succeeded in getting tangled up in them. Giving up, I made my way to the Great Hall through a small door at the other end of the solarium. Passing through the Great Hall, I spotted an old-fashioned phone lurking in one of the dark corners and thought about using it to call my dad. Maybe, just maybe, he’d come and get me. Then I remembered that he had already flown out to attend his science conference. Disappointed, and a little bit scared, I headed toward the door leading up to my room. Cut off from anyone who might be able to help me, I was on my own in this strange place. This dismal thought haunted me like a spook as I climbed the long and dreaded spiral staircase to my tower room. I kept an eye out for strange apparitions, but nothing showed itself.
Once in our room, Ms. Penny ran around the place looking for the promised treat. Unsure which trunk held her stash, I had to go through each one. Of course it was the last one, closest to the wall and at the bottom of the stack. I pulled it away from the wall, opened it and gave Ms. Penny a box of raisins, her favorite. Once Ms. Penny had devoured her treat, she screeched and motioned toward the wall.
I shook my head. “Not tonight,” I said. “You’re not going back to the conservatory.”
Ms. Penny had other ideas. She gave me a raspberry—I sincerely regret teaching her how to do that—and jumped up and down as she pointed at the wall again.
“It’s time to get ready for bed. We’re going to need our sleep for tomorrow when we run away. The last thing I need is a cranky raccoon giving me a hard time.”
She reared up on her hind legs and had the nerve to give me another raspberry. Despite her defiance I was determined to win this fight. I did not want to be alone tonight.
“Come and use the bathroom,” I told her. She joined me, and when we reached the bottom of the stairs, I saw a light coming from under the door. The doorknob started to turn.
“Who’s there?” I called in a quivering voice. Silence answered me. “Hello?”
“It’s just me,” a voice answered.
I opened the door. “What do you want?” Ian held out a pile of towels. I peered at him suspiciously. “You could’ve just left them there outside the door.”
“I will next time, Viddie and Bits.” He dropped the stack on the floor and turned away, mumbling to himself about certain people’s lack of gratitude.
I grabbed the pile of towels and shut the door behind me. Then I took out my key and locked the door; I didn’t want any more unexpected visits. The main door locked, I opened the small door by the staircase and entered the bathroom. Ms. Penny followed me, used the toilet, then took off. As I brushed my teeth, I stared at the abundance of neatly stacked towels on the shelf. It was obvious I hadn’t really needed the towels Ian had brought. So why did he bring more of them? Was he spying on me, or had he come just to harass me about my name?
Finished brushing, I shoved the worn green towels onto the shelf and gazed longingly at the tub. I decided I’d better get back to Ms. Penny before she decided to take matters into her own paws. I quickly readied myself for bed, then hurried back up the stairs. “I’m baaaack,” I called out as I entered the room. Usually when I say this, Ms. Penny leaped into my arms. Not this time. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Ms. Penny! You can stop pouting, you big baby. You’re not going down to the conservatory and that’s that, so you might as well come out from wherever it is you’re hiding.”
Nothing.
“Ms. Penny?”
Nada.
I searched under the bed, up in the beams, and behind the curtains on the bed. The raccoon was nowhere to be seen. Scanning the room again, I noticed a slight gap in the wall behind my trunks. A bad feeling sprouted in the pit of my stomach as I hurried over to the spot, shoved the trunk aside, and pulled on the protruding bit of wood. A section of the paneling moved—it was another door! My room had two secret doors. But why hadn’t Mrs. Keeper told me about this one?
So where did it lead to? A torture chamber? An oubliette? Certain doom? A distant, and frightful, screeching told me I might be right on all three counts. Hands shaking, I stepped through the doorway and groped about for a light switch. Unable to find anything, I chewed on a last bit of fingernail. It looked like I was going to have to go after Ms. Penny in the dark—it was the only right thing to do, what any good pet owner would do—but I couldn’t help feeling like something bad was going to happen if I went down those stairs. Bad, as in Stephen King bad. I really shouldn’t go by myself, not after all the paranoid feelings I’d gotten about this place, not with this tingling zipping up and down my spine. But I had no choice. My pet needed me.
Trembling from head to toe, I inched forward until my foot dropped over the edge of the first step. As carefully as I tried to make my way down the stairs, my foot slipped anyway, and before I could catch myself I fell, landing hard on my back. But instead of tumbling down a flight of stairs, I started sliding. Down I went . . . through absolute darkness. The slide curved to the left, then to the right, and then back again. I flew downward in a blinding rush of speed until, without warning, I shot off the slide and sailed through the air, screaming myself breathless. Then with a thump, I hit the rough floor and bounced forward like a basketball.
When the throbbing in my backside had subsided, I looked around to see where I was, but couldn’t make out a thing in the darkness. “Ms. Penny?” I whispered. Something furry leaped onto my head and I squealed like a cheerleader before realizing what it was. “Don’t ever do that again, you naughty beast!” I scolded, thrilled to see her. She hugged my head and hooted softly.
As we sat there in the dark I felt a chill seeping into my legs. Running my hand over the cool stone floor, I wondered how to get out of here before we both succumbed to hypothermia. Maybe we could climb back up the slide. I was about to stand up and look for it when I heard a noise.
Footsteps, quick and light.
Ms. Penny chattered nervously.
“Shhh!” I clapped a hand over her tiny mouth. “I think I hear someone coming.” Ms. Penny responded by grasping me tighter, nearly pulling my hair out with her death grip. I listened more closely, then felt my stomach turn inside out. “Oh, Ms. Penny, I don’t think it’s coming anymore. Whatever it is . . .
. . . it’s already here.”
Suddenly it was quiet. Too quiet. Silence surrounded us, gripping us like a giant fist. I was desperate to run, but my frozen nerve-endings kept me rooted to the floor. I knew something was with us.
“Do you remember what we are supposed to do, Darian?” a voice whispered loudly in the darkness. “I always forget.”
I turned swiftly toward the strangely accented voice, nearly dislodging Ms. Penny from her perch on my head, and jumped to my feet. The tone was soft and melodic, like a flute. The speaker didn’t sound scary, but I wasn’t about to trust a disembodied voice in the dark.
Another voice hissed back, “You cannot forget what you never heard in the first place, Loria. If you would only pay attention during training, instead of talking to your friends all the time—”
“I know, I know!” the first whisperer responded at full volume, forgetting to be quiet. It was a girl’s voice. “But those meetings are so boring, Darian. I try hard, but I simply cannot concentrate. I never remember anyway. You are the one who remembers everything, you know.”
“That is true.” The second whisperer sounded matter of fact.
“So what are we to do?”
“It is obvious. In a situation like this, where unauthorized infiltration has occurred, we are to determine if the invading creature, or creatures as in this case, constitutes an immediate threat.”
“I cannot imagine either one is a threat,” the female laughed. “The bigger creature is a Human, I believe.”
“She does appear to be Human,” the other agreed, speaking now in a masculine voice, no longer taking care to whisper.
What else would I be? I wondered.
“I hope she is! She is so very little, though. She could not harm us if she wanted to. And the furry one—I have never seen a creature like that. It is so cute! Perhaps we could keep it? It would make a nice hat. I would be the envy of all my friends wearing such a daring accessory.”
Finally finding my voice, I gasped, “A hat! You’d use Ms. Penny’s fur for a hat?”
“So you can speak!” the girl trilled. “Good! I have lots of questions I want to ask you. Let us turn on the light, Darian. I want to better see the Human. She looks just like the drawings.” She giggled. “I guess I do pay attention to some things.”
“You can’t use my raccoon as a hat,” I cried. “That’s sick!” Besides, if anyone were going to wear Ms. Penny as a hat, it would be her long-suffering owner.
“But you are using her for a hat.”
Belatedly I remembered Ms. Penny’s position and wondered how the girl could see us in this dark. “I’m not wearing her as a hat. She’s sitting on my head because she’s scared.”
“Scared?”—she laughed lightly—“of what? We are harmless. Darian, turn on the light.”
“That is not proper protocol, Loria,” the other replied stiffly. “We would not want her to see us as we are.”
As we are? What was wrong with them?
“We shall blend, of course,” she replied. “I remember that part of class, too. Appear to others as they are,” she quoted. “I want to look like the furry one.” She clapped her hands together excitedly.
“Shhh, Loria!” His tone of voice was irked. “You are giving away too much.”
“Sorry, Darian. I forget myself.” The girl laughed once more. The sound, like wind chimes, echoed in the darkness. “We shall both take our usual Human forms.” She said this confidently, as though she were quite sure Darian would agree with her.
“I suppose we could do that.” A tapping sound filled the room. “Awake,” he commanded, and a dim glow slowly pushed away the black ink. The light grew brighter, and the outline of an old-fashioned kerosene lamp emerged from the darkness. Inside the glass cylinder a handful of abnormally large fireflies flitted about.
My eyes moved from the lantern to the two strangers. They stood about five feet away from me, in the middle of a small, empty room. Both were tall, dark-haired and pale-skinned, and looked very much like one another. The taller one peered searchingly at me from around the lamp he held. He wore a long-sleeved, dark-brown jacket, belted at the waist, over close-fitting tan pants. Pointy leather boots, polished to a high sheen, completed the strange outfit, and his hair was curly, but neatly cut. Everything about him looked tidy and put together. This one must be Darian.
The other one, Loria, was shorter. Her hair, too, hung in curls, but she wore it longer and wilder. A soft, velvety green hat, perched rakishly on her head, attempted to hold her riotous curls in place. Her dress came to her knees and resembled a patchwork crazy quilt. Green leather boots that matched her cap reached up to meet the flowing skirt.
The strangers were dressed a bit oddly, but other than that, they looked normal, which meant they looked as human as I did. I paused. No, that wasn’t right. What I normally would have dismissed as floaters in my eyes or an illusion caused by the light turned into something else when I focused hard on the girl. Her face and body shimmered, and her skin rippled and wavered like skipping stones disrupting the smooth surface of a pond. Her ears grew and turned pointy, then shrank and disappeared just as quickly. Her nose stretched, then flattened, and her eyes glowed and sparkled. These tiny transformations occurred all in a flash. When I blinked or lost my concentration, the crazy shifting about stopped. I could only see the effect if I focused hard, and even then, with Darian, it was hardly noticeable. I must have hit my head on the floor when I landed and given myself a concussion.
“What is she staring at, Darian?” Loria’s long, curly hair swung in an arc as she peered behind her. She peeked behind Darian, then shrugged, seeing nothing.
Darian looked at me shrewdly. “I do not know.” He took a step closer to me. “Human, what is it that you see?”
I stepped back. I wasn’t sure what he was, or what he was capable of doing. The strange business with the changing features, and the fact that he kept calling me Human, made me think my two new acquaintances didn’t think of themselves as such.
When several seconds had passed in silence, Loria pursed her heart-shaped lips. “She will not say, Darian. I wish we could read minds as well as the Amorals do.”
“Shhh,” Darian hissed, more urgently this time. “Do not speak of them. They might hear you and then want to come see for themselves what is going on.”
“That would be so exciting!” Loria breathed, her large, dark eyes shining. “A real challenge!”
“That would be a disaster,” Darian retorted. “We do not want the Amorals around making trouble when we are guiding the, um, others. You know how they are.”
I decided to interrupt. I was cold and I’d had enough of this weird dream, or joke, or whatever it was. “I don’t know who you guys are, but that’s okay. I don’t want to know. Just show me the way out of here and you’ll never see me or my raccoon again. Deal?”
“We cannot simply let you go,” Darian replied coolly, gazing down at me disdainfully. “We have rules. The Magistrate needs to know about your infiltration and will decide what to do with you.”
That didn’t sound good.
“Listen, I don’t want to cause any trouble,” I said. “Help me get back to my room, and I will never infiltrate you again.”
The two looked at each other. Loria whispered something in Darian’s ear. He shook his head and whispered something back. The stubborn expression on both their faces told me they were in disagreement.
“Please let me go,” I tried again.
Loria glanced at Darian. “She is saying the magic word, Darian. You know I cannot say no when someone says please.”
Darian looked at her fondly. “Everyone knows that, Loria, which is why you get stuck watching the Piggerel brats all the time.”
Loria smiled and winked at me, like we were co-conspirators. “She is not a threat to us, Darian. Look at her. She will tell no one about us being here, right, Human?”
“Of course, I wouldn’t tell anyone about you,” I promptly agreed. “They wouldn’t believe me anyway.”
“Perhaps she is one of the Helpers,” Darian mused, “a new one I have not yet met.” He regarded me closely. “And I would not want to cause trouble with them.”
Loria grinned, knowing she’d won. “We will let you go, Human,” she said, turning to me.
“First, tell us your name,” Darian added. “I will need it for my report.”
I hesitated before figuring there was no harm in telling them. “My name is Viddie . . . Well, actually,” I went on, any lingering desire to pacify my dad gone, “you can call me Lavida. Lavida Mors.” When they didn’t respond, only stared wide-eyed at me, I laughed nervously. “I know it’s a weird name, but it’s not that bad. Is it?”
Loria grabbed her companion’s arm. “Did you hear, Darian? She said her name was—”
“I heard, Loria,” Darian said calmly, patting her hand, and laughed as though some utterly ridiculous idea had just occurred to him. “But she is much too small, and she is a Human.” He spoke the word snidely, as though to imply that humans were lower than maggots. “A Human could never be the One.”
Loria stared at me, shaking her head in wonder. Then she shrugged. “You are probably right. She is obviously not one of us.” She sighed, then brightened. “I nearly forgot. Why were you staring at us?”
I pushed back an errant strand of hair that tickled my cheek every time Ms. Penny squirmed. Did I want to tell them what I’d seen? The effects could simply have been a result of overtired eyes, or my imagination. Then again, Loria wasn’t about to give this up. The sooner I satisfied her curiosity, the sooner I could go.
“I’ll tell you what I saw, but then I have to get back to my room.”
Darian frowned, but both he and Loria nodded their agreement.
“When I was watching you, I saw something strange happening, especially with Loria. One moment you had long, pointy ears,”—I demonstrated—“and the next moment they were gone. Then you were dark and small, then tall and fair. Your parts kept shifting about like puzzle pieces. It was only my imagination, of course, and I am awfully tired . . .” My voice trailed away when I saw the look on their faces.
“She sees, Darian!” Loria shouted, practically jumping up and down. “She can see what we are! How is that possible? She should not be able to see our blends.”
“I do not like this. Not only is she somewhere she is not supposed to be, she has exhibited behavior not befitting her kind. It is most suspicious.” Darian glared at me distrustfully. “It is our duty to bring her in, Loria.”
“But you said you’d let me go!” I cried, my cheeks suddenly hot.
“We are sorry,” Darian replied, sounding not at all sorry as he reached out to take my arm. Before he could grab hold of me, I pried Ms. Penny off my head and tossed her toward the slide. She didn’t hesitate to bound up the slide quicker than a rabbit and, giving Darian a hard shove, I dashed after her.
The sound of footsteps chased after me as I struggled up the steep slide. My foot caught the raised edge of the slide and my palms registered the slide’s smooth wood before I pushed myself back up again. Just as I was about to start running again, a hand grabbed my shoulder. I gasped in fright and tore away from the vise-like grip. My breath roared in my ears as I scrambled up the slippery surface as fast as I could go. I saw a light flickering up ahead and knew I was near my room. My feet found the short set of stairs and I frantically stumbled up them. I didn’t think I was going to make it; Darian was too close behind. But then, with a burst of energy spurred by panic, I crashed against the door and, tumbling through it, kicked it shut and held it with both feet.
I stopped and listened.
Other than the sounds of my own labored breathing, I heard nothing. If Darian had given up chasing me, I wasted no time finding out. I leaped to my feet and shoved all my trunks in front of the door.
Ms. Penny huddled nervously beneath the bed covers, and I ran and jumped under them with her, pulling her close. We were safe.
Funny, though, I didn’t feel that way.
I awoke with a start and sat up, my heart pounding fiercely. My eyes darted around the room, searching for the source of the sound that had awakened me. I soon found the culprit. Ms. Penny was playing her favorite game: attack the weird-looking creature in the mirror. She has yet to figure out that the creature is her.
I stood up and stretched, then joined Ms. Penny in front of the spotted glass. I studied my reflection. I hadn’t slept well, and it showed in the dark circles under my eyes. I looked like Wednesday Addams . . . on a good day.
Even with all those trunks shoved in front of the secret door, I hadn’t fallen asleep right away. For at least an hour I’d lain in bed and wondered whether or not to tell Mrs. Keeper what had happened. In the end, I decided not to say anything to her; not only was I not sure I could trust her, but also because I’d finally figured out what was going on. I hadn’t been dreaming, and I hadn’t met aliens from another planet. That loathsome Ian had played his idea of a joke on me. He must have invited some friends over to play Loria and Darian, their strange, shape-shifting behavior brought about using some kind of holographic projection technique. It was an elaborate prank to play on someone he’d only just met and had to have taken some time to plan out. He must have decided to trick me before we’d even met, suggesting that he didn’t like the idea of me coming here. But why? What was he afraid of? Certainly not me. He couldn’t possibly have known what I was hiding.
Leaving Ms. Penny to her strange little game, I crept over to the wall. After moving the trunks out of the way, I pressed on the place where I thought the secret door had been. The wall didn’t budge an inch. I pushed on other parts of the wood paneling, but nothing gave way. Ian had probably locked the door from the other side after I’d fallen asleep. He had to have known it would be hard for me to stay in a strange place for the first time, that I’d be imagining all sorts of weird things going on in a house like this, and he had taken advantage of that fear.
That jerk!
Seething, I shoved the trunks back against the wall, ensuring no one could go in or out. I chewed furiously on a nail. I must avenge myself. And soon.
After digging out a fresh shirt and sticking the stained one in the tub to soak, I pocketed a stash of fruity chews in my cardigan pocket in case Ms. Penny acted up and went downstairs. Stepping into the conservatory, I tied several vines into a knot, then took a step backward. The knot was reasonably easy to spot, so I felt satisfied that I could find the door again. To my relief it was locked on the outside, but opened easily when I tried my key. Good. If Ian knew about this door, he wouldn’t be able to use it unless he had the right key. Hopefully he didn’t.
Mrs. Dooley was washing a large pot in the sink when I entered the kitchen. “Did you have a good night, Lavida?” she asked without turning around. I jumped, startling Ms. Penny, who squeaked at me in annoyance. That woman should have her own psychic hot line.
“It was all right,” I told her as I calmed Ms. Penny with a pat and a fruit chew.
“Just all right?” she questioned over her shoulder as she wiped her large hands on a worn, white dishtowel. “You seem a bit peaky to me.”
I wondered how she could tell what I “seemed” without turning around to look at me. “I did have a little trouble sleeping,” I admitted, wondering what Mrs. Dooley would think if I told her what my night had really been like. Would she be mad at Ian for scaring me, or would she take his side, saying boys will be boys? Or maybe she had already heard all about it, and that’s why she knew I looked peaky. My stomach soured at the thought.
The heavyset woman set the pot upside down to dry, then turned around. “Lord, have mercy!” she squawked like a chicken and ran straight at me, swinging the dishtowel like a weapon. “I’ll save you, dearie!”
Ms. Penny yelped and clung to my head as I darted around the table. “Mrs. Dooley!” I shouted over the bellowing and screeching. “It’s my raccoon! She won’t hurt you!” Well, she might bite, but now was definitely not the time to impart that tidbit.
Mrs. Dooley stopped swinging the towel and patted her heaving chest. “Oh, my! I really do need to get myself some spectacles. I thought you had a feral cat on your shoulder.”
I pretended to cover Ms. Penny’s ears. “Don’t let her hear you say that,” I laughed. “She’s actually pretty nice. Would you like to hold her?”
Mrs. Dooley chuckled and pushed several curly strands of dark red hair off her sweaty forehead. “Maybe later, dear, when my heart’s had a chance to settle down.”
“Ms. Penny’s hard to resist once you get to know her,” I said proudly.
Mrs. Dooley smiled weakly. “You’re probably right.” She shuffled over to the oven and checked on something baking inside. A heavenly aroma drifted toward me. Satisfied with what she saw, she shut the door and straightened up with a groan, rubbing her hip. “Now, run along and get yourself some breakfast. It’s in the dining room. Self-service. Take as much as you want. You could gain a stone and still be thin as a pole. I could stand to lose a couple myself, though it’s probably best that I don’t.” She pointed to her apron. Today it read Never trust a skinny cook.
I grinned and headed for the dining room. I liked Mrs. Dooley. She had been so protective of me—both after school yesterday and then again today, trying to save me from Ms. Penny—I couldn’t envision her conspiring with Ian. I liked Mrs. Keeper, too (odd as she was), which was troublesome. I should know better than to let my guard down around other people, to get involved with them, to care about them.
No one else was in the dining room when I entered with Ms. Penny in tow, which was disappointing; I’d been hoping Ian would be there. I wanted to be absolutely sure he’d set me up before I put my plan for revenge into action. Compared to his scheme, mine was almost primitive. A bagful of snakes, a jar of spiders, a bucket of slime and his bed were all I needed.
Following my nose, I headed straight to the walnut-colored sideboard covered with silver serving dishes. Lifting lids, I discovered a surprising variety of foods, from bacon and sausages to pancakes and homefries. It was a lot of food for so few people. Who ate the rest of it? I wondered. Surely not Mrs. Dooley . . . I giggled as I helped myself to a stack of blueberry pancakes, a generous dose of maple syrup and a glass of orange juice. For Ms. Penny, I put together a plate of melons, bananas and kippers. When we were done eating, I carried our dirty dishes into the kitchen, noting as we passed through the butler’s pantry, that several of the plates from the lower shelves had disappeared.
“Great breakfast,” I complimented the cook as I entered the kitchen. Mrs. Dooley was tidying up the trestle table.
“It was my pleasure,” she replied gruffly as she cautiously sniffed at one of the jars she’d just opened. “Just put the dishes by the others,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll do them in a bit.”
“Do you want some help?” There were an awful lot of dirty dishes piled on the counter by the sink, leading me to believe I’d found the missing dinnerware. But who’d used them?
Mrs. Dooley shook her head. “Thanks, luv, but you’ve got school today. Grab your lunch,” she reminded me. “I’ll see you when you get home, and you can tell me all about your day.”
I set my dishes next to the others, grabbed my lunchbox, and after saying goodbye headed into the conservatory. Ms. Penny immediately ditched me for the hammock, where a large tomcat lay sleeping. The cat hissed in annoyance, then shifted over. Ms. Penny had found herself a friend, whether he knew it or not.
The ride to school passed way too quickly. I had wanted to subtly grill Ian about his little joke, but every time I tried, Mrs. Keeper asked me a question about my classes. As soon as I finished answering, she came out with a new one. Why she cared about how many people sat in my row in French class, I haven’t the foggiest.
Outside Gates Hall, I crawled out of the car and then, spotting Fiona and her friends passing by, quickly slunk back inside mumbling about a lost pencil. Giving the girls a good thirty-second lead, I slipped back out with a quick goodbye to Ian and Mrs. Keeper, who was still trying to find my pencil. Eyes constantly scanning for Fiona and her friends, I headed for Simmons Hall to drop off the books I needed for my afternoon classes. The moment I entered the brick building I sensed trouble.
Rounding the corner, I found it.
Taking in the scene before me, I was immediately—unwillingly—pulled back to that day three years ago when everything in my life had changed. I’d had a bad feeling that day too, which had started the moment I woke up and built like a hurricane with every passing hour. Like a wild animal, I often had a way of knowing when something bad was about to happen, a sort of tingling that ran up and down my spine, even when everything appeared normal. Of course, I also felt the same thing when I got excited, and sometimes, to my frustration, I confused the two. Worse, if I was distracted at the time, which happened a lot, I missed the signal altogether. But not this time. I felt danger coming, but ignored it, caught up as I was in my flashback. It had been a horrible day. I’ll never forget it.
Trouble was brewing—I just knew it. And when I came around the corner to find Tammy “Two-Fist” Cortez, the most popular and powerful girl in the school, taunting a seventh grader, my intuition was confirmed. George Emerson, with his tape-repaired glasses, one lens patched for his lazy eye, overstuffed backpack and too-short, red polyester pants, was her victim. He was also—heartbreakingly so—the misfit of all misfits.
“Watch where you’re going, turd-for-brains.” Two-Fist shoved a cowering George into the gray lockers. His head smashed into the metal doors and he slumped to the ground, his one eye wide with fright.
“Leave him alone!” I heard myself shouting, the words leaping out of my mouth as though someone else had spoken them for me.
She swung her head around. “Excuse me? Are you talking to me?” Her rough, snide voice made me feel sick to my stomach, but I hid my alarm as best I could. I’d read somewhere that predators could smell fear.
“Maybe you should watch where you’re going,” I said. “You’re the one who takes up most of the hallway.” The crowd oohed in surprise and moved in closer, eager to see bloodshed.
“You think you’re funny?” Two-Fist demanded.
I took a step away from her. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw George attempting to climb to his feet. “I think the truth hurts, Tammy Two-Ton,” I said, hoping to distract her long enough for George to get away.
She came at me like a bull. A sharp pain slashed through my brain, and I fell to the ground with a thud, feeling my eye instantly swell shut. I hadn’t even seen the fist coming; and Tammy’s fists were big—the size of hams.
“Let’s try this again,” Two-Fist growled. “Do you think you’re funny?”
I shook my head, covering my throbbing eye. “I think you’re funny,” I said hoarsely. “Funny-looking, that is.”
Two-Fist grabbed my baggy shirt and yanked me to my feet. She turned to the crowd. “I think someone here needs to be taught a lesson by the almighty fist.” She grinned evilly. The crowd shouted their agreement. “Fight, fight, fight!”
I heard a bell ding twice for round two.
Before Two-Fist could crush me like a mouse, I relaxed my whole body. Not expecting the move, she loosened her grip and I dropped to the ground. And before she could grab me again, I quickly rolled away. Jumping to my feet, an image formed in my head like a movie—Two-Fist’s pants dropping to the ground like a magician’s sheet. I stared at her, willing those pants to fall down. Just this once. A simple pantsing.
Then the crowd began to laugh and point at Two-Fist. She looked down to see her pants around her ankles. She frantically pulled them back up, her cheeks red with embarrassment.
“Why you dirty . . . !” She lunged at me, and her pants dropped again. She struggled to pull them up, but they immediately slid back down. Now everyone could see that Two-Fist was wearing Little Dolly underwear.
“You could use a belt,” I told her. Then I turned and walked away, hoping no one would notice my shaking hands and rapid breathing. Once I rounded the corner, I ran as fast as I could to my next class.
The next day, the story of how I’d made Two-Fist’s pants fall down was all over school. The people who’d witnessed it all started talking, wondering how her pants had fallen down without anyone touching them. They’d asked each other with macabre curiosity what, exactly, I had done and how I’d done it. Later that day, one of my teachers had overheard a very garbled version of the story. Someone who hadn’t even seen what had happened was telling her friend that Viddie Mors was a witch and that she was preparing to ritually sacrifice Two-Fist in the girl’s bathroom. As appealing as that sounded, it wasn’t anywhere close to the truth. Anyway, it hadn’t taken much to turn a snowball into an avalanche.
Mrs. Cooper had tracked me down and had a talk with me. When I explained what had happened, she seemed to accept my version of the event. What I didn’t know at the time was that she’d decided to call my dad to discuss the Incident. That was the phone call the Toad had intercepted. No doubt he’d promised to deal with the problem.
After that, the kids at school kept their distance from me. They were afraid. Even my two best friends. After a couple months of harassment for being associated with the witch they began to avoid me. I let them go.
It was a lonely three years, but I had gotten used to being on my own. At least being alone was safe. Still, there were a lot of times that I had wished my life was back to the way it had been before. I didn’t want to be different from everybody else, and I certainly didn’t want to scare people away. If only I could go back to that day three years ago, I’d make sure I paid attention to my instincts that had warned me to avoid that hallway, or at least not do what I had done to Two-Fist’s pants.
Today the trouble was Fiona, my blonde nemesis. As the memories of the Incident receded from my mind, I took a deep, bracing breath, readying myself to face her. Standing in the middle of the hallway, she and her groupies surrounded a heavyset, redheaded girl. The thick lenses of her glasses, which sat at the end of her nose, barely held in place by its round, pinched tip, magnified her blue eyes as she glared at Fiona in defiance. She clutched a large, moss-colored handbag under her arm. She was no George Emerson, but she was in trouble just the same.
Run, I told myself. Just forget you saw anything.
But I couldn’t move.
“Give me the bag, Ellie, or I’ll tell your dad I saw you smoking in the bathroom.”
“I’m not giving you anything, you ditzy, fake-blonde, reality-star-wannabe freak.” The metallic braces on her teeth gave the girl a slight lisp.
Fiona scowled. “You’d better give it to me. Headmaster Maguire would not be happy with his little girl getting expelled, would he?”
The heavy girl’s lower lip trembled a little. “He won’t believe you.”
“He believed me last time . . . when I told him you hit me.”
“That’s because I did hit you. And you cried, if I remember correctly. Like a sniveling pukey baby.”
Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Well, you’d have cried, too, if a giant pig had hit you.” Her groupies tittered. She took a threatening step closer, and they followed her. “Now give me the bag, or I’m going to have to take it the hard way, and then tell your dad you were smoking.”
The redhead tightened her grip. She was still determined, but there was no way she could fight all of them herself. She was going to get hurt, maybe badly. “I won’t do it!” she shouted.
That was my cue. I couldn’t help myself, couldn’t stop myself if I’d wanted to. I had to step in. I took a deep breath, put my head down, and ran right at Fiona. The force of my blow knocked her forward into the groupies, and Ellie jumped out of the way. Fiona spun around to face me as I crouched low at her feet. My bag had been jarred loose in the leap, scattering my school supplies all over the place.
“You again!” she growled. “You stupid, clumsy fool. I swear I am surrounded by idiots! What’s wrong with you people?”
I let her yell at me as I worked to gather my things at her feet. Finally, I had finished the task of collecting all my stuff back into my bag. I climbed to my feet, searching out the girl named Ellie. She was still there, staring at me like I was the idiot. “Sorry about that. I tripped.”
The first bell of the day rang—the ten-minute bell.
“You’re gonna be sorry,” Fiona sneered. “And if I didn’t already have two tardies, I’d grind your face into the floor right now.” I took three steps back. I didn’t want to be anywhere near her when the next thing happened. “Let’s go, girls,” she ordered, took one step forward, and fell flat on her face. “What the . . . !” she howled as she fought to sit up.
“What’s wrong with your shoes, Fiona?” one of the toadies asked.
“The laces got tangled up, rocks-for-brains!” She hastily retied her shoes, stood up, and with a glare at me stalked off.
“Nice work,” Ellie congratulated me when they were gone. “Although, how she couldn’t tell that you were tying her shoelaces together baffles the mind.”
I bit my lip. “Why didn’t you run? I was trying to distract her for you.”
Her blue eyes narrowed. “I can fight my own battles, thank you very much.” She looked as though she could. She stood a good five inches taller than I and weighed at least seventy pounds more.
“But she was going to lie to your dad.”
The girl’s rounded shoulders dropped. Her ill-fitting uniform protested the movement, settling back into all the wrong places. “She’s totally got me on that one. Last time I got in trouble my dad was really disappointed in me. He took away my credit card for a whole month, which was bad, and kept giving me these you’ve-really-let-me-down looks, which was worse. All because she’s a big, fat liar.”
The warning bell rang and I turned to go to my first class. Ellie followed after me. “You know you royally screwed up, going after Fiona like that. She’s going to turn your life into a living nightmare. Why didn’t you just stay out of it?”
I was asking myself the same thing. “I couldn’t help it,” I told her as we hurried along. “I just had to do something. I didn’t want to. I’ve already run into Fiona once, and I know what she’s like.”
“So you helped me against your better judgment.” Instead of looking mad, she looked amused.
“The last time I . . . did something like this, I lost all my friends.” I wasn’t sure why I was telling her this.
“You’re new here, aren’t you?” she asked.
I nodded cautiously.
“Thought so. I haven’t seen you before. I take it you got on someone’s bad side at your old school, and after that, no one wanted anything to do with you.”
“Something like that,” I muttered.
“And you didn’t learn from that?”
I shrugged. “I never do.”
She laughed. “So how old are you? I’m fifteen and a half,” she went on before I could answer. “I’ve got Computer Science now. What do you have?”
I checked my schedule. “Civics.” When we compared notes, we discovered that we were signed up for all the same afternoon classes. Funny how I hadn’t noticed her on the first day—probably because, after my run-in with Fiona, I’d kept my head down.
“So what’s your name?”
“Lavida Mors,” I said, but it sounded more like a question.
“Wow. Cool name.” Ellie grinned and I relaxed a little. “I’m Ellie Maguire. Wanna do something after school?”
“Do something?” I stared at her. “You mean, like, together?”
“No. I thought you’d do something by yourself and I’d do something by myself, and then we’d talk about it tomorrow.”
“It’s just that I’m not used to doing things with other people.”
“Me either. I think it’s because the other girls here are so intimidated by my stunning good looks.” She fluffed her hair and pursed her lips like a runway model, then ruined the effect by picking at something stuck in her braces.
“I thought it was because you’re so smart.”
“That too.”
I laughed, feeling suddenly lighthearted. “So what do you want to do?” I asked, interested in her proposal despite myself.
“You could come over to my house.”
I frowned. “I don’t have any way to get there.”
She thought for a moment. “I have a scooter, I’ll come to your house. Where do you live?”
“It’s a place called Portal Manor.”
She gaped at me. “You’re joking, right?”
My heart thudded in my chest. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t you know? That place is haunted!”
“Why do you say that?” The pounding picked up pace.
“There are all sorts of weird stories around town about Portal Manor.”
I thought it might be worth quite a bit to hear what those stories were. “Why don’t you meet me outside the gate at four, then.”
“Awesome. Can I bring my brother?”
“Sure,” I replied as we approached the building where I had Civics.
“Great. See you later.” She stopped and turned back. “Say, Lavida?”
“Yes?”
“Thanks for helping me out.”
My eyes blurred with emotion as I stared at her in wonder. “Sure, Ellie. No problem.”
She grinned and headed down the sidewalk. As she walked away, I realized that she was the first person who had ever thanked me for helping. One simple gesture on her part and I felt stunned and overjoyed and then, inevitably, afraid.
Once Ellie heard the real reason I’d lost my other friends, once she knew what I could really do, she wouldn’t want to stay my friend. But until that happened, I would do anything for her.
It was a decision that would come back to haunt me.
Mrs. Keeper was late.
Standing outside Gates Hall, I glanced anxiously behind me to see Fiona and her groupies walking in my direction. I began to sweat as the laughing girls grew closer to where I stood.
Fiona was going to kill me.
Hearing a loud engine, I looked up and spotted Mrs. Keeper’s odd, black car barreling toward me. The car pulled up alongside the curb, and I hastily took a few steps back as one of the front tires popped up onto the sidewalk, then thumped back down as the car slowed to a stop. My savior had arrived. The front passenger-side door swung open. I jumped inside and buckled my seatbelt, thrilled to have escaped Fiona’s wrath—this time.
Mrs. Keeper stomped on the gas, pulling away from the curb. Tires screeching in protest, we rounded a curve in the drive far faster than we should have and, without looking, she pulled out onto the main road. I cringed, expecting to be hit any moment, but nothing happened. Once we were on the straightaway, I asked, “Where’s Ian?”
“The little devil had to stay after school,” she informed me. “Apparently there was some sort of ruckus between him and another boy.” She shook her head anxiously. “Things went better for you today, I hope?”
“A little. I met someone. Her name is Ellie. You don’t mind if I have her and her brother over after school, do you? I mean, I can tell them they can’t come.” Although, when I thought about it, I realized I didn’t know how to reach them. Ellie and I were only able to chat for a few minutes between classes and we spent that time complaining about our history assignment. No phone numbers were exchanged. Besides, I didn’t even know mine.
“Of course, you can have them over. That sounds wonderful. And I’m glad you decided to stick around a little while longer.” With a wink, she turned her eyes back to the road and hummed along to a song on the oldies station.
Looking out the window at the passing trees, I remembered that I’d meant to run away this afternoon. What was wrong with me? It was almost as though something was trying to keep me here. I couldn’t stay, though. I just couldn’t. Too many weird things had already happened to me. And I was beginning to let my guard down.
I would go as soon as the first opportunity presented itself. But first, I had to make sure Ellie was okay with Fiona. I couldn’t just abandon her now. Despite her protestations, she needed my help. The trick was to figure out a way to keep Fiona from bothering Ellie after I was gone, without being caught at it. In the meantime, I could figure out why my dad didn’t want to return to Portal Manor. Maybe, if I fixed what was bothering him, he would welcome me back home with open arms. He might even come get me himself!
The more I thought about my plan, the more sense it made to start by exploring the house. Portal Manor was the one connection between many mysteries I wouldn’t mind solving—my grandmother’s disappearance, my mother’s death, and my dad’s refusal to return.
The remainder of the ride home, I daydreamed about the joyful reunion between my dad and me after I solved the mystery that had haunted him his entire life. He would be crying—or at least have tears in his eyes—as he told me how amazing I was. I’d just smile and look modestly at the floor.
When we arrived at the manor, Mrs. Keeper let me out by the door to the conservatory before going to park the car. Once inside, I eagerly called to Ms. Penny, dropping my loaded backpack on the ground. But there was no response.
Odd.
Typically, if she didn’t come running immediately, she would at least give a whinny to let me know she was still alive. I called again, growing louder and more hysterical with each shout. Ms. Penny hadn’t gotten away again, had she? Because if she had . . .
Oh, bugger!
I raced toward the kitchen to ask Mrs. Dooley if she’d seen Ms. Penny anywhere. Rushing through the small door, I froze at the horrifying sight before me . . . Mrs. Dooley was dancing along to the beat of a catchy song, her wide hips swinging back and forth to the rhythm.
“Ooh, baby, baby! Just say yes, don’t say maybe!”
But that wasn’t the horrifying part. It was seeing Ms. Penny sitting on Mrs. Dooley’s shoulder, clinging tightly to her apron as the unsuspecting cook gyrated and bobbed her head to the beat. How she’d managed to get up there without the cook knowing was beyond me. But she was a tricky little beast; I wasn’t surprised she’d pulled it off. Spotting the mischievous expression on her face, I knew I had to do something quick, because if Mrs. Dooley realized Ms. Penny was sitting on her shoulder, the raccoon would end up flattened like a mosquito when Mrs. Dooley, fainting from fright, fell on top of her. Though, it would serve the little scamp right for doing something so stupid.
“Oh, Mrs. Dooley,” I called, trying to keep my voice light.
“Yes, Miss Laviiiiiiidaaaa,” she replied in a singsong voice, swinging around to give me a big smile. Ms. Penny swung with her, and when she saw me, she clung even more tightly to the strings on Mrs. Dooley’s latest apron, a red one that read I could tell you the recipe, but then I’d have to kill you.
“Things went better today at school?” Mrs. Dooley asked, snapping her fingers to the beat.
“Um, kinda.” I couldn’t stop staring at Ms. Penny, who was staring back at me and who was going to be in a lot of trouble . . . if she survived. “Um . . . Mrs. Dooley? Uh, my raccoon . . .”
Mrs. Dooley shook her head as she glanced at Ms. Penny, who chattered loudly. “Does this little imp always get her way? She looked so sad and lonely when I checked on her that I took pity on the little mite and brought her in here. Little did I know it’d be like looking after a two-year-old again.”
“Oh.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry she was so much trouble for you. Just leave her in the conservatory tomorrow. She’ll be all right on her own.”
Mrs. Dooley raised her eyebrows. “I’ll do no such thing, lass. As long as I’m here, she’s welcome.” She glanced fondly at Ms. Penny. “Now go to your mum, little pet. Tomorrow you can help me make biscuits.”
Ms. Penny dashed off Mrs. Dooley’s shoulder and scampered over to me. She seemed quite happy to see her mum despite her momentary desertion. She gave me a big head hug then looked around for her treat. I pulled the packet of fruity chews out of my pocket and gave it to her, then strolled over to Mrs. Dooley’s side as Ms. Penny nibbled away.
“What’re you making?” I peered curiously at a large pie Mrs. Dooley had filled with what resembled some unfortunate creature’s innards and wrinkled my nose in disgust.
“Oh, nothing, dear,” Mrs. Dooley said brusquely. “Merely trying something new. Not sure it’s going to work out, though. There are some fresh-baked cookies in that jar over there. Help yourself.”
“Don’t mind if I do. Say,” I began as I set down Ms. Penny and hustled over to a gingerbread house cookie jar, “we aren’t having that for supper, are we?”
Mrs. Dooley threw back her head and laughed heartily. “Not if you stay on my good side. Anyway, it’s not for you.”
I pulled out a handful of soft peanut butter cookies. “Then who’s it for?” If Lady Luck had been smiling on me, Mrs. Dooley would have made that disgusting pie for Ian.
I turned from the jar in time to catch Mrs. Dooley blushing as she deftly covered the pie with a crust. “Take some more of them, why don’t you?” she suggested, nodding at the jar. “Take some for your friends, too, while you’re at it.”
“Okay—” I stopped, my hand halfway into the jar. “How did you know I had friends coming over?”
Mrs. Dooley shrugged. “Had a feeling’s all. Let them in the side door so you won’t have to open the main gate. Now you’d better run along and change.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks for the cookies.”
“Help yourself any time.”
With one cookie in my mouth and a baggie stuffed full for Ellie and her brother in my hand, I ran up to my room while Ms. Penny stayed behind in the conservatory. It occurred to me as I changed that Mrs. Dooley hadn’t answered my question about the pie. Who in this world would want to eat that disgusting stuff? Shoving the remaining cookies and my key into the pocket of my favorite blazer, I hustled down the back steps heading to the conservatory. According to my pocket watch, I had half an hour before they arrived, so I decided to start my exploration of the house, beginning with the Great Hall, where all those doors were located. One of them had to lead somewhere interesting, and better yet, informative.
Leaving Ms. Penny to her cat-pestering, I pulled open the door leading to the Great Hall and stepped inside. Several cats basked on the colorful hearthrug in front of the fire. A fat tabby lifted his head when I walked by, but once he saw me, he yawned and went back to sleep.
When I saw all of the doors scattered throughout the room, it came back to me just how many of them there were. Not sure where to start, I tried something I used to do when I was a little kid. After looking around to be sure no one was watching, I extended my arm, pointed my finger and spun around in a circle until I was almost too dizzy to stand. I opened my eyes to find my finger aimed directly at a large wooden door nestled in the far corner of the room. I’d start there.
My footsteps echoed hollow as drums as I crossed the flagstone floor. When I reached the door, I tried turning the doorknob, but it was locked. Suddenly I remembered the key to my room. Didn’t skeleton keys fit pretty much any old lock? Maybe mine would work on this one. I pulled the key out of my pocket and went to stick it in the keyhole, but it didn’t fit. Disappointed, I stared hard at the dark iron and, determined to open the door, I tried again. This time, as I shifted and wiggled the key, it warmed to my touch. Not a moment later, the key slid smoothly into the hole. I gave it a turn and heard a distinct click. Trying the knob once more, it turned. I told myself that I didn’t have the key in the right way the first time.
But I knew better.
Slowly I pulled open the heavy door and peered into the darkness. In front of me, stone steps, their center worn from the burden of many passing feet, spiraled downward into the blackness. The damp, musty air swept past me, its breath stroking my cheek like a mother’s tender caress, but leaving my skin cold. The smells, the darkness, last night’s fear all came back to me in a rush. Before I could decide what to do next, I heard the tap-tapping sound of footsteps growing closer and closer, and I froze. Someone very real was coming up the stairs. The deformed shadow of some monstrous creature crept along the wall and I gulped. I nearly slammed the door and ran when a small face appeared, materializing out of the darkness like a phantom.
“Why, Lavida, dear!” Mrs. Keeper exclaimed. “You startled me.” My guardian, I realized, looked more disheveled than usual. Cobwebs draped her right ear and wisps of brown hair stuck out from her head like stray threads. A white chalky substance covered her dress, the same one she had worn yesterday.
“What were you doing down there? Cleaning chalkboards?”
Mrs. Keeper smiled as she brushed her hands off on her apron and wiped her face. She pulled off her glasses and started to clean them as well. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. I was trying to cast a spell. I hit one of the walls and the dust from the explosion sprayed all over me.”
I raised a skeptical eyebrow. Either Mrs. Keeper was pulling my leg or the wee Brit was one step away from ending up at the funny farm. Since she seemed to be watching me closely for my reaction, I decided that she must be joking. “That’s a good one.” I chuckled heartily to show that I got it.
Apparently satisfied, she put her glasses back on. “Speaking of good ones . . . how did you manage to open this door?”
I held up my key. “I used this.”
She studied the key for a moment. “But that key won’t—” She stopped, shaking her head. “Never mind that.” She placed her torch in a mount on the wall and closed the door, then turned to look at me. “I want to talk to you, Lavida.”
Uh, oh. That sentence never boded well. I avoided meeting her searching eyes, focusing on the ring she wore on the middle finger of her left hand. A thick gold band supported a large, reddish-black stone that seemed to glow with an inner light. The large gem mesmerized me and, for a moment, made me want to follow Mrs. Keeper anywhere. With a mental shake, I pulled my gaze away from the haunting ring. Mrs. Keeper was still peering up at me.
“I think, dear, that maybe you should wait to explore the house until Ian has some free time to show you around. A lot of rooms in this big, old place haven’t been kept up. I wouldn’t want you getting hurt.”
“Mrs. Keeper,” I protested with a laugh, sure she was still kidding around, “I’m fifteen years old! I don’t need a babysitter.”
Mrs. Keeper smiled sweetly. “I know that, dear. I wasn’t suggesting that you did. I merely want you to be safe. Why don’t you explore the property instead?”
“But I really had my heart set on exploring the house.” I wanted to solve those mysteries, but I also wanted to know what lay beyond the door Mrs. Keeper had shut so firmly behind her.
“Another time,” Mrs. Keeper said sternly. This time it was a command, not a suggestion.
“Fine. Since I’m not wanted around here, I’ll go outside.”
Mrs. Keeper patted my arm. “That sounds like just the thing.”
I frowned. She’d totally missed my point. And on purpose, I suspected.
She took hold of my arm and steered me toward the door. “Oh, and Lavida, dear, sometimes wild animals come down out of the hills looking for food. If you see anything strange, quickly find Ian or myself. These animals can be quite dangerous to anyone who doesn’t know how to handle them.”
“You make it sound like ravenous beasts are just waiting to devour the first person to walk by.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say ravenous . . .” She smiled. “It’s just that some animals find human prey so much more interesting to chase.” We were at the door now.
“You’re really on a roll, Mrs. Keeper.”
The little woman laughed. “Aren’t I?” Without so much as a toodle-oo, she scurried off toward yet another mysterious door. I watched her go as the solid heels of her sensible black shoes clacked merrily on the stone.
What was Mrs. Keeper hiding that she didn’t want me to see? I didn’t believe her story for a moment about the house being unsafe. Yet the way she’d made it sound, going outside wasn’t any safer. If I stayed inside, a ceiling might cave in on my head; if I went outside, I could get eaten.
Mrs. Keeper, I saw, had led me to a smaller door right next to the large double doors. I yanked it open in a huff and stepped outside. A brisk wind swept the grounds, knocking tree leaves off their branches and into the vibrant, gray October sky. Flashes of yellow and red and orange danced on currents of wind before swooping in to land like hang gliders on a runway of green grass. I loved days like this.
Taking a deep breath of fresh air, the last of my disappointment faded away. From where I stood facing the drive, the grounds of the estate were extensive, with a lot to explore. Old buildings sat off to my left—a large barn, a four-car garage that might once have been the carriage house, a couple of small sheds painted in a variety of colors, a walled-in area about six feet high and the size of the barn—and then the woods. To my right stretched thirty yards of glistening, green lawn, more woods, and glimpses of the wall that met up with the gate. And the gate itself was about a hundred yards away from the house. I spotted the fountain and thought about getting a closer look at it, but for some reason didn’t feel up to it. Perhaps I was afraid of what I might find.
As I looked around, wondering which way to go, the thought occurred to me that my dad must have played here in this yard, amongst these buildings, in these woods. It seemed a strange concept to me that he had walked the same grounds that I was about to and that my constantly working and rigidly uptight dad had actually played.
I decided to head left. I passed the far side of the house and scanned the land behind it. About a hundred feet from the back of the house, the woods began. Hundreds of beech trees dominated the landscape, their silvery bark cool beneath the shade of pear-colored leaves. Very little brush grew under these trees, leaving a carpet of soft, yellow leaves to reign. The woods looked lovely and peaceful, even a bit mysterious. But not dangerous.
Spotting a narrow path dividing the trees, I headed for Killicrankie Wood. Mrs. Keeper had warned me not to go into the woods, but I could take care of myself. What was I going to do, wander off and get lost? Run into a pack of wolves? Besides, Mrs. Keeper had been the one to force me outdoors.
The smell of autumn and decaying leaves filled my nose as I stepped into the cool, dark woods. The smell was fresh, clean and smog-free. Humming to myself, I moved deeper into the woods, gradually climbing upward as the hill rose. As I walked along, I noticed that the woods were abnormally quiet. No little chipmunks chattered or chased each other, no wind blew, no birds called. The silence seemed strange, even to a city girl like myself. I stopped walking and looked around at the trees that stretched up toward the sky.
That’s when I saw it, a massive tree the width of the Toad’s car, growing in the middle of the woods. I ran toward it, sensing I was about to encounter something miraculous. Breathless, I stepped up onto one of the many thick roots growing like curled fingers above the rocky soil and leaned forward to stroke the brownish-gray bark spotted with bits of pale green lichen. At the same time my hand touched the tree’s surface, something tall flashed from one tree to the next off to my left. I turned toward the spot where I’d seen the movement, but saw nothing. My spine tingled.
What was wrong with me? I knew I had an active imagination, but this was getting ridiculous. I was imagining ghosts and goblins behind every tree. Or, maybe someone was trying to scare me—someone by the name of Ian. Determined to ignore his latest prank, I was about to turn my attention back to the tree when another flash caught my eye. Resolving to tell him off, I turned toward the movement and shouted, “Show your face, you coward!” When no response came I walked forward, anger growing with every step. “I know it’s you, Ian, you—”
A figure crept out from behind the tree, and when I saw what it was, I forgot all about Ian. Ten yards away from me was a large ball of fur with muscles and teeth. Lots of teeth. I turned on my heel and raced toward the house, knowing instinctively that it was right behind me. A growl erupted only yards away, sounding alarmingly like an evil laugh. I couldn’t let that thing catch me. If it did, I knew in my gut that I wouldn’t survive.
The pounding footsteps grew closer and closer, like a galloping horse riding me down. Knowing I shouldn’t, but unable to help myself, I turned my head to look, stumbled over a root, and then regained my footing. I didn’t dare look again.
Breaking through the line of trees, I dashed past the high, stone wall of the enclosure and around the first of the sheds, winding in and out of the grouping in hopes of losing my pursuer. For a brief moment, panting hard, I stopped at the edge of one shed to listen, leaning against the rough wood to catch my breath. The rush of pursuit had stopped. My ears strained to catch the merest of sounds, and it came—the padding of paws on dead leaves, like a panther stalking me. My whole body jerked reflexively and I clamped down on my lower lip, drawing blood. My breath, already ragged, came and went from my lungs so quickly that whatever was chasing me must hear its staccato rhythm.
I had to move.
Leaving the maze of sheds, I hightailed it toward the looming barn, my feet slipping on the wet grass. As I neared the building, I searched frantically for an opening, but every door was closed up, locked tight. “Come on!” I cried, tugging on the rusty padlock. There was no way in.
I glanced around, looking for shelter, looking for the creature.
Where is that thing? I thought. Which way should I go? Why hadn’t it caught me already? Was it toying with me?
I was stepping away from the barn when a vicious snarl, sounding awfully close to my left ear, burned a path to my senses through the crisp air, the threat of it as deadly as a forest fire. The creature had found me, though I had yet to spot where it was. The house was my only chance, but I’d never make it in time. That thing was too fast, too wily. But I had to try.
My sides ached and my lungs burned as I sprinted, dodging this way and that. The thudding sound of my footsteps on the soft lawn was immediately joined by the thundering of hooves. I wanted to scream, but all the air in my lungs was gone. I could hear the steady pace of the beast’s breathing, unhurried, unlabored.
There’s no way I should’ve reached the conservatory door alive, but when I did I yanked it open far enough to slip through and, slamming the door shut, I ducked and screamed as something slammed into the glass pane above my head with enough force to rattle the entire structure.
I rolled myself into a ball and waited to feel razor-sharp teeth piercing my throat. After several seconds, when nothing happened, I slowly opened my eyes. Seeing fur, I cried out. But it was only Ms. Penny squatting in front of me, looking at me as though I’d gone crazy. Her appearance startled me so much that I almost forgot my situation. I leaped to my feet and peered out through the thick, bubbled glass. There was nothing there.
I checked the yard for signs of life, but saw only a small squirrel sitting on his haunches and gnawing on a nut. I’d imagined the whole embarrassing episode, I suddenly realized, just like when I had thought that creature in the tapestry was alive. Mrs. Keeper’s story about wild animals in the woods had transformed a harmless rodent into a monster. Feeling like a complete idiot, I could only be thankful that no one had been around to witness my lunatic flight from the rabid critter. Ms. Penny, annoyed by my strange behavior, batted me on the head and scolded me for disturbing her.
I motioned toward the door, hoping to pacify her. “Come on. You can meet my friends. They should be here by now.” After scanning the yard once more, I slowly stepped outside, and despite convincing myself that I’d overreacted, I still felt nervous, my eyes searching for signs of danger. With each step, I relaxed a little more, and Ms. Penny ambled along next to me, looking for bugs to play with, and eat, as we walked to the gate.
It took me a while to find the door Mrs. Dooley had mentioned. It wasn’t easy to spot, hidden as it was behind a curtain of thick, leafy vines. When I finally uncovered the door and tried the handle, I discovered that it was locked. I wondered if they locked all the doors around here, or only the ones I wanted to go through. Fortunately, I remembered my skeleton key and, taking it from my blazer pocket, tried it in the door. This time it fit perfectly. I turned it and opened the door in time to see Ellie and her brother grind to a stop in front of the gate, each riding a small scooter. The boy slid sideways in the dirt, sending dust up into the air. He caught himself with a tattered red sneaker.
“Over here!” I waved.
“Hey, Lavida!” Ellie called, unstrapping a baby-blue helmet that matched the color of her scooter and made her red hair look even redder. “Like it?” she asked, gazing down at the scooter. “It’s a Vespa. We saw them all over Sicily last summer. I liked them, so Daddy bought one for me.” Her eyes lighted on the baggie I’d just pulled out of my pocket. “Are those cookies?”
“Yep. Peanut butter. Mrs. Dooley made them. Here, take one.” I opened the bag and handed one to Ellie and one to her brother. He studied me frankly as he took the cookie. In looks, he was a smaller version of Ellie. He had her red hair and piercing blue eyes, but his hair was all spiky tufts and he didn’t wear glasses or braces. He did have freckles, while Ellie didn’t. One of his tennis shoes was untied and his t-shirt spotted with dirt and holes. It looked like Ms. Penny had dressed the unfortunate boy. In the dark.
“This is my brother, Eddie,” Ellie said around a mouthful of cookie. “Can you believe we’re twins?”
I couldn’t.
“Have you had any actual paranormal sightings yet?” he greeted me, tugging on his earlobe self-consciously. I was to learn that he did that a lot.
I glanced over at Ellie. She shrugged. “Better answer him. He’s like a rat terrier with a bone.”
I thought about my strange experience in the woods, about Loria and Darian. “Um, maybe.”
Eddie’s freckled face brightened. “Tell me everything!”
Ellie shook her head. “Eddie thinks he’s going to be the next Sherlock Holmes.”
“Geez, Ellie, will you stop telling people that!” He turned to me. “Don’t listen to her. She’s just jealous because I want to be more than a couch potato with appendages sprouting from my body.”
“Shut up, Eddie—agh!” she screeched. “Something jumped on me!” She turned toward the offending object and came face to face with Ms. Penny. “Eeaagghh! Get it off!” She swung around, trying to shake the raccoon loose. Ms. Penny, clearly enjoying the exciting ride, was reluctant for it to end. She grabbed Ellie’s hair and hung on tight.
“Ms. Penny!” I snapped my fingers at the naughty raccoon. Ellie’s face had turned a bright red from her exertions, and she looked like she was about to blow a gasket. Giving an exasperated squeak, the little imp jumped off Ellie’s shoulder onto mine just as my new friend was about to bean the raccoon with her blue handbag. She nearly ended up beaning me, but I ducked in time. “Sorry about that, Ellie,” I apologized after straightening back up. “That was not how I planned on introducing you to Ms. Penny. Are you all right?”
“Wow!” Eddie stared longingly at my pet. “I can’t believe you own a Procyon lotor.”
“You know her scientific name?” I was impressed. “For that you get another cookie.” I held one out to him, and he took it with a grin. “Most people think she’s an overgrown rat.”
“Hey, what about me?” Ellie demanded as she attempted to fix her hair. “I never thought she was an overgrown rat.” She held out her hand.
I gave her a cookie. “So what did you think she was when you were yelling and dancing around like that?”
“The strangest looking cat I’ve ever seen,” she replied with a straight face.
Ms. Penny tugged at my ear. “What is it, girl?” I cocked my head toward her. “You’ve never been so insulted in your life?” She screeched loudly. “I’ll be sure to pass that along.”
“Har de har har,” Ellie grumbled. “How was I supposed to know she was a raccoon? Don’t they live in the woods?”
“You could make it up to her by giving her some of your cookie.”
“You’re dreaming.”
I laughed. “You wanna hold her? She’s really friendly . . . well, most of the time,” I added, erring on the side of caution.
Ellie shook her head. “No thanks. I haven’t had my rabies shot this year.”
“You’re such a chicken,” Eddie told his sister. “I’ll hold her, Lavida.” He held out his arms and Ms. Penny jumped into them.
“It’s your funeral,” Ellie said. “One of these days you’re going to find out that you’re not immortal.”
“We’re all going to find that out, one of these days,” Eddie said, hitching the raccoon onto his hip like a mother carrying her child.
“Whatever.” She pushed up her light blue glasses. “So are we going inside or what?”
“Sure. Come on.” The twins followed me through the small door to the other side.
“Holy cannoli!” Ellie exclaimed. The sun was sinking behind the hill, casting a dark shadow over the huge building. “I can see why people think this place is haunted.”
“It is kinda weird,” I agreed as we walked along the dirt driveway. “My dad grew up here, but he hasn’t been back since he left the place over twenty years ago.”
“That sounds suspicious,” Eddie said, kicking at a small rock on the gravel driveway. “Do you know why?”
“I’ve been trying to figure that out since I got here.”
Eddie nodded thoughtfully as he stroked an imaginary beard on his chin. “How very interesting. I enjoy a good enigma.”
“Oh, geez, Eddie,” Ellie cried in exasperation. “Can’t you use the word mystery like everyone else?”
He stuck out his pointed chin. “Enigma is a great word!”
“But no one knows what you’re talking about half the time.”
“That’s not my fault.” He stubbornly crossed his arms. “Over half the American population is grossly under-educated.”
Ellie poked him. “No wonder you don’t have any friends.”
“And you’re Miss Popularity?” He poked her back.
I put up my hands, worried they might want to leave. “Guys! Guys! Please don’t. Why don’t we go look at the fountain.”
“Okay!” they both agreed, their argument immediately forgotten.
At the fountain, blue-green water spurted into a murky pool, its water blackened by the masses of dead leaves and muck lying on the bottom. I peered at the ornate writing carved into the base of one of the statues. Dried grass obscured half of the saying before I cleared it away. “The Lost Ones,” I read aloud.
“I wonder who the Lost Ones are?” Ellie asked, stirring the water with a stick. “Sounds kind of peculiar to me. You don’t suppose they’re people who got lost somewhere around here, do you?” She looked around the yard and shuddered as a cool breeze passed by.
“Um, guys, those statues aren’t human,” Eddie pointed out. “Look at them.” We looked. Some did resemble humans until you peered closer and saw their long, pointy ears. Others were as small as dolls. “They’re supposed to be mythical creatures,” Eddie informed us. “Elves and Pixies and the like. Most people don’t believe such things exist, mostly because they’ve never seen any proof that they do. Of course, there’s also no proof that they don’t.”
I continued to stare at the fountain, feeling drawn to it. My eyes moved to settle on the figure I’d seen from the car, the one who seemed to be imploring me to help. I looked deeply into his large, mournful eyes and noticed, with a start, that he looked like Darian. Intrigued and a little nervous, I reached out and touched the statue’s cheek, comforted to find that it was cold, solid stone and not warm flesh.
“Let’s go explore the house,” Eddie suggested. “If we’re going to solve this enigma about your dad—oops—for my lexicon-challenged sister, solve this mystery, we should start looking for clues. You can fill us in on your paranormal sightings while we explore.”
“We better not, Eddie,” Ellie said, glancing around. “We didn’t tell mom where we were going, so we should probably head back before she notices we’re gone.”
Eddie sighed. “But we didn’t get to hear about Lavida’s sightings.”
“In my opinion, that’s a good thing,” she replied, looking uneasy. “And leave the raccoon here.”
“Oh, all right,” he grumbled. “Goodbye, Ms. Penny.” He set her on the ground. “Sorry, girl. I’ve gotta go.” With one last look over her shoulder, Ms. Penny scampered toward the house.
The twins turned to leave, and I followed them to the gate. As they passed through the small door, Ellie said, “Sorry to run, but this place freaks me out. See you at school. Meet me for lunch, okay?”
“Sure,” I replied.
I watched them go, the buzz of their engines whining in my ears long after they’d gone. I had the terrible, and yet at the same time, relieved, feeling that they wouldn’t be back.
That evening, Mrs. Dooley and I ate alone at the table in the kitchen. When I asked where Mrs. Keeper and Ian were, she told me they were busy with something or other. She was very vague about it and, after that, acted like she didn’t hear my questions. I gave up after a while. Questioning the wily cook was like trying to interrogate a rock.
After the meal, she accepted my offer to help her clean up. When the dishes were done and the food put away, she encouraged me to grab a handful of cookies and head upstairs. In the bathroom, I scrubbed my school shirt as best I could and hung it up to dry. Ms. Penny and I quickly got ready for bed and burrowed under the covers. Tired from her long day of harassing her new friend, she curled up next to my head on the pillow and promptly fell asleep.
While she slept, I immersed myself in Lord of the Rings. It was well after midnight when I finished the last page.
Yawning, I brushed cookie crumbs off the down comforter, then snuggled beneath it. Remembering Ian’s hoax of the night before, I felt a chill before closing the bed curtains and diving back under the heavy blanket. I left the lamp on next to my bed, just in case.
Last night had been a practical joke, I reminded myself as I lay there shivering. Just a joke.
But when I heard the sound of my trunks scraping against the floor, I knew in the pit of my stomach that my escapade with Loria and Darian hadn’t been just a joke. Someone was trying to get into my room.
Someone from the secret passage.
When I realized what was happening, I sat upright, my trembling hands yanking the blankets up to my chin. I wanted to yell for help, but I couldn’t. I was frozen with fright. I felt like I was in a bad dream where my feet were stuck to the floor and I couldn’t run away. I watched in horror as long, slender fingers grabbed the canopy curtain and pulled it open. When I saw who it was, I clutched a pillow to my chest.
Darian had come back for me.
I caught my breath and wound up to scream, but he clapped a strong hand over my mouth, cutting off the sound. I tried to beat him off with my pillow, but he easily pulled it out of my hands.
“Quiet,” he hissed in my ear. I felt his warm breath on my skin. “You will wake the others.”
I rolled my eyes. “Mmpf oo oo ink I uz rying oo oo?”
He stared at me, confused.
I peeled his hand off my mouth. “What do you think I was trying to do?”
He gazed at me, and the look sent chills up my spine. “If they try to help you, I will have to harm them. Do you want that to happen?”
“I guess not,” I replied.
“Move over,” Loria said, pushing Darian aside. “Hello again, Human!” she greeted, with more cheer than should be legal under the circumstances. “We have come to bring you to our Mistress. She very much wants to meet you.”
“You’re taking me to your leader?” They couldn’t seriously be thinking I was going to go with them. “What if I don’t want to go?”
“You have no choice,” Darian informed me.
“Maybe I should take my chances and start screaming.”
Darian clamped his hand over my mouth again. “Do not do that,” he warned. “We are bringing you to Madrina. She is the leader of our clan. And the Magistrate is the ruler of all Anaedor.”
I pulled his hand off my mouth. “Ana-who?”
“An-a-door,” Darian said slowly, as though speaking to a dimwitted child.
“Okay, fine. Anaedor. So, let me get this straight”—I looked at the two pale faces staring down at me—“if I refuse to come with you, anyone who tries to help me could ‘get hurt.’ Right?”
“That is correct, Human,” Darian answered. “We have our orders and we must carry them out.” He looked deadly serious. Loria, on the other hand, was acting like this was some kind of invitation to a party. She could barely contain her excitement.
“Who’s going to make me come?” I asked him. I had outrun him once. I could do it again. “You or the Fairy Princess?” I nodded my head at Loria.
She beamed at me. “Did you hear that, Darian? She thinks I look like a princess.” She twirled around to show off a full-length, green, gauzy dress that floated like clouds around her willowy body.
Darian glared at her.
Loria placed a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Sorry,” she said through smiling lips. “We are being serious. I forgot.”
After giving her another irritated look, Darian showed me a miniature crossbow strapped to his right wrist. “I will.”
I eyed the nasty weapon. “Can I at least get dressed?” If I was going anywhere tonight, it wouldn’t be in a too-short, pink nightgown. “Not in front of you,” I added, nodding at Darian.
He gave me a condescending look. He was quite good at them. “Ah, yes. Humans and their modesty.”
“Darian, wait in the passageway please,” Loria dictated, taking charge.
He regarded her sternly. “Do not let her get away, Loria.”
“Oh, Darian, please! I only lost little Souee Piggerel for a few moments. It was not my fault her brother diverted my attention with RedGems while she wiggled through that hole.”
“Yell if the Human so much as twitches the wrong way.”
She giggled at him. “I will! Now shoo.”
Darian turned to go, then spun back. He grasped my chin with his powerful fingers and stared deeply into my eyes. His own were black and deadly serious. I could feel their power in my heart.
“What?” I breathed.
“If you run, I will hunt you down.”
Before I could come up with a stinging retort, he was gone.
I slid out of bed and shuffled over to my dresser, where I had unpacked a few of my clothes. I pulled out a black turtleneck, black pants, and my black school shoes. If need be, I could blend in with the shadows in this outfit. I wasn’t a ninja fan for nothing.
“You look like a black wraith,” Loria breathed admiringly when I’d finished dressing.
“You flatter me,” I replied dryly, reconsidering my color choice.
Loria clasped her hands together. “Oh, not at all.” She leaned forward confidentially and said, “I love to dress up. But it is even more fun to blend.”
I bent over to tie my shoe. “What do you mean, ‘blend’?” I asked as I straightened up. It sounded painful.
“Oh, that. We can become whatever, or whoever, we want.”
“So, you’re not human,” I said slowly.
“Oh, no!” she laughed. “We are Blendars. We have to blend as Humans whenever we come to the Upland, you see. For our safety. And Madrina thought it would not be so frightening for you if we looked like your kind.”
“Hurry!” Darian called through the crack in the door. “We have very little time,” he explained, impatient. “Madrina is expecting us.”
“What’s with him? He treats you like a child.”
“Well, he is my brother . . .”
That explained a lot. They were siblings. Probably twins, they looked so much alike. Though if that was the case, it seemed a strange coincidence that I’d met two sets of twins in less than a week. Pondering this, I quickly checked on Ms. Penny, who remained fast asleep.
“She will not notice you are gone,” Loria whispered in my ear as she nudged me to go ahead of her. “I used an old trick while you were dressing to make sure she will sleep a long time.”
I shuddered.
Darian held open the secret door. “Follow me, Human.”
Loria went down the slide first. When she disappeared around a corner, Darian grabbed hold of me and pulled me onto his lap. His breath tickled my ear as he pushed off and together we flew down the slide.
After landing, which was much softer this time with Darian to take the brunt of it, he scooted out from under me and pulled me to my feet. When he started to drag me along behind him, I had to say something. “You guys might be able to see, but I’m blind as a bat down here.”
“Bats are not blind,” Darian corrected me. “You Humans so often misunderstand other creatures.”
Boy, he must be a real hit at parties. “Can we just get some light?”
“As you wish. I always forget how weak Human senses are.” He briefly let go of my hand. A moment later, he grabbed hold again and said, “Awake!”
Light from a small lantern filled the little room. Darian held the lamp in his left hand, which was now very close to my face, and with a shock, I realized that the glowing creatures flitting about inside the glass container were not lightning bugs, as I’d thought before, but tiny, human-like creatures.
“What are those things?” I pulled my hand from Darian’s grasp and pointed at the poor creatures trapped in the lamp. Six of them flew aimlessly about the tiny quarters. They had wrinkled, pale-green skin and bulging eyes above a squashed nose. Fuzzy little wings sprouted from their shoulder blades, and their bodies gave off a yellowish-green light. Written in flowing script at the base of the lamp were the words Lux Aeterna.
Loria laughed. “Why, silly, they are Starkinders, of course. Do they not give off the nicest glow?”
“Isn’t that slave labor? And that lamp, there’s hardly enough room in it to move around. They can’t possibly—”
“Giving light is what Starkinders do,” Darian interrupted me, his dark eyes regarding me coolly. “That is their skill.”
“That’s a very convenient rationale for everyone but the Starkinders, Darian,” I replied indignantly. “You get light, and they get to live in a pickle jar.”
“They see serving us as a privilege,” Loria explained, looking anxiously back and forth between us. “Starkinders prefer close quarters, anyway, Lavida. They do not like leaving their little homes. The lantern is where they feel most safe.”
“Enough of this,” Darian growled. “We have more important things to do. Now come with me.” He held the lamp aloft and moved toward an opening in the far wall.
I followed him, still seething from our conversation. How did he know what the Starkinders wanted? Had he ever asked them? Of course he hadn’t. He simply assumed he knew best . . . just like my dad. He thought he could tell people where to go and they’d hop to it with a “yes, sir” and a smile on their lips. And what was his problem with humans?
Nobody should ever have something forced on them, I decided, then wondered if I included myself in that group. I was always being made to do things I didn’t want to do, like now, for example.
Darian entered the dark tunnel, and I followed behind him. He moved stealthily, as though he didn’t want to be noticed, so I did the same. I didn’t know what was going on, or where we were going, but I decided not to fight it for the moment. My curiosity had been aroused, and it’s not like I had any choice anyway, not with that crossbow Darian carried.
The tunnel we were walking through was obviously man-made. After about twenty steps, the surface abruptly changed from smooth stone to coarse rock. I reached out to touch the cool, moist wall. It was bumpy and rough. I could hardly believe it. I never would have guessed that a tunnel ran beneath Portal Manor, leading into an underground cave.
The tunnel soon ended and we stepped into a large cavern resembling an ancient cathedral. The light filled part of the space—enough to make me stop and stare in wonder. Long ribbons of dripstone clung to the walls like grand curtains on a stage and delicate stalactites hung from the ceiling. On the ground, stalagmites thrust upward like rainforest anthills, with only a narrow lane winding through them. The lamp illuminated these natural features like a spotlight as it showed us the way along the trail, a path that appeared to have once been a river of liquid stone, frozen mid-flow. I forgot about being kidnapped and focused instead on watching water drip steadily from the tips of the stalactites, sparkling in the light like falling crystals. An eerie quiet reigned here, with only the sound of our footsteps echoing off the walls to disturb the peace.
Up ahead, a large pile of rocks blocked the path. There seemed to be no way through or around it. Darian showed no concern, leading us to stand in front of a rock the size of a refrigerator and, facing it, spoke strange words. When the stone vanished, my mouth dropped open. That did not just happen.
But it had. In front of us, a hole appeared, large enough to walk through with room to spare. I watched Darian step through the opening without hesitation. He motioned me to follow, and reluctantly I did. What if the stone reappeared just as I was walking directly over the spot where it had stood moments ago? When I made it through unharmed, with Loria right behind me, I was actually surprised to still be alive. I looked back to find the stone had returned to close the entry. I had to be dreaming this. Disappearing rocks couldn’t be real. None of this could be—a hidden world beneath a house, tiny people in lamps, shape-shifting creatures.
After stumbling over a rock, I turned my attention back to navigating the rough path. I was so intent on watching the ground that I ran right into Darian, who had stopped walking to look up at a huge wooden door, knots the size of my fist dotting its dark surface. Light from two Starkinder lamps, one hanging on each side of the door, lit the small room, casting shadows at our feet. In the dim glow, I noticed there were no handles or knobs on the door.
Darian knocked out a complicated pattern of raps and taps and then stepped back away from the door, giving it room to swing open and bang loudly against the wall. I gasped and stepped backward; a big, hairy creature stood in the doorway, almost entirely filling the space. It had a hefty, pumpkin-shaped body topped by a tiny, round head the size of a volleyball. Coarse brown hair sprouted out of its nostrils and ears and from beneath every available opening in its dirt-encrusted clothes. Small, round, yellow eyes peered out of the tiny face and a large, hairy hand pointed a spear at us.
“Run!” I screeched.
Darian caught my arm and dragged me back. I tried to pull free, but he only tightened his grip.
“Let me go!”
“Who goes there?” the creature demanded, sounding like a three-year-old with a lisp.
I stopped struggling.
“Hello, Barg,” Loria called as she pushed me forward. “We have brought you something.”
The creature called Barg squealed with delight, clapping his hands excitedly. The heavy odor of onions wafted toward me as he stepped forward.
“Oh, lemme see! Lemme see!” He reached out to touch me. “Oooh . . . is she for real?” His hand stopped in mid-air. “Can me touch her? A big hug! Me wants a big hug!”
A fine sheen of sweat coated my forehead as I jerked away from the reaching hand, right into Darian’s arms.
“You can hug her, Barg,” he said. “But be gentle.”
My eyes widened. Hug me? “Please don’t!” I pleaded to Darian, grabbing his arm and holding tight. “Don’t let him touch me!”
Darian pushed me forward. “It is best not to anger a Portal Guard. They tend to break things when they do not get their way.” He watched me carefully, challenging me. A muscle in his strong jaw flickered as he waited to see what I was going to do.
“Tell him I’ll bite if I’m squeezed too hard and that human bites can kill.”
Barg giggled. “Me like her! She feisty. Touch! Touch!”
“It is not so bad,” Loria said, putting a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Barg will be careful, right?” she said, turning to the grinning creature, who nodded eagerly. Once again, it looked like I didn’t have much choice in the matter.
I took a huge breath, held it, and stepped forward. I was determined to stay cool in front of Darian—to prove I was tougher than he thought I was. Yet I couldn’t help flinching as Barg’s large, hairy hands reached out to grab me.
Oh, for the love of Pete, somebody help me!
But it was too late. Barg wrapped his thick arms around me, picked me up and squeezed tight. His orangish-colored skin was rough against my cheek, and his yellow, broken fingernails bit into my skin. I felt like I was being hugged by a slug with claws.
“Ooooh! She is sooo soft!” he cooed. “Like a Squisher, she is. She is, yes. Me like her. Can me keep her?”
I panicked and tried to pull away. Barg only squeezed tighter. Trapped and unable to hold my breath any longer, I managed to turn my head and whimper, “Help me,” through my smushed mouth. Bad move. My nose was right by Barg’s armpit now and I nearly fainted from the stench of overripe sweat.
A tiny smile danced at the edges of Darian’s mouth. “Let her go, Barg,” he told the creature. “Madrina is expecting us. Perhaps later you two can get together and share a meal.”
“Get me out of this!” I said through clenched teeth.
“Barg . . .” Darian said sternly.
“Oh, sad is me,” Barg whimpered. “See how me weep?”
Barg reluctantly let me go, and I staggered around trying to catch my breath. As I backed away from him, an orange liquid spurted from the corners of his round, yellow eyes. He really was crying.
Loria giggled. “Oh, Barg. You cannot fool us. We know all your tricks.” The big creature grinned at her, revealing solid, square teeth beneath flaring nostrils.
After drying his eyes with a dirty, crumpled-up rag pulled from his pocket, he stepped aside. I scooted past him and through the door. I could feel his eyes glued to my back as the others joined me. If it were up to Barg, I’d be his new pet to bring home to mommy. I glanced back.
“Bye, bye!” he called, waving his big hand like a toddler.
“I hope there’s another way to get me home,” I hissed. “I don’t want to go through that ever again. He smells awful!”
“We are sorry about Barg, Lavida,” Loria apologized. “He loves Humans and he hates baths.”
“No kidding.” I sniffed my shirt. “Ugh. Now I smell like him.”
Darian shook his head. “You say we treat the Starkinders badly, yet you cannot even be civil to Barg, who for some strange reason actually likes Humans. All his kind do. I think they sneak to the Upland in hopes of catching a glimpse of one, which, of course, violates the rules.” He gave a reproachful sigh. “Barg treated you kindly, and all you can do is talk about how bad he smells. For shame.”
“I was civil to him, Darian,” I argued, knowing I hadn’t been civil at all. “I let him hug me,” I continued weakly, backing slowly away from his censure. “Besides,” I rallied, “he really did smell . . . and I have a sensitive no—”
“Darian!” Loria lunged forward, grabbed my arm and yanked me backward. “She cannot see like we do,” she scolded.
I looked down to find myself at the edge of a monstrous pit, with no bottom in sight. One more step and I’d have gone plummeting to my death.
“You are right,” Darian said in a stilted voice as I shuffled closer to the wall of the cave. “Once again, I have forgotten about your inadequacies.”
“I almost died!” I gasped.
“But you did not,” he stated coolly. “Now follow me.”
I crossed my arms defiantly. “I want to go home.”
Darian marched toward me, but just before he reached me, Loria grabbed his arm, pulling him away. “Apologize, Darian.”
His lips tightened.
“Do it,” she persisted. “This is not the time.”
I watched a battle take place within Darian. After a moment, the fire in his eyes died away. Loria, despite her flightiness, seemed to have a certain control over her brother.
“I am sorry, Human,” he made a short bow. “I should have been more careful.”
“Apology accepted.”
Something flashed in his eyes before he nodded brusquely.
“Good!” Loria cheered. “Now you two can be friends.” We both gave her a hard look and she snapped her mouth shut.
“We must keep moving,” Darian repeated.
His lantern, raised high, showed a narrow stone bridge that spanned the length of the large pit. In the dim light, I could see no other way to get across, and believe me, I was looking.
“I can’t cross that,” I said in a choked voice. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but I was afraid of falling to my death.
“You have no choice,” Darian responded scornfully, as though he had expected me to make a fuss. “You cross Warrior’s Walk on your own or I carry you on my shoulder.”
“You can’t make me do this.”
He shrugged and reached out to grab me.
“Okay, fine!” I backed away from him, though there was little room to do so on the small ledge between Barg’s door and the bridge. “I’ll do it myself, but I want it to go on record that I’m doing this under protest.”
As I approached the bridge I felt a dizzying sense of vertigo. On either side of the narrow pathway, darkness waited like a gaping mouth. A cool breeze wafted upward, bringing with it a whiff of brine. Portal Manor was a good twenty miles from the ocean, yet somehow the smell of the sea had made it here.
“Put one foot after the other, Lavida,” Loria whispered, sensing my fears. “It is not so bad. Just do not look down.”
“Is there anything down there?” I asked, though I’m not sure why, since I didn’t really want to know.
“I have never seen it myself, but Anaedorian explorers tell stories of a hideous monster that lives in a deep pool at the bottom of the pit. It has many long arms that could crush you like an Igglebug . . . before it eats you.”
Oh, lovely. “Has anyone ever fallen in?”
“Oh, sure,” Loria replied cheerfully. She didn’t seem the least bit bothered by this fact. “But the ones who fall are the ones who are somewhere they should not be.”
Like me, I thought gloomily. “I don’t want to end up as somebody’s dinner.”
Loria laughed. “You will not fall, Lavida.”
“Besides,” Darian interjected, “you are too small to be much more than a snack.” He allowed himself a small smile before turning to step onto the bridge. “Come along now,” he commanded, taking the lead. He moved quickly and easily, as though he didn’t see the black, cavernous space on either side of his feet.
I followed behind him, with Loria bringing up the rear. But the moment I stepped onto the bridge, I grew dizzy and soon fell behind. The path was so narrow and so long, I felt as though I was walking on a tightrope. I could barely place one foot in front of the other. I slowed down even more. The last thing I wanted was to become some hungry beast’s answer to a midnight munchie attack.
Suddenly my foot slid on a patch of gravel. My other foot lost traction too when I tried to catch myself and, as though in slow motion, I began to fall, the darkness rushing up to meet me.
A strong hand caught my arm and yanked me back onto the stone walkway. Curled up in an ungraceful heap, I looked up to see Darian standing over me, scowling. He shook his head in disbelief as I pushed myself to my feet and brushed off. I took my time about it.
“You are thinking like a Human,” he said harshly when I’d finished. “You must free your mind from your perception. You see the darkness of the waiting pit. I see a walkway of stone that carries me from one side to the other. For me, there is no darkness.”
“Easy for you to say,” I muttered. “You live in a cave.”
He gave me a pitying look. “You cannot help your weakness, I suppose.”
“Not having night vision isn’t a weakness!”
He simply smiled and shook his head in a patronizing manner. “Feel free to crawl.”
It was too much. I refused to fail in front of this arrogant prig. Taking a deep breath, I focused my attention on the light-colored stone that stretched out before me. I let out my breath slowly, my concentration deepening, and as my sight narrowed and my mind became quiet, the walk appeared to widen beneath my feet. Slowly at first and then more quickly I set one foot in front of the other, determination flowing through me like a river. Soon I was gliding across the stone like a figure skater on ice. If I hadn’t felt the stone beneath my feet, I might’ve believed I was flying. In a blink I was on the other side of the pit, breathless, but exhilarated.
“Lavida!” Loria cried when she caught up to me. “That was amazing. My friends will be so impressed. Most Blendars need many Turns to cross without fear.”
“Turns?”
“A long time,” she explained.
“A long time?” I looked back at the impossibly narrow bridge just as Darian stepped off it to join us. “But—”
“We must keep moving,” he said, pushing past us. He strode purposefully towards an opening in the cave wall. “Come along.”
“That dirty rat,” I growled under my breath as I reluctantly followed after him, stifling the temptation to step on his heel, but only because I would have ended up tripping myself.
We hiked until my legs grew tired. The light from Darian’s lantern, and a few well-placed Starkinder lamps, reflected off bits of sparkling rock embedded in the cave walls. Moving closer, I noticed a series of strange carvings spread out along the glittering surface. Someone had put a lot of effort into etching the curious elongated creatures, the numerous spirals and elaborate designs—circles within circles within circles, squares within squares within squares. I was getting a private tour of a prehistoric cave site.
The sound of moving water caught my attention, the roar growing louder with each step, nearly deafening me by the time I finally spotted the source of the thundering noise. It was a waterfall, plummeting from a cliff high above a dark, round pool. After filling the pool, the water flowed rapidly along about the length of a fallen tree before disappearing beneath a shelf of smooth stone.
“It is called Fenian Falls,” Loria shouted in my ear. “It was named after the rebel Blendar, Fenian. He fell from there”—she pointed to a spot at the top of the falls—“a long time ago—just after the Uprising.”
I raised a questioning eyebrow.
“The Uprising,” she explained, “came about when the Magistrate at the time wanted to take back the Upland for our citizens. Fen and a group of his followers resisted his policy, wanting not war, but a peaceful resolution between Anaedorians and Humans. It is unclear what happened, precisely, but there was a skirmish and Fen fell, or was pushed, as some believed.” She gave a romantic sigh. “It is a noble death to die while fighting for something you believe in.”
I shuddered and looked away. I agreed with her about giving your life for a cause you believed in. Easy for me to say.
Up ahead, Darian skirted the pool, heading straight for the waterfall. I stayed where I was and watched as he disappeared without hesitation behind the white sheet of water. Taking a deep breath I followed him and, to my surprise, I was able to walk not through the sheet of water, but behind it, into a circular cave. In the damp space, thirteen different-colored doors spaced themselves out along the smooth wall. Delicate white flowers, looking as though they had been concocted from sugared frosting, adorned the faded and beat-up doors. Without thinking, I walked to a red door and tried to open it. It was locked.
“What are you doing?” Darian demanded.
I looked back at him. “Isn’t this the way we go?”
“It is, but how did you know that?”
I shrugged, feeling my face grown warm. “Um, because red’s my favorite color?”
After giving me a skeptical look, Darian unlocked the red door and held it open for us to pass through. On the other side began yet another passageway. I was beginning to realize how elaborate this underground world was. A number of passageways diverged from the tunnel we entered and, every once in a while, the path would split like a snake’s tongue, quickly becoming impossible to remember the way out.
We marched on. I had no idea how long; I just knew my feet had started to hurt. I was used to walking on even sidewalks, not the winding, climbing, dipping, rocky trail we were following. Fortunately, more and more Starkinder lamps lit the way now. I wondered in a dazed sort of way what the tiny creatures would say if I asked them what they did for a living. Oh, I am light, they’d reply, and very modestly, too, I’m sure.
Somewhere in the distance, I thought I heard the murmur of voices and I stopped thinking about the Starkinders. Judging from Darian’s suddenly increased pace, we were getting close to our destination. The sound of voices grew louder as we approached the end of the tunnel.
At the top of a steep slope, we entered a huge cavern reaching up so high I couldn’t see its ceiling. Hundreds of small openings—some dark, some spilling light from within—dotted the walls. Most doorways were reached by stairways carved into the stone, though a few of the highest ones had only knotted ropes to climb.
I looked around me, feeling both scared and curious. Starkinder lamps hung from metal rods protruding from the cave walls, but the cave was still only dimly lit. Shadows leaped up and down the walls like agitated monsters whenever one of the hundreds of strange beings passed by a light. From this distance, they looked like reflections of each other. Most were tall and thin and wore simple, light-colored shifts. Delicate ears poked through their dark, curly hair, and long, narrow noses led the way to rosy red lips. Their skin was white as fresh snow, and big, black eyes nearly twice the size of a human’s punctuated their long, oval faces. Despite these oddities, they might’ve been human.
Many of them carried rough brown sacks slung over their shoulders or lugged colorful clay pots. Some carried small babies in pouches on their backs while others stood behind tables that resembled stone birdbaths, hawking their wares. The tables displayed a variety of items for sale—large mugs and pitchers, woven sacks and fine linens, silverwork, jewels and jewelry, to name a few. Individuals examined the items closely, sometimes dickering over the price. In the open spaces, children played games with sticks and hoops. The bustling scene reminded me of the Saturday market held every summer back home.
A large river flowed through the middle of the cave, most likely the same river that led to the waterfall I’d seen earlier. It served as the major highway for the community, transporting boats resembling Venetian gondolas and long, narrow rafts like English punts, with low sides to protect the passengers or goods traveling on them. Creatures wearing tall, dark hats stood at the back end of each boat, propelling it forward with a long pole.
Not long after we entered the cavern, all the beings stopped bustling about, freezing like wild animals sensing danger. In unison, their heads turned in our direction, but their eyes focused on only one of us—me. My heart rate sped up. I didn’t like being stared at, especially with such intensity. It usually meant I was about to get into trouble.
“What are they?” I whispered to Loria as we made our way through the crowd, which divided before us.
“Why, they are Blendars,” she replied proudly. “That is what Darian and I look like when we are unblended.”
I glanced over at Loria, then at one of the staring Blendars. “The way they’re looking at me, you’d think they’d never seen a human before.”
“Most of them have not,” she replied. “There is little opportunity, since it is unlawful to go to the surface. Also, your presence here worries some of our people,” she added in a hushed voice.
“Why?” I whispered back.
Loria looked uncomfortable. “There are things happening . . . I cannot say.”
“But you and Darian are blending to look like humans,” I persisted. “Why aren’t they staring at you?”
She relaxed. “Oh, because they know we are blending. They see who we really are, not the Humans we have become.”
“But I saw you as you really are.”
“Yes, well . . . that is the other reason why they are staring at you. They have heard you might be the One.”
“You mentioned that before. What does that mean, anyway?”
“Oh,” she replied vaguely, “Madrina will tell you about that.”
“But—” I started to protest, then stopped when I saw the creatures were all still looking at me. Wanting to make them stop, I boldly stared back at them. Many of them quickly looked away, intent on studying the ground or the ceiling or a fingernail. I knew, though, that the moment I stopped looking at them, they’d start staring at me again. I hated it when people noticed me—I worried they might see more than I wanted them to see.
We approached a large door at the opposite end of the cavern and I felt a surge of relief. We were finally going to get out of this place. Two Blendars, taller and much more muscular than most of the other creatures I’d seen in the cavern, flanked the door. While the others looked thin and transparent enough to see through, these two had more substance to them. I figured they must be the body builders of the Blendar race.
They acknowledged Darian with a nod, glanced at me—seemingly more out of curiosity than for security reasons—then stepped aside to let the three of us pass. Soon we were standing in another large cave lit by Starkinder lanterns. Most of the lamps gave off a soft, golden light like Darian’s lantern. Some lamps, however, glowed blue, green, purple, or red, depending on the color of the glass in the lamp. I was standing inside a rainbow.
The walls and floor of the cave were as smooth and shiny as the inside of a clamshell. Bits of mica fixed within the rock sparkled like stars. Large, soft, brightly colored pillows spilled out from nooks hollowed out of the thick walls of the cave. Carvings similar to the ones I’d seen in the tunnel before the waterfall covered the walls, and I wondered what the symbols meant. Probably something welcoming, like death and destruction to all foreigners. I continued to gaze around the room when something moving close to the floor caught my eye. I looked down and blinked in disbelief. Tiny people, only a foot tall, bustled around the cave. But it wasn’t their height that startled me, having seen the Starkinders, it was their puffy, cotton ball-like hair, which came in fabulously rich shades of greens and reds and purples and blues.
The outfits varied from creature to creature, but each resembled the costumes one might have seen worn to a French ball in the early eighteenth century—very elaborate, with poofy cravats and billowing sleeves. With their round, pale faces and large circles of rouge decorating each cheek they looked like living dolls. Clearly, they were vain creatures, constantly primping and preening, fixing their decadently tall hair-dos or smoothing an invisible wrinkle in their costumes. All wore tiny shoes with heels and the constant sound of clicking echoed in the room as they crossed and re-crossed the stone floor. Full of self-importance, they scurried about, carrying food and drink, tidying the room, talking amongst themselves. One of the dolls strode up to a crack in the wall, flattened itself to the width of a piece of paper and disappeared into the crevice, pulling its hair in after it.
In the middle of the room a regal creature sat in a stone chair, watching me with great interest. Her skin, white as summer clouds, was wrinkled like an elephant’s hide. Like the other Blendars, she had large, piercing black eyes, though her curly hair was white. Unlike them, however, she was quite small, literally shrunken with age, so that her head seemed larger than it should. She wore a simple white dress and an indigo-colored cape draped about her shoulders. No shoes adorned her long, narrow feet, though a delicate metal bracelet encircled her left ankle like a snake.
Darian left us and went to her side, leaning down to whisper in her ear. I knew he was talking about me, mainly because he kept looking in my direction and scowling. For her part, the tiny woman nodded and smiled in response. Then, with an almost imperceptible raise of her hand, Darian broke off his explanation and she beckoned to me and Loria.
When I hesitated, Darian took me by the elbow and guided me to the chair. He and Loria bowed down before the little being and I felt impelled to do the same. The tiny woman nodded and signaled for us to rise. She continued to study me for a few moments before saying in a rich, deep voice, “Welcome to Anaedor, Lavida Mors. I am Madrina, Leader of the Blendars. We have been waiting a long time for you to come.” She watched me closely, her black eyes sparkling with wisdom and wit.
“But Madrina,” Darian protested, “we do not know for sure—”
She held up a wizened hand. “We know nothing for sure, Darian.”
“But she is too puny—” He quickly stopped himself, remembering that Madrina herself was quite tiny, but rallied his argument. “She is easily frightened.”
“And you are not?” Madrina questioned him, a tolerant smile on her lips.
He straightened to his full height. “I am not easily frightened.”
“Then why do you avoid the Piggerel Younglings like the purple plague?” Loria teased him.
Darian shrugged. “That is simply being rational. I avoid the little monsters so I do not have to deal with them.”
“Is that not what we do with many of our fears?” Madrina asked him with a humorous gleam in her eye. She seemed to enjoy sparring with him.
Darian shook this off with a grimace. “With greatest respect, Madrina, I do not think this Human is—”
“What do you think, Lavida Mors?” Madrina interrupted him. Darian shut his mouth on the remaining words like a turtle snapping up a helpless minnow.
I looked around me, my eyes falling on one particularly flamboyant doll creature surrounded by a bevy of adoring fans. He appeared to be doing an Irish jig. “Think about what?” I hedged.
“You cannot be serious,” Darian scoffed. “Madrina,” he appealed to her, “please, this . . . Youngling . . . clearly lacks the intellect and commanding presence, not to mention—”
“This is all very strange to her, Darian. Give her time to accept what seems unacceptable to most of her kind.” Madrina turned her attention back to me. “Do you think you are the One?”
I wasn’t sure I liked the direction this interview was going. This whole “one” thing sounded a bit odd to me. Maybe they were trying to get me to admit I was the “one” who stole something of theirs, which, of course, I hadn’t. Ms. Penny, on the other hand . . . I replied carefully, opting to sound clueless, playing off Darian’s opinion of me. It was a method that often worked. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about, ma’am. I mean, the one what?”
“The Prophecies tell us that the One is the only being who has the ability to save Anaedor. This being will possess great powers—the powers of life and death—life for Anaedor, death for the evil that controls it.”
Not a thief, then, but a savior, which sounded even worse to me. Every time I tried to “save” someone, I ended up paying for it. “Why do you think I’m the One?”
“Your name is written in the Book,” Darian said.
“What book?” He only stared at me coldly. “Listen, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I turned to his leader. “I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong person, Madrina. I’m really sorry.” I shrugged, feeling as though all my insides were sweating.
She looked me in the eye. “Darian has told me about how you were able to see his blend, which should be impossible. About how you crossed Warrior’s Walk like you had been doing it forever. He said you knew which door to take in the Room of Doors even though you had never been there. Those are all signs that you are not what you seem. Still, I want you to try something else. Will you?”
I tugged nervously at a strand of hair. “Um, sure.”
“What did Darian say to make the gray stone disappear?” She clasped her hands together and awaited my response.
“Madrina!” Darian cried. “That spell is known only to Anaedorians. We cannot tell her—a Human!”
Madrina quieted him with a look. “I do not plan to tell her the password. I only wish to see if she recalls it.”
I stole a quick look at Darian’s face. His expression was blank, but underneath that bland visage, I could tell he was quivering with rage. He didn’t like this at all. Loria was no help either. She had drifted away and was gossiping with a group of the tiny beings that milled about her, all vying for her attention. Why not do it? I thought. Having a good memory meant nothing. Lots of people had good memories. Besides, I wanted to wipe that arrogant look of disdain off Darian’s face. I took a deep breath and began to speak words that were senseless to me:
Non perium dictor alla sim norasen.
Mey corium betay perius mingum.
En tutum sacre loresan moriseye.
Alaset!
As I spoke, a look of amazement flickered across Darian’s face before he stifled it. Madrina, on the other hand, showed no sign of surprise, merely satisfaction. The room was quiet when I finished speaking. I met Madrina’s intense eyes.
“What else can you do, Lavida Mors?”
I shrugged, wishing too late that I’d pretended not to know the password. “Nothing,” I mumbled. “I’ve just got a good memory.”
She continued to study me and I started to fidget. She said finally, “I will do one last test, and then I will know for sure.” She rooted around in a pocket of her voluminous cape and pulled something out. “Here it is. Now come closer,” she beckoned. “I have something for you.”
I stepped forward, but not without some hesitation. When someone says I have something for you, it could be a punch in the nose just as easily as a hug.
“The necklace you wear . . . please show it to me.”
“How did you—” I clamped my mouth shut and pulled out the necklace. At this point, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know how Madrina had seen a necklace hidden beneath my turtleneck. I reluctantly took it off and held it out.
She leaned forward to examine the pendant attached to the thick, metal chain, but did not take it from me. An unusual design graced the round disc, which I’d never been able to interpret. Madrina’s wrinkled forehead puckered even more as she studied it, then she straightened, a triumphant gleam in her eye. “Where did you get this necklace, Lavida?”
“From my Grandma Mors.”
Madrina nodded, as though I’d told her what she’d expected to hear. She opened her hand to reveal a round, metal object. It was a pendant similar to the one I wore, complete with an odd design. She placed the one in her hand on top of mine and squeezed tightly. A startling hiss rent the air.
“Now look,” she commanded as she lifted her hand.
I looked down and stared in wonder. The two discs had melted together to form one. A new picture decorated the shiny pendant. It was a face.
My face.
“We have our proof!” Madrina exclaimed, lifting my arm in the air like the referee for the winning boxer.
I quickly pulled my arm down, embarrassed and afraid of what this meant. Behind me, the room roared to life, the tiny creatures buzzing with excitement. “I simply cannot believe it!” one said quite loudly.
I spun around only to see a swarm of little people scattering like mice. I turned back around and gingerly took the necklace Madrina was holding out to me. I put it on, sliding the pendant beneath my turtleneck. I couldn’t imagine how Madrina had made my image appear on the necklace pendant or why my expression exuded the confidence and strength of a warrior.
Darian looked sick. “If it would please you, Madrina, I would like to have a private word with you.”
Madrina studied him prudently, then nodded. “Lavida?”
I took the hint and stepped away from her chair. I looked around to find Loria for company, then realized she had joined Darian and Madrina. So I waited alone, eyeing the little creatures that had gathered about me. They all stared boldly at me and whispered to each other. I made a funny face, and they all stopped whispering and drew back a step. I did it again to the same effect. I was about to try my death grimace on them when something jumped onto my shoulder, startling me. What was Ms. Penny doing here?
But it wasn’t Ms. Penny. My visitor was one of the doll creatures, and he was sitting on my shoulder like he had a right to be there.
“What are you doing?”
The creature grinned mischievously, his bright red lips not much larger than one of Ian’s pimples. His puffy, dark purple hair, the color of royal robes, rose majestically into the air. His narrow nose tilted upward at the end—a ski jump for ants. His pale green eyes assessed me with the thoroughness of a horse breeder. I recognized him as the clog dancer.
“I am here to serve you, Mademoiselle Mors. Judging by your atrocious hairdo and your inability to dress yourself in anything approaching appealing, you are in dire need of fashion help. But never fear, Vesuvius is here! I will show you that there is hope, even for one as fashion-impaired as yourself.”
I peered more closely at the little imp perched on my shoulder. Lace and ruffles adorned the green velvet suit he wore and sparkly buckles bedecked the high-heeled shoes that dangled below him.
“Thank you,” I replied. “But since I don’t plan on joining the circus any time soon, I don’t think I’ll be needing your services.”
The creature snorted. “You do not know what you are saying. But then, you are Human, and Humans typically are as dull-witted as the dead.” The others tittered at this jab. “But, despite your cruel words, I shall take mercy on you, sparing you from that fate worse than death—a bad wardrobe.” The others snickered again, and I started to speak up. “No, no,” he held up his hand. “It is too late to protest. If you had wanted me gone, you should have shoved me off your shoulder before so much as a word had passed through these perfect lips of mine.”
He leaped to the ground and stared up at me, his tiny hands planted on narrow hips. “Remember, I am called Vesuvius. We shall meet again.” Madrina called my name, and he slipped away into the crowd of little creatures all still staring up at me.
“Return to me, Lavida Mors,” Madrina called. I rushed back to stand before her, gladly abandoning my new “friends.” “Take some refreshment for your journey back.” One of the little creatures presented a darkly polished wooden serving tray upon which sat a shiny silver cup. Warily I took the cup and examined the dark liquid inside. The drink smelled of spices—cinnamon and nutmeg, and a hint of vanilla. The scent made me feel lightheaded. “Drink,” Madrina commanded. “It will give you strength.”
“But what about—”
“Later,” Madrina shushed me. “For now, just drink.”
Without any intention of doing so, I found myself taking a sip of the liquid. The strange brew tasted warm and rich and went down smoothly. It vibrated in my mouth, over my tongue, down my throat. I sighed contentedly and drank the remainder of the cup.
I felt sleepy. It had to be late. I wondered how long I’d been gone.
The urgency to get back to my room came upon me like a crashing wave.
Home . . . to Portal Manor.
I had to return . . .
The next day, I awoke to Ms. Penny tugging at my ear, and none too gently. This was her subtle way of saying, “Feed me, you lazy biped!”
I groaned and rolled out of bed. Bright light streamed through the window facing the front yard. I crossed the warm floorboards and looked out. The sun was shining today. The light shimmered and reflected off the dewdrops on the green grass below. I stretched luxuriously in the warm light while Ms. Penny did the same, her mouth opening wide as she yawned. I don’t think I’d ever slept so well in my life. My body felt relaxed and my mind was free of worries.
Then it hit me, along with a tidal wave of fear—memories of the night before. I pinched the cool cotton of my pink pajamas between shaking fingers. I didn’t remember coming back home and changing into them. Maybe I’d finished reading my fantasy book, fell fast asleep, and then dreamed about Anaedor, a fantastical world filled with mythical creatures like in my book. I shook my head, confused and uneasy, then glanced over at where the hidden door was supposed to be. All my trunks were in place. I ran to my dresser. The clothes I thought I’d changed into before going to Anaedor were folded neatly in my drawer, freshly washed and no longer smelling of Barg.
Definitely a dream, I decided, though the most realistic one I’d ever had. I remembered everything so clearly, every detail. The strange sights, the different sounds in the caves, Darian’s strong hand gripping my arm. Most dreams don’t work like that; they often jump all over the place, typically fading upon awakening.
Not this one.
Swallowing hard, I hurriedly dressed and ran down to eat breakfast. Mrs. Dooley frowned when I didn’t stop to talk, but I just couldn’t. She saw too much and would probably try to get out of me what had happened. In the car, I kept staring at Ian, willing him to confess his part in this latest incident. Feeling my angry eyes on him, he turned around and gave me a look that obviously questioned my sanity. Mrs. Keeper seemed as chipper and disheveled as ever as she babbled about what a relief it was to have an empty house again. If I hadn’t been so distracted by my own chaotic thoughts, I might have asked what the heck she meant by that.
At school, I had a hard time concentrating. I needed to see Ellie. I needed to tell her what had happened. She was so no-nonsense, I knew she would tell me exactly what I needed to hear: that I had a crazy imagination and of course had only been dreaming. When I went to join her for lunch, though, I couldn’t find her. Feeling increasingly sick, I ate my lunch quickly, then hurried to Simmons Hall to pick up my books for my afternoon classes. I’d seen Ellie earlier that morning, from a distance, so I knew she was at school. Maybe she’d gotten sick. Or maybe she’s avoiding you, an evil little voice said as I slipped down the clearing hallway.
“Fetch me my ballet slippers and my dance clothes,” a peremptory voice demanded. It was Fiona. I paused, pulling back around the corner so she couldn’t see me.
“What’s your combo?”
An annoyed sigh. “Can’t you remember anything, Phoebe? I’ve told it to you enough times! Three stupid numbers! 19-30-23. A two-year-old could memorize that.”
“Sorry, Fi. You know how I am with numbers.”
“I am surrounded by imbeciles,” Fiona bemoaned, rushing past me. She was clutching a moss-green bag. Ellie’s bag.
I waited for her to disappear before peeking around the corner. Her friend, Phoebe, was at Fiona’s locker, pulling out a bag of clothes. I didn’t see Ellie anywhere and she didn’t come to any classes that afternoon. I wondered what had happened, how Fiona had managed to get Ellie’s purse. I wondered and I worried.
At Portal Manor that night I locked all my doors, left the lamp on, and plotted.
The next morning, Mrs. Keeper dropped me off early at school as I’d asked. Ian wasn’t happy about it, but then again, Ian wasn’t ever happy about anything. I made a visit to the art room before heading over to Simmons Hall. Once inside, I put my plan into action.
At lunch, I spotted Ellie sitting alone at a table in the corner of the cafeteria. Keeping a sharp eye out for Fiona and her groupies, I hurried over to sit next to her.
“Hey.” She was staring morosely at her lunch tray. “Trade you my green Martian potato salad for a cookie? I know you have cookies.”
“I need to show you something,” I said. “Quick.”
Ellie eyed me warily. “What is it?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“I’m having a bad day, Lavida. Don’t make it worse.”
“It’s a good surprise. Come on.”
She left her tray where it was and followed me. We entered the nearly empty hall and I quietly made my way toward Fiona’s locker, with Ellie trailing reluctantly behind me.
“She took my purse,” she told me.
“I know. Now be quiet.” I found a place to hide where we wouldn’t be seen.
Ellie looked at me strangely. “What’s this about, Lavida?”
“You’ll see.”
A moment later, Fiona, as if on cue, entered the hallway with a couple of her friends.
“I could kill her,” Ellie growled behind me.
“Just wait.” I focused on the group, putting all my attention on them, willing everything I had into making this work.
“Get my dance bag out of my locker,” Fiona ordered.
“No,” her number one lackey, Phoebe, replied, her hand flying up to her mouth in shock.
“What?”
“I, um, well . . . no, I can’t.”
Fiona’s lips curled into a sneer. “Have you lost your mind, Phoebe Denton?”
“Yes, I have.” Phoebe’s heavily mascaraed eyes widened, then she clamped her lips tightly together.
“Fine, I’ll get it myself. But don’t think I won’t remember this.”
Scowling, she set down her—Ellie’s—bag and spun the dial on her locker.
Behind me, Ellie grew restless.
“Wait for it,” I told her.
Fiona yanked open the locker and the bucket I’d planted there flew out at her, drenching her and her toadies with thick, oily black paint. They screeched in horror, running around, hands in the air, paint still flying.
“What did you just do?” Ellie hissed, though her expression was delighted.
“I’m going to kill Ellie Maguire!” Fiona roared. “With my bare hands!”
“Ellie didn’t do it,” Phoebe said, her mouth opening and closing like a wooden puppet. “I did.”
“What!” Fiona screeched. “I’m going to kill you!” She launched herself at Phoebe.
Ellie and I smothered giggles as we watched the two wrestle each other, slipping and sliding in the oily mess. Once they went to the floor, fists and teeth full of each other’s hair, I grabbed Ellie’s arm and pulled her away. Heading out a back door, we burst into roars of laughter.
“How did you do that?” Ellie finally wheezed. “I mean, I assume you set up the paint, but how did you get Phoebe to confess?”
I shrugged. “It’s something she’s probably wanted to do for a long time. She gets tired of Fiona bossing her around. I just helped her achieve her dream.”
Ellie sobered. “How do you know all that about Phoebe?”
I turned away. “I might have overheard her . . .” thinking.
“Wasn’t it weird how the paint sprayed out like that? Like it was attached to a hose? That was totally freaky.”
“Totally.” My hands started to tremble. “But nothing a rope and some springs can’t manage. Hey, there’s still time for lunch. Mrs. Dooley made mine, so I’m sure there’s enough to split.”
“What did she make?” she demanded, distracted as I’d hoped.
“I don’t know. Let’s go see.”
We found a spot under a tree where I quickly divvied up my ham and cheese sandwich, pickles, banana and three cookies, with lemonade to drink. We sat in companionable silence as we ate.
“Say, listen,” Ellie said in between bites. “My parents have to attend a gallery opening this weekend in New York City, and I persuaded them to let me and Eddie stay at home with our housekeeper, Annie. We can come over to your house then.”
“Oh, okay.” Inside, my heart soared. Ellie must not have guessed my true role in the Fiona paint dousing. “I could ask Mrs. Dooley if she’d make lunch for us.”
“I was hoping you’d say that. If the rest of her cooking is anything like this sandwich, I’m moving in with you, haunted house or not.” She took another bite and moaned in ecstasy. “This is so good!”
“Your mom’s okay with you coming over?”
“She doesn’t know. If she did, she probably wouldn’t let us come . . . because of all the rumors, you know. She’s kind of protective.”
“So what are the rumors?”
“You’re probably not going to want to hear this,” she said, licking mayo off her fingers, “but better from me than the other girls here.”
“Hear what?”
“You have to remember that I’ve never seen anything myself.”
I took a deep breath. Apparently, this wasn’t going to be pretty. “Spill it.”
She took a bite of her pickle. “Remember that I told you Portal Manor was haunted?” I nodded. “Well, people have said they’ve heard weird sounds coming from the house, like howling and stuff. A few years ago some kids managed to sneak over one of the walls. They claimed that a wild animal with sharp teeth and hooves, of all things, chased after them.” She paused when she saw the color drain from my face. “I think it’s a load of hooey, myself. Just a bunch of people with too much time on their hands making up stories.”
I shook my head, wondering exactly how much I should tell her. “The other day, the same animal that chased those kids might have chased me too. It certainly didn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen.”
Ellie took another bite of pickle. “Are you serious? Go on.”
Encouraged, I leaned closer and told her about everything that had happened to me since I’d arrived at Portal Manor, leaving out a few details that I thought might hurt more than help. “It seemed so real, Ellie,” I ended my story. “It had to be a dream, though, right?” I laughed nervously. “Or someone playing a joke on me?”
She took a sip of lemonade and shrugged. “I’d go with the joke theory. But either way, we should check it out. Eddie will love that, and I’ll finally get to meet Ian face to face.” She grinned and pushed her dark blue glasses, which matched the color of her tights, back up her nose.
I frowned. “You know Ian?”
Ellie’s pink face lit up. “Last year this bully kept picking on Eddie while he was waiting for Daddy and me to come pick him up after school. One day, Ian saw what was going on and told the bully to get lost. They got into a fight and Ian totally made a mess of the other guy, even though the guy easily outweighed Ian by a hundred pounds. Then,” she paused dramatically, “he waited with Eddie until we got there. All the guys in town think Ian’s really tough. I think he’s gorgeous, don’t you?”
“No!”
She stared at me reproachfully. “You need glasses, girl.”
“Maybe I can’t get past his personality long enough to get a good look at him. He’s my number one suspect for the joke theory, you know.”
Ellie shook her head. “You are so wrong about him, Lavida.” She sighed dreamily. “He’s not a troublemaker, he’s a hero.”
Really, we had to be talking about two different people here.
Her oversized glasses slid down her nose. She pushed them back up. “Just make sure you introduce us.”
“So Ian is the reason you’re coming over?” My stomach roiled. I should’ve known she’d have an ulterior motive. Maybe she and Eddie were in on the practical joke, too. Maybe they had disguised themselves as Loria and Darian—though perhaps that was stretching it a bit.
“I’m coming for the lunch,” Ellie replied easily. “Ian’s an added bonus.”
I had to laugh. “At least you’re honest. Maybe I’ll get Ian to serve us.”
“Without his shirt?” she asked hopefully.
“No!”
At that moment, the lunch bell rang and we packed up, laughing hysterically.
While riding home with Ian and Mrs. Keeper that afternoon, I realized I was really starting to like Ellie. She was interesting, funny, and she told it like she saw it. She was different from anyone I’d ever met.
The rest of the week flew by quickly. I did my homework, snooped around the house, and talked to Ellie at school. No one tried to get at me through the secret door. In fact, I was starting to doubt its existence. If some kind of opening was there, I couldn’t find it. Not even a crack. The only frustrating part was that every time I tried to explore the house, Ian popped up. And every time I ran into him, he got all cranky on me. After the third or fourth time, I couldn’t help but think he was purposefully following me around. But why? To make sure I didn’t run away, I supposed.
Or maybe he was lonely. If I had his personality, I’d be lonely, too. Maybe I should tell him that stalking people isn’t a good way to make friends. Yet, even when I was sure Ian wasn’t around, I still had the sense that I was being watched. I didn’t feel eyes on me all the time, but every once in a while I’d get that prickly sensation a person gets while being observed. The impression made me nervous enough to put my explorations on hold until Ellie and Eddie came.
Friday night I asked Mrs. Keeper about having them over to visit.
“Of course you may, dear,” she replied with an air of distraction before scurrying off on yet another mysterious errand. Something was on my guardian’s mind, but I had no clue what it might be.
Later that evening, when I asked Mrs. Dooley about what might be on Mrs. Keeper’s mind, the older woman pretended ignorance, then changed the subject to what I would like to have for lunch when my friends came to visit. We spent an hour thinking up decadent ideas and baking. As Mrs. Dooley pulled out a tray of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, which happen to be my favorite, I asked her who Ian was.
“Ian? Why I believe Mrs. Keeper took him in. Adopted him, actually,” she said, sliding another sheet of cookies into the oven.
“Oh. What happened to his parents?”
The cook shrugged as she removed the cookies one by one from the hot tray. After waiting patiently a few seconds for the cookies to cool, I grabbed one and ate the warm treat in three chewy bites.
“I don’t know,” she answered, scraping the dregs off the pan. “Never asked.”
She handed the pan to me and I covered it with fresh balls of cookie dough. I tried again to pump her for more information about Ian and Mrs. Keeper and this place, but she was too good, deflecting my questions like a goalie guarding the net. Her evasion made me wonder what the people living in this house were trying to hide from me.
And, once again, I began to question staying here.
Finally, it was Saturday. My anticipation of Ellie and Eddie’s visit had built to a feverish pitch. They’d be arriving any moment and I couldn’t stay still. I kept pacing back and forth outside the gate, waiting for them to come. The plan, concocted by Ellie, was to start our day off having lunch. We’d need our energy, she explained, if we wanted to explore the house.
Loud beeps greeted me as the twins pulled up to the gate on their scooters. They removed their helmets, both grinning like crazy. They seemed to be looking forward to the visit as much as I was, which was reassuring. Still, I didn’t want to appear too pathetic or needy.
“Bring your scooters inside. Mrs. Dooley is making lunch as we speak.”
“Where’s Ms. Penny?” Eddie asked as he wheeled his scooter through the doorway.
“She’s with Mrs. Dooley in the kitchen. I think I’ve been abandoned.”
Ellie propped her bike against the wall. “Let’s focus on more important things,” she said, scanning the yard. “Where’s Ian?”
I shrugged as I locked the small door and pocketed the key in my blazer pocket. “I think he went away for the weekend.”
Ellie’s jaw dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
I started laughing. “You should see your face.” She gave me the evil eye, which only made me laugh harder. I held up my hands to surrender before Ellie made good on her threat to pull out my hair. “I think he’s working on jobs around the house. I’m sure we’ll stumble across him when we start our exploring.”
“That’s better,” she said as she twirled awkwardly in front of me. “I’m wearing a brand new outfit.” It was a pink velour jogging suit with matching pink glasses. A large pink handbag, smothered by red polka dots, completed the ensemble.
I looked the outfit up and down. “Well, he certainly won’t have any trouble spotting you.”
Eddie howled with laughter and Ellie crossed her arms. “Like you’re a fashion queen.” She eyed my faded jeans with the frayed cuffs and my oversized burgundy blazer.
“What are you saying? Don’t you know this is the latest haute couture?” I strutted about, swinging my head and hips back and forth as I headed down the gravel driveway. Ellie burst out laughing so hard that she started snorting. Then Eddie and I started laughing at her, and were still laughing when we passed by the front steps.
“Those lion statues are huge,” Eddie exclaimed, wiping a tear off his cheek. “I need a pair of those in front of my bedroom. Beware all ye who dare enter.”
Ellie waved at the air in front of her. “Yeah, beware because your room smells like dirty socks and farts.”
Eddie beamed as though his sister had given him a compliment. “Maybe I need a statue of someone holding their nose.”
“You guys are weird,” I told them as we piled through the small door and into the conservatory, but they weren’t listening. They were looking around the glass room, clearly in awe.
“That’s an African grey parrot,” Eddie shouted, pointing up at a dark-gray bird. “And a macaw!” He ran around the large room, pointing and shouting with excitement. “This is better than Biology!”
“I can’t believe we’re related,” Ellie muttered as she wandered over to the pool. She found an open spot between the potted plants, set her pink bag on the concrete and leaned over the wall to stick her hand in the pool. “Not bad. You could swim in this.” She nodded her approval. “This place is fabulous.”
I fished a large, shiny leaf out of the pool. “When I first arrived at Portal Manor, I didn’t want to like it, but it’s hard not to.”
“You should have a party here,” Ellie said. “You’d be the talk of the town.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know anyone other than you guys to invite. It’d be a pretty lame party.”
Ellie sighed. “I don’t know anyone I’d want to invite, either. How depressing. Hey, I’ve got an idea that will cheer me up. Let’s go eat.” She grabbed her bag and stood up. “I’ve been a saint all morning and I’m sick of it. If I don’t eat soon, I’m going to start chewing on these plants.”
“Dinner is served,” a voice announced from the kitchen door. Mrs. Dooley waved us in, then disappeared.
“That was Mrs. Dooley,” I explained in response to the startled look on Ellie’s face. “She has a way of knowing what’s on people’s minds. Don’t you think that’s kinda crazy?”
“Definitely, but I doubt that’s what she’s doing. Anyone who cooks like she does has got to be sane.” She looked around and I ducked my head to hide my reddening cheeks. I had been hoping for a different answer. “Eddie! Get down from there. Let’s go. I’m hungry.”
Eddie jumped down from the tree branch he was balancing on. “You’re always hungry,” he replied when he joined us. “This place is so cool, Lavida. Someone actually planted belladonna. That’s a poisonous plant, you know . . . in case you ever wanted to dispose of someone. Can I live here?”
Ellie pushed him ahead of her. “Like she’d want you around all the time, you big goober.”
“You can visit whenever you want,” I told him.
He sighed wistfully. “I could learn more from this place than I could in all my science classes, even the advanced ones.”
Ellie shook her head. “You are such a nerd, Eddie.”
We clattered into the kitchen, where we found a magnificent lunch waiting for us. Mrs. Dooley bustled back and forth from counter to table, adding more treats to the already overburdened table. Monstrous ham and cheese sandwiches, whole dill pickles, bowls of fresh fruit, pretzels and chips, large mugs of chocolate milk, deviled eggs, fried chicken legs, hunks of cheddar cheese, chunky potato salad and a plate of chocolate chip cookies beckoned to us.
The expression on Ellie’s face was priceless. “All this is for us?” she asked, her voice filled with the same wonder a child has when seeing Disneyland for the first time. It was very touching.
“Whatever you can eat,” Mrs. Dooley told her. “And you’d better eat up. You’re going to be needing your energy for exploring the house later on. The number of rooms in this place boggles the mind, especially when you have to clean all of them.” She winked at me. “Don’t worry, dear. If anyone asks, I know nothing about what you kids will be up to this afternoon. Now eat. You three are so skinny you’re liable to disappear any moment.” She clucked and shook her head as she herded us toward the table.
Ellie stopped mid-step to cast a worshipful glance back at Mrs. Dooley. It was obvious the Irish woman had made a friend for life. No one had ever even pretended to imply Ellie Maguire was skinny. She read the quote on Mrs. Dooley’s apron aloud—Don’t treat me any differently than you would the Queen—and grinned. They were two of a kind.
Mrs. Dooley, along with Ms. Penny (who mooched off everyone), joined us to eat. For an hour, she entertained us with stories of the village in Ireland where she’d grown up, many of which related to her job as cook for the most powerful family in the county. The wistful look in her eyes at times told me she missed the Emerald Isle.
“Now don’t you be thinking I don’t appreciate my job here,” she said abruptly. “Working here at Portal Manor is an honor and a privilege. I’d not work anywhere else in the world.”
“But still,” I pursued, scraping the last of the potato salad off my plate, “to leave your family?” I’d give anything to have a big family who cared what happened to me.
Mrs. Dooley set down her fork. “This job is like none other, Lavida. Someday you’ll understand that . . . but not today. Today you have your own job to do and not much time to do it in.”
“That was delicious, Mrs. Dooley,” Ellie moaned with satisfaction. “I’m glad you’re here, even if Lavida isn’t.” She smirked at me.
“Very funny. I don’t want you to go, Mrs. Dooley.”
She laughed. “I know, dearie. Now be off with you. I’ve some work to be doing, myself.” She stood and shooed at us with her apron.
Eddie was halfway out the door when Ellie volunteered to help clear the table. He froze in mid-stride and turned back to the kitchen with a guilty look on his face. “We’d love to help,” he forced himself to offer.
Mrs. Dooley laughed heartily at the look on his face. “No, no. You run along. I’ll do my chores all by my lonesome.” She winked at Eddie. “Now scoot.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Dooley,” Eddie shouted over his shoulder. “You’re a culinary genius!”
Mrs. Dooley chuckled, then started singing as she gathered up dishes from the kitchen table.
“Coming, Ms. Penny?” I called. The raccoon violently shook her furry head. She was still eating her lunch. I sighed. Dissed for a melon.
Back in the conservatory, we climbed up onto the pool balcony and made plans about what to do next.
“We’re going to have to be rather sneaky,” I said. I don’t think Mrs. Keeper wants me snooping around the house.”
“So what are we doing, exactly?” Ellie asked. She rooted through her handbag and pulled out a tin of cinnamon-flavored hard candy. She held it out to us, and Eddie and I each took a piece.
“Well,” I said as I fiddled with my shoestring, “I figured we could look around the house, maybe search for clues as to why my dad has stayed away from here so long.”
“Ellie told me what’s been happening to you lately,” Eddie said. “My theory is that someone is trying to scare you. But I don’t think it’s Ian,” he hastily added after Ellie elbowed him in the ribs.
I looked up at him, surprised. “Then who?”
“Maybe people here don’t want you finding out what they’re up to, like an illegal smuggling operation.” His eyes lit up at the idea. “They could be drugging you. That’s why you’ve been having strange dreams.”
I shook my head. “I can’t picture Mrs. Keeper drugging me or dealing on the black market.” I paused. “But she is busy a lot.” The more I thought about it, the more I realized I knew nothing about what Mrs. Keeper did all day. Mrs. Dooley knew something, but she wasn’t talking. “I don’t really think it’s likely to be illegal smuggling, but she’s up to something,” I concluded, “no doubt about that.”
Eddie scratched his head, spiking up red tufts of hair. “Whatever she’s up to could be related to your dad not coming here.”
I drew in a deep breath. Could the two be connected? “This is all so weird,” I sighed in frustration.
“What’s weird is that I haven’t seen Ian yet,” Ellie threw in her two cents, popping another candy into her mouth.
I ignored her less-than-subtle hint. “I guess we should get started. I haven’t explored the second floor at all. I think there’s an attic, too; at least it looks that way from the outside.”
“What about the two towers?” Eddie asked.
“Ian lives in one of the towers.” After I’d accidentally tried to unlock the wrong door one evening after supper, he told me that this particular door led up to his tower room, which was much bigger and better than mine, by the way.
“Ian lives in a tower?” Ellie cried. She twirled a red curl around her finger, her expression distant. “That’s so romantic.”
Eddie made a face. “Is that all you ever think about, Ellie? Romance? Towers were built for defensive purposes, not for romantic ones. At best, they symbolized strength and closeness to God.”
Ellie reached over and spiked up his spiky hair some more. “Whatever, Eddie. I still think they’re romantic. Haven’t you ever read Tennyson’s The Lady of Shalott . . . ?”—she turned to me and I shook my head—“. . . about the lady who lived in a tower and pined away for her beloved Sir Lancelot . . . ?”—still blank on my part—“. . . then left the tower and floated down the river to die? Don’t you guys read?”
“That does sound romantic,” Eddie replied dryly. “The idea of someone dying makes my heart go all aquiver.” Ellie attempted to biff him on the head, but he ducked out of the way. “So who lives in the other tower?” he asked.
I tried to be cool about it, but failed. It wasn’t every day a person gets to brag about living in a tower. “You’re looking at her.”
“No way!” they both gasped at the same time.
“I’ll show it to you after we get done exploring, which we should probably start soon. I was hoping to get through both floors of the house, and I don’t even know how to reach them. I think I know where to start, though. Follow me.”
I guided them to the door that led into the Great Hall, listening to Eddie and Ellie bemoan the fact that their house didn’t have a tower. When we entered the large room, they forgot about the tower.
“It’s like a castle,” Ellie breathed at last, head tilted back to better see the entire room. “And you, Lavida, are the damsel in distress.” She could barely contain her enthusiasm, clapping her hands excitedly. Eddie pretended to gag.
“I’m going to have to agree with Eddie on that,” I said. “I’m definitely not in distress, thank you very much.” Well, that wasn’t entirely true. “But if I did happen to be in distress, who would be my Prince Charming riding to my rescue?”
“Ian, of course,” Ellie replied confidently. Then she frowned. The idea of Ian as my hero instead of hers seemed to rankle.
“No thanks. You can have him.” The frown disappeared. “How about you, Eddie? You want to be my knight?” I fluttered my eyelashes at him and his cheeks turned red.
“I think we should just get back to business,” he said, tugging at his ear.
I laughed. It was hard not to tease Eddie; he was so serious all the time. “Oh, fine. We’ll get back to business.” I looked around at all the doors.
“Let’s try that one,” Ellie said, pointing to a red door in the corner of the room. “It matches my outfit.”
Eddie was the first to reach it. He turned the knob, and to my surprise, it didn’t resist, opening to reveal a staircase leading upward. Before I could say anything, Eddie had hurried up the stairs. I glanced over at Ellie. She rolled her eyes as she set her bag on a battered leather chair and went after him. I quickly followed.
What we saw when we reached the top of the stairs was not reassuring. Before us stretched a long hallway resembling the trunk of a tree. Several corridors branched off the hall, running willy-nilly, with no rhyme or reason to their layout. I suspected that each passage would have its own “twigs,” quadrupling the number of halls into the hundreds. It would take forever to navigate all the passages, much less explore each room. This place really was bigger than it looked.
Like Anaedor.
I shuddered and pushed that thought out of my mind.
Ellie groaned. “This place is huge! Where do we start?”
“I guess we start at the beginning. Eddie?” I called, growing worried. “Eddie?”
He didn’t answer.
“Edgar Allen Maguire,” Ellie bellowed through cupped hands. “Get your butt back here!”
“Shhh, Ellie! We don’t want Mrs. Keeper to know we’re up here.”
“Oops.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Forgot.”
Something crashed to the floor and we ran to investigate. I peeked inside an open room on my left. There was no sign of Eddie in the bright, gaudy room, though I recognized the large dress hanging from the canopy frame.
“I think this is Mrs. Dooley’s room. Let’s go.”
We ran down the hallway and soon found another open door. Peering inside, we discovered what looked to be another bedroom, though this one was more masculine. Glass beakers and jars filled with powders and liquids packed the shelves on one wall, a small chemistry set and an assortment of animal skulls sat on a table close to the door, mayonnaise jars containing dead insects were lined up on the dresser and a thick layer of dust covered everything, telling me that no one had been in the room for quite some time, not even Mrs. Dooley.
“Oh, there you are,” Eddie called, emerging from a wardrobe. “Just checking things out.”
“Oh, Eddie, I think you’ve found my dad’s old bedroom. I could kiss you!” A horrified expression flashed across Eddie’s face as he backed away.
“You’re gonna make me break out in hives. We need to be serious.” He turned around in a circle, his eyes taking in the décor. “Are you sure this is your dad’s room?”
“No, it’s the bathroom,” Ellie snipped. “Of course, it’s his room, dorkwad.” She turned to me. “Didn’t you tell me your dad is a scientist?”
I nodded. “He’s a biochemistry professor.”
“Biochemistry?” Eddie echoed. “Wow.”
“Well, there you go. And if my deductive skills are working properly,” she went on, sounding pleased with herself as she looked around, “I would have to say that this was the room of a budding scientist.”
“I can’t argue with that,” I said.
“Let’s get to it, then.” Ellie headed for a shelf.
“Well, I guess we could search everything, though I feel weird going through my dad’s stuff. I wasn’t allowed to touch anything in his office back home.” Not that that had stopped me. But here I had witnesses.
“Nonsense,” Ellie replied decisively. “If this stuff was so important to him, he wouldn’t have left it behind.”
“Maybe he didn’t have time to bring it with him,” Eddie suggested.
“What do you mean?” I asked him, startled.
Eddie shrugged and turned over a dusty jar to look at the bottom of it. “You said he didn’t want to come back. What if someone chased him away?”
“Maybe it’s the same someone, or something, that’s trying to chase me away.” I sat down on the neatly made bed. “But that doesn’t make sense; my dad wouldn’t have let me come here if the place was dangerous, would he?”
Eddie shook his head, picking up a large conch shell. “Beats me. He’s your dad. Maybe he didn’t think you’d be in danger.” He tilted the seashell sideways and then put it up to his ear.
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. A feeling of melancholy settled over me. Could it be that my dad had knowingly sent his own daughter into danger? Dispatch the troublesome girl to a place where something bad could happen to her and, voilà, problem solved. I had to find out the real reason he’d sent me to Portal Manor. The answer to this question was the true mystery here, one I had a terrible feeling I’d better solve soon.
A huge crack of thunder suddenly shook the house. We ran to the window. The sky grew dark with storm clouds, and the wind thrashed the trees about like tall grass. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed again, rattling the windows.
“Awesome!” Eddie exclaimed, peering out. “A storm’s coming. Did you know Lender’s Stream floods if it rains more than two inches an hour in a three-hour time span? That’s the stream you cross on the main road into Bellemont,” he explained. I remembered passing over it on trips to and from school. “The water is so high right now that the next big rain could make the road impassable.”
“We should get going, Eddie,” Ellie spoke up. “Sorry, Lavida, but I’m not getting stuck here overnight.”
I didn’t blame her. I turned around to head for the door when I heard someone shouting. I cupped my hand to my ear. “I think that’s Ian.”
Ellie’s eyes brightened. “Ian? We’d better go see who, I mean, what he wants.”
“I thought you wanted to go home,” Eddie said.
“And get all wet?” Ellie glared at him. “No, thank you. Now move it or lose it, you two.” Ellie pushed past us like a linebacker and started back down the hallway. We clattered down the steps and into the Great Hall just as Ian was coming out of the conservatory. I managed to close the door behind me before he noticed where we’d been.
“There you are,” he said. “I’ve been looking for you for the last twenty minutes.” He ran a hand through his wild hair. “Mrs. K. asked if you guys could help out. The hurricane that everyone thought was heading out to sea has changed its mind. It’s coming straight for us.”
“I’ll help,” Ellie and Eddie both volunteered at the same time.
“Cool.” Ian looked down at Eddie. “Your name’s Eddie, right? We’re in the same grade, aren’t we?”
Eddie nodded.
Ian snapped his fingers. “Yeah! You’re the smart kid. You can help me figure out which windows to tape.” Eddie beamed at him, thrilled to be noticed in a positive way for once. “You come with me. Lavida, you and—”
“Ellie,” she interrupted, pushing her way forward. “I’m Eddie’s older sister.”
Eddie shot her a look. “By only ten minutes,” he muttered.
She stepped between him and Ian. “What can I do to help?” She fluttered her carrot-colored eyelashes at him and smiled with her mouth closed, probably to hide her braces.
Ian ran his hand through his hair again. I could almost see Ellie’s heart beat faster as she watched him. He frowned. “I guess you two can go help Mrs. Dooley. She’ll tell you what you need to do. Let’s go, Eddie.”
Ellie did not look happy as the boys hurried away. Then she smiled broadly, her brace-bedecked teeth gleaming in the firelight. “You know, I think we’re going to have to stay the night.” She rubbed her hands together and laughed wickedly.
“Here?” I squeaked. My backbone quivered at the idea. What if she saw something weird? What if Darian and Loria came back?
“I’ll call Annie and let her know.”
Her cell phone didn’t get coverage at Portal Manor, which she discovered after several frantic attempts. I reluctantly showed her to the old-fashioned instrument sitting on a table in the corner of the Great Hall. As it turned out, the antique was the only phone in the house—that I could find anyway.
While Ellie made her call, I decided that I would have to phone my dad today. He should be back from his conference by now. But I didn’t want Ellie overhearing me ask him why he’d sent me here; it was too embarrassing. Nor did I want her to know I was trying to leave Bellemont. I would have to sneak away later to make the call.
“Annie was more than happy to let us stay,” Ellie said smugly as she hung up the phone. “She’s probably got her boyfriend there with her. Now let’s go find Mrs. Dooley.”
We spent the rest of the day listening to the radio for updates on the status of Hurricane Jackson in between filling water jugs, digging out spare candles and lanterns in case the electricity went out, and taping east-facing windows in the conservatory alongside Eddie and Ian. Ellie loved this last activity. She whispered to me that handing Ian the tape was a surefire way of getting to touch his hand.
I rolled my eyes.
Unable to concentrate any longer on what I was doing, I decided to go make the phone call to my dad. I dreaded doing it, but it had to be done. I’d be a basket case until I spoke to him. I told everyone I had to go to the bathroom and scurried out of the room.
In the Great Hall, I dialed my home number with a shaking hand. The phone rang three times before someone picked up.
“Hello?” a gravelly voice answered.
Oh, crud. The Toad. “It’s me, Lavida. Let me talk to my dad.”
“He only got back last night, Video. He doesn’t want to be bothered with your problems.”
“Just let me talk to him, or I’ll blow the whistle on your little charade,” I threatened, sounding as serious as I knew how. “You know, pretending you think he’s the greatest thing since the invention of sliced bread so you can get your filthy paws on some of the profits when his next invention hits big—”
“Oh, all right. But make it quick.” I heard him bang down the phone and set off to find my father. He wasn’t the brightest bull in the barn and, consequently, not a very good student, which was why he had to suck up to other people to get anywhere in life. But, he was wily; I had to give him that.
“Viddie? Is that you?”
“Dad?” He sounded tired, and maybe a little bit disappointed that I was calling. My hopes for figuring out his motives for sending me here plummeted, but I took a deep breath and plunged right into the heart of the matter. “I was wondering if I could come back home now.”
There was silence on the other end of the phone, then a sigh. “I thought we’d already discussed all this.”
“I know, I know.” I looked over my shoulder. “But there are some strange things going on here, Dad. I don’t think I should stay.”
“What do you mean by strange things?” he asked sharply.
“I don’t know,” I hedged. If I told him the truth, he’d have proof that I was crazy, and then I might end up in a worse place than this. “Spooky stuff.”
There was a long silence on his end. “It’s just that imagination of yours, Viddie,” he said finally. “You know you’re always seeing things that aren’t there.”
“How can you say that?” I cried.
“I’m not saying you’re lying, Viddie,” he soothed. “It’s just that . . . well, you know you have an active imagination. All your teachers have said that about you.”
“Fine. I have an active imagination. But what I don’t get is why you sent me here in the first place.”
A tired sigh reached my ear. I could almost see him pinching the bridge of his nose, something he always did when he was getting frustrated with me. “Because of your grades, Viddie. How many times do I have to tell you that?”
“My grades have been bad for three years!” I hollered, getting desperate. “Why now?” There was another long silence on the other end of the phone. When it stretched into nearly half a minute, I blundered onward, “If this is about my grades, then why don’t you sell Portal Manor and use that money to get me a tutor? Wouldn’t that make more sense?”
“I can’t sell the place,” he told me, a hint of anger in his voice. “It was a stipulation of your grandmother’s will. I have to maintain that crummy white elephant until I hand it over to you when you turn eighteen.”
“Oh,” I replied, shocked. “I see.” I couldn’t believe that Portal Manor was mine. Or would be.
“Listen, Viddie,” my dad said, his tone appeasing, “We’ll talk about this later, okay, kiddo? I’m rather busy right now. This invention I’ve been working on—”
“When am I going to see you?” I asked quickly, before he could hang up.
“Winter break, I suppose. That is, if you want to come home then. You certainly don’t have to. I’d understand.”
“Do you want me to come home?” I asked, tightening my grip on the phone.
There was a click, and another voice came on the line. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Professor Mors, but we really have to finish up this paper. The deadline’s tomorrow.”
Blast that Toad!
“We’ll talk more about this another time, Viddie. I’ll call you. Until then, take care, kiddo.”
“Dad—”
He said something else before he hung up, but I didn’t catch it.
I stood there with the phone in my hand, clinging to it as I listened to the dial tone droning in my ear. Tears welled up in my eyes. I still didn’t know why my dad had sent me here. Maybe my grades really had been the reason, like he’d said. Or perhaps he was calling my bluff. I know why your grades have been bad, Viddie. You were trying to get my attention. Well, it worked. You’ve got my attention, and now you’re going to pay the price. I shuddered. Was it possible that my unconscious attempt to get him to notice me by doing poorly in school had backfired on me?
I sighed and hung up the phone. Staring out at the stormy sky, I suddenly felt very angry. What was his problem, anyway? How could he just dump me like this? I had done nothing wrong, yet I was being punished. Well, I was sick of it. He didn’t care about me, so why should I care about him? I made up my mind. After Ellie and Eddie returned home in the morning, I’d walk into Bellemont and buy a bus ticket, even if I had to make Ms. Penny dance for the money. If I didn’t leave now, I’d never again find the courage to do so. Every day my resolve to leave Portal Manor was growing weaker, and staying was too dangerous. I would run away, but not back to my dad. He could take a flying leap for all I cared.
I found my friends, taping windows in the kitchen. They were laughing and having a good time and I quietly joined them, feeling sad but determined to carry out my plan.
By suppertime, the winds were blowing hard. The radio told listeners to expect lots of rain, downed branches, flooding, and high winds. At seven o’clock, Mrs. Dooley and the four of us gathered together in the kitchen to eat leftovers. Mrs. Keeper still had business to attend to, or so she said when she popped her head in to say hello, telling us to go ahead without her.
Everyone found a place at the large table. Ellie, Mrs. Dooley and I sat on one side while Eddie and Ian sat on the other. Mrs. Dooley raised a glass. “What a grand group of helpers, you are! Sláinte. Cheers.” We all raised our glasses.
After a lively meal, Ian carried a cot up to the little nook at the bottom of the stairs; Eddie refused to sleep in the same room as us girls. I think he was hoping Ian would suggest that he stay with him, but Ian didn’t pick up on any hints in that direction. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t get Ms. Penny to join us. She preferred the conservatory, it seemed, and knowing Ellie didn’t exactly like my raccoon, I let her stay.
After Ellie fetched her purse from the Great Hall, she tried to convince Ian we needed someone strong around to keep an eye on us (insulting Eddie in the process), but Ian wasn’t getting that hint, either. He left with a promise to check up on us if the storm worsened. At the moment, and much to Ellie’s disappointment, it was only raining and a bit gusty.
When Eddie went down to use the bathroom, Ellie sighed and threw herself back on the bed, tossing her purse on the floor. “I really don’t get what you see in him. He’s so full of himself.”
Ellie gawked at me. “Are you crazy, Lavida? He’s perfect.”
“Give me a break, Ellie. Perfect?”
“If he asked, I’d marry him in a second.” She stretched out her legs. “I’ve already got my whole wedding planned out. We’d look so good together.”
The room was getting chilly. Pulling off my blazer, I headed to my dresser and took out a black-and-white-striped shirt, which I donned over my t-shirt, then put my blazer back on. I thought about starting a fire, but felt too lazy. Instead, I pulled off my shoes, jumped onto the bed, and tucked my icy toes under my legs to warm them. “I suppose you’ve already picked out names for your kids.”
Ellie kicked off her shoes too. “Of course. Emma and Anthony.”
Ugh. I threw a pillow at her. It had to be done. “You are such a girlie girl!” I laughed and Ellie giggled, right after she chucked the pillow back at me.
When Eddie returned, Ellie and I took turns using the bathroom. Twenty minutes later, the three of us were sitting on my bed, the bed curtains closed tight around us, talking and laughing. The upcoming storm had us too wound up to sleep, and Eddie kept putting off having to go down to the tiny cot at the bottom of the stairs. I had my own motivation for not going to sleep; for as long as I could, I wanted to prolong this time together with my new friends. When I was on my own, I would have a wonderful night to remember. It was a pretty lame substitute for a real friendship, but it would have to do.
We were laughing at Ellie’s impersonation of Miss Piggy riding a motorcycle when a chill shimmied up my spine. It’s only the storm, I told myself, and the cold of the room. Surely it was nothing to worry about.
I was wrong.
The room was dark. Only a small lantern lit the cave, making it impossible to get a glimpse of who sat in the shadows. Yet Drefan made no effort to see the face of the Anaedorian who had summoned him. He knew this one did not want to be identified; he had been mind-blocked coming in and would be mind-blocked going out. He would not be able to find this place again. Drefan went along with the game for the moment. Learning his client’s identity at a later time, without his or her knowledge, would give Drefan a definite advantage. And he liked having the advantage.
The Creature spoke in a raspy voice, giving away neither gender nor age, clan nor skill. “You understand your task?”
“I do.”
“Good. I am . . .” the Creature paused as though searching for the right words, “I am not pleased with how events in Anaedor are playing out. We must do everything we can to ensure that Humans are not allowed to enter Anaedor so freely. They are a great threat to us.”
Drefan was not sure he agreed, but did not voice his opinion on the matter. His work was easier when he neither held nor shared opinions. He cared only about his clan’s survival and was willing to ensure this result at any expense. Exitus acta probat—the end justifies the means. His tribe lived, and sometimes died, by this motto.
The creature hidden in the shadows flicked a dismissive hand at Drefan. “Go now. Your Brass is en route to your Clan Leaders as we speak. Do not fail me.”
I never fail.
Drefan left the oppressive room. As he strode through the darkness, many thoughts ran through his head. This was not the first time he had done work for this creature, but it was the first time he had been asked to do something so serious. It frustrated him that he, a Black Star mind reader, could not read this one’s thoughts or intent. And it bothered him that he desired to do so. Desires could, and often did, lead to a breakdown in discipline. Acknowledging this, he made himself focus on the task at hand. He knew what he had to do, and it would not take long. A simple message began to make its way through a network of minds.
When the creature in the shadows had explained the mission to Drefan, it sounded like a simple process. But Amoral Hunters never took anything for granted. They always believed the worst could happen, even when it rarely did. They made sure they did their jobs well simply by being prepared for whatever might come their way. Even so, to subdue three Humans instead of one presented its own set of potential problems. Not insurmountable to four Hunters, of course, but wanting to leave behind no witnesses, they would bring them all. Drefan would leave it to the creature who had requested his services to decide what to do with them. It made no difference to him.
The wind outside howled like a crazed wolf as the rain pummeled the windowpanes with growing intensity. My door began to rattle and shake as though someone were on the other side of it, desperate to get in. The bed curtains rippled, and a click by the wall caught my attention. I shuddered.
Something was wrong.
Before I could move, a rough blanket enveloped my head and a strong hand pressed against my mouth. A muscular arm wrapped tightly around me and lifted me off the bed as easily as though I were a pillow. I fought to free myself, kicking wildly and reaching behind my head in search of something to grab hold of, but my captor was too quick and strong, and dragged me across the room. Seconds later we dropped to the ground and fell forward down the slide. The ride was fast and the landing smooth, and whoever was carrying me started off at a brisk pace. Yet, despite the speed we were moving, my kidnapper was not breathing hard, scarcely breathing at all, it seemed. Just when I was about to shout at Darian for being too rough with me, the alarming thought occurred to me to stay quiet.
“Heeelp!” a muffled voice shattered the silence that surrounded me. Ellie! “Put me down, you worm, or I’ll—Heyyy! Oomph!”
The cave was quiet once more. Whoever was carrying us made no sounds, moving as noiselessly and swiftly as panthers. The blanket over my head suffocated me; I started to hyperventilate.
This isn’t right! This isn’t right! a voice screamed in my head.
Panic surged through me and I kicked my legs harder and more desperately than before, like a crazed horse. Twisting violently, I found myself on the floor of the cave. Tearing at the blanket covering my head, I kicked out again and yelled as loudly as I could. More shouts joined my own, filling the cave with a chorus of rebounding cries. Strong arms grabbed me, attempting to pick me up, but I squirmed away, leaving the blanket behind. Crouched low to the ground like a wild animal, I looked at each of my four captors, my gaze settling on blazing green, cat-like eyes, and I shivered at the look of cold condescension they directed at me. I bit my lip and returned my kidnapper’s stare. In a blink, his scathing glare melted away, swiftly transforming him from dominant to drowning. As we gazed helplessly at one another, I could do little but take in his appearance.
Tall and hauntingly beautiful, his golden hair glowed in the lamplight that highlighted his prominent cheekbones and strong jaw line. He was amazingly handsome—his chiseled features appeared to have been carved from ice and stone. Like the other three strangers, he wore a long, dark green cape underneath which I could see a close-fitting leather vest over a crisp, white shirt and brown leather pants. A scabbard hung from a belt around his hips. But unlike the others, he wore a thick metal ring around his neck—a torque—and held himself as though he were in command. He looked human enough to me and would fit into our society quite easily except, maybe, for the bold black star tattooed on his forehead. Though nowadays, even that wouldn’t be too unusual.
Whatever was going on, I soon determined that it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Despite the crossbow and threats, I’d never felt truly frightened with Darian and Loria. But this creature was different. He had not come in peace.
With an angry shake of his head, the leader scowled at me, seeming to return from wherever it was he had gone. You are a fool. The voice was arrogant and commanding. I looked to see who was talking to me, but couldn’t figure out which one of the strangers it was. Come. You are wasting my time.
I stared at the stunning creature holding the lantern. His lips had never once moved, but I felt sure now that he was talking to me. And the voice I’d heard had actually come from inside my head. The leader’s blonde eyebrow lifted in amusement.
I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. I wasn’t just reading his thoughts, he was sending them to me. Could he read my thoughts, as well? I wondered.
He smiled a humorless smile. Know this. I will do whatever I have to do to complete my mission.
He had answered my question. I glanced helplessly at the two creatures holding squirming, body-like bundles, and a moan slipped out from between my quivering lips. What had I done?
You have made a very powerful enemy and endangered your friends.
The tall, cloaked man clapped his black gloves together. The one who had been carrying me grabbed me once more, though he did not bother putting the blanket over my head.
“I didn’t mean for this to happen!” I cried as I watched Ellie and Eddie struggle to get loose.
The bundles stopped moving. “What’s going on, Lavida?” Ellie yelped, fear making her voice squeaky under the heavy blanket.
“I don’t know, Ellie,” I said, wishing that I did, wishing this was one of Ian’s practical jokes.
“Ohhh, I hate the dark,” Ellie groaned. “Ouch! Stop poking me, you creep!” The three boasting sea-blue stars on their foreheads laughed. They seemed to find her quite amusing. “My dad is going to sue you jerks for everything you’re worth!” Her threat only made them laugh harder.
My teeth crunched together in anger. I had no idea where we were, where we were going, or what was going to happen when we got there. I glanced around the tunnel; nothing looked even remotely familiar to me. I had to find a way to get us out of this mess.
The lives of your companions are inconsequential to me. Their screams of agony would bring you back before you had traveled ten paces. Do you understand?
“I understand,” I replied, thinking that he didn’t need to be so dramatic about it.
He slowly blinked his long-lashed, green eyes at me and smiled coldly. He motioned for me to come forward. When I came within reach he took hold of my arm, his fingers like pythons. I tried to yank free, but his grip was too strong.
After you. He pushed me ahead of him.
I stumbled but he caught me before I fell. Be careful. I must deliver you in good condition.
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