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      This volume of Spun Yarns Unwound contains contemporary stories written by WDM Publishing’s authors. Some are fantasy, some aren’t, but they’re all set in the here and now.

      Deb Logan typically writes contemporary and urban fantasy for kids and teens, but four of these ten tales lean toward mystery, and two of them are definitely LitRPG.

      Debbie Mumford enjoys writing contemporary stories, especially fantasy and though four are straight contemporary, the other six indulge that love.

      So sit back, relax, and see what our authors think of the world today!
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      Parents. Ya gotta love ‘em. At least until they do something totally idiotic like taking all your carefully crafted summer plans and blowing them straight to … well someplace even hotter than Oklahoma in July.

      I mean, why in the world — this one or the next or any of the ones humanity might colonize in the next thousand years — would anyone think an intelligent, attractive, and eminently popular seventeen-year-old girl like me would want to spend the summer before her senior year in high school marooned in a cabin on a lake in the middle of nowhere?

      Did Mom and Dad not realize I had plans? I had a cush summer job all lined up (lifeguarding at an exclusive country club pool). I had once-in-a-lifetime events scheduled (front row seats for an awesome concert with Julia, my best friend since preschool). I had a LIFE!

      At least, I did until my parents announced we were taking a family vacation. A mandatory family vacation. No exceptions, no excuses.

      And where were we going on this fabulous trip my younger siblings and I were being forced into? London? Paris? The Eastern Seaboard? No. The parental units were dragging us off to a moldering old house on the shore of Keuka Lake in upstate New York.

      “It’s been in my family for over a century,” Dad explained as we boarded the plane in Tulsa.

      Great, I thought, struggling not to say anything out loud. Mom had already lectured me on the dangers of negativity. We’re probably going to have to spend the summer repairing the roof.

      “Will I be able to fish?” asked Tommy, my ten-year-old brother and the youngest of our tribe.

      “Absolutely,” said Dad. “We can fish off the dock any time we’re not swimming.”

      Jessie nudged me with her sharp little elbow. “Hear that, Amanda? We can swim!”

      I gave my twelve-year-old sister my best how stupid can you be glare. “It’s a lake, Jessie. Of course we can swim.”

      We settled into the minuscule slots the airline called seats and dutifully buckled in. Jessie and I sat on one side of the narrow aisle, with Mom and Dad and Tommy across from us. Tommy had the window seat, while Dad and I — the tallest members of the family — claimed the aisles.

      I sighed, fantasizing about escaping the plane just before they closed the doors and hiding out with Julia for the summer. Instead, I pulled my iPad from my backpack, switched it to airplane mode and opened an ebook file while the flight attendants secured the doors. As we taxied to the runway, I bade a silent farewell to the awesome summer I’d planned and resigned myself to the boredom of life with the rug rats: Jessie and Tommy.
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      We arrived at twilight, our rented minivan bouncing over the long, rutted drive that led from the overgrown two-lane blacktop to the lake house property. True to my expectations, the house was a nightmare. A two-story structure with peeling white paint and sagging front porch, it squatted near the lake, the red-gold light of the setting sun giving it the look of some ancient carnivore waiting to swallow us whole.

      Dad parked so that the minivan’s headlights lit a path to the front door. We scrambled out and stretched. After a five-hour flight and a two-hour drive, I was beyond glad to be standing on firm ground, even if said ground was in the middle of nowhere.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Mom said with a kind of hushed reverence.

      I glanced at the old house and frowned, then looked at Mom. She was gazing across the lake toward the setting sun. I released my resentment long enough to take in the sight. The glowing disc of the sun slid behind dark, low hills across water that glistened like molten gold, the sky wrapped in clouds painted pink and red and orange, the edges fading into royal purple, all framed by the dark branches of two huge oak trees that grew between the house and the water.

      The scene was beautiful, and I might have enjoyed it if I hadn’t been aware of the lake house behind me, watching us like a hungry beast sizing up its prey. I shivered and turned from the glorious sunset, unable to resist the warning of the prickles running up and down my spine.

      Dad stepped toward the porch. I grabbed his arm and he stopped, gazing at me quizzically.

      “Let’s not stay here,” I said. “Let’s go back to the state park. I’m sure we can find someplace to stay.”

      Dad frowned, glanced at the house and back to me. “Why? We’ve got a perfectly good place to stay right here.” He put an arm around my shoulders and gave a quick squeeze. “Come on. You’re tired and hungry. You’ll feel better once we’re all settled in.”

      I disagreed, but dutifully followed him to the front door. He was fumbling for keys when a truck swung down the drive and stopped beside the minivan. Blinded by the headlights, I put a hand up to shade my eyes and saw a figure emerge and stand silhouetted in front of the new vehicle.

      “Mr. Baines?” called a young male voice.

      Dad held up his hand and stepped off the porch. I followed not wanting to remain within the house’s grasp.

      “I’m David Baines,” Dad said. “How can I help you?”

      The figure stepped forward and resolved into a good-looking guy not too much older than me. He smiled and stretched out a hand to Dad.

      “I’m Evan Pryce,” he said as Dad accepted his hand and they shook. “My dad’s the caretaker here. He was called out of town unexpectedly and asked me to come by and make sure you had food and fuel. I’ve got supplies in the back of the truck.”

      “Much appreciated, Evan,” Dad said. “I hope everything’s all right with your dad. I haven’t see Jason since we were in our teens.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew each other.”

      Evan led the way to the bed of the truck, and Dad waved us all over. “Come on everyone. Lend a hand.”

      Grabbing a box of lettuce, tomatoes, and other salad veggies, I followed Dad and Evan to the door. Evan steadied a box of kindling between his body and the door frame, whipped out a key and unlocked the door in a smooth motion. Shifting the box’s balance he swung inside, calling, “Wait just a sec while I light the lamps.”

      Lamps?

      Yellowish light flared and Evan reappeared carrying an old-fashioned hurricane lamp. The kind with a metal handle and frame, glass chimney and a reservoir for oil or kerosene. Seriously? This place didn’t even have electricity?

      I bit my lip to keep from complaining. No electricity meant no refrigerator — I glanced toward the kitchen, wondering how Mom would handle meals — but it also meant no way to recharge my iPad, which meant no music and no reading. No Internet connection meant no email commiseration with Julia. What a great summer Mom and Dad had arranged. Total isolation in a foreign part of the country with nothing to do but jump in the lake. Heck, without electricity, we’d be going to bed when the sun went down. Oh, joy! What could be more fun than this?

      Once we had all our luggage and Evan’s supplies inside, I finally got a decent look at the guy. Definitely not much older than me. He had the tall, lanky frame of a boy on his way to becoming a man. His hands and feet seemed too big for his body, which hadn’t yet filled out, but his wavy chestnut hair and deep blue eyes were definitely attractive and he had a nice smile.

      So maybe the summer had possibilities after all. Where one cute boy lived, there must be others.

      While Evan primed the pump at the kitchen sink and showed Mom and Dad how to load the block ice into the icebox, I lit another lamp and explored the main floor. The front door opened into a large front room, the dark wood floor now littered with our luggage. A dark colored, dusty, overstuffed sofa hunched against one wall behind a rickety coffee table, two matching plush chairs sat across from it. A stone fireplace with a rough hewn mantle occupied the wall between the front room and the kitchen and a well-worn oak table and six chairs provided an eating area. Bookshelves lined one wall. I lifted the lamp and examined the titles. Lots of torn dust covers and books with cracked and peeling spines. I guessed these volumes hadn’t been updated in my lifetime. Maybe not even in Dad’s.

      Between the faded wallpaper, the bedraggled furniture, and the complete lack of modern, electrical appliances, the house felt like a creature that had outlived its place in time.

      Dad and Tommy lit more lamps and we all traipsed upstairs to claim our bedrooms. Make that cells. The rooms were tiny, barely big enough to hold a twin bed, and had screen doors.

      I turned to Dad. “Why are there screen doors inside?”

      But it was Evan who answered. “No electricity, remember? That means no air conditioning and no fans. The screen doors allow air to move freely through the house, while keeping pets, or pests, out of your bedrooms.”

      Mom and Dad’s room was a little bigger, they had a double bed, but it too sported a screen door.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” asked Jessie.

      Evan moved to a window at the back of the house, held up his lantern and pointed. “Right back there.”

      “Dad!” Jessie squealed, “Do you really expect us to stay somewhere that doesn’t even have a toilet?”

      “Think of it as an adventure,” Dad said brightly. “I loved coming here when I was a kid.”

      “Good for you,” I said, but so quietly that only Evan heard. He glanced sideways at me and hid a smile behind his hand.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered as he turned back to the stairs. “We have all the modern conveniences at my place. Even Wi-Fi.”

      “Want to adopt me for the summer?” I breathed. As soon as the words were out, I blushed. That had not sounded as flip as I’d intended.

      The appraising look he gave me made me squirm. Without waiting for a reply, I moved to join Jessie and Tommy who were arguing over which room was whose.

      “I’m oldest,” I announced, “so I’m claiming first dibs. This one is mine.” I stepped inside one of the two tiny bedrooms that looked out over the lake.

      “Good choice, Amanda,” Mom said, stepping in to avoid a battle. “Jessie, you take the room next to Amanda’s. Tommy, you’ll like this one over here,” she said turning him deftly toward the little room that looked into the dark forest. “You’ll be able to watch for squirrels and birds from the window, and Dad and I will be right next door.”

      We trooped back downstairs to find our luggage and carry it back to our respective rooms. Personally, I wondered if there’d be room in the little cell for me and my suitcase at the same time.

      Before everyone could scatter to their rooms, Evan cleared his throat. “Well,” he said, “it looks like you’re settling in nicely, so I’ll say good night. Mr. Baines, if you need anything, you have our number.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, suddenly struck by an alarming thought. “The house doesn’t have a phone, and there’s no electricity. How are we supposed to keep our cell phones charged?”

      Dad grinned. “We won’t. You’re off the grid as of now, but I’ll keep mine charged up in the minivan, in case of emergency.”

      Evan moved to the door and saluted. “Have a great stay. I’ll stop by in a day or two to see if you need anything.” And then he disappeared into the night.

      As the sound of his truck died away, the house creaked and I imagined it exhaling in malevolent satisfaction. Another shiver ran down my spine.

      “Dad, are you sure about this?” I asked. “I don’t think this house likes us.”

      Jessie and Tommy stopped on the stairs, dropping their bags with muffled clunks. Dad stared at me, but Mom stepped forward and put a hand on my forehead.

      “Are feeling well, Amanda? I know you didn’t want to come, but it’s not like you to be fanciful.”

      I shrugged away from her and faced Dad. “I’m not trying to be difficult, but this place feels haunted. I want to leave.”

      Something scraped across the floor above our heads, and everyone jumped. Jessie and Tommy scampered down the stairs and ran to Mom, who threw her arms about their shoulders and drew them close.

      Dad moved to the stairs and peered up. “I’m sure that was just the wind,” he said bracingly. “Tommy, Jessie, everything is fine. Grab your bags and lets take them upstairs. Lydia,” he continued, giving Mom a meaningful glance, “speak to Amanda.”

      Mom nodded, and Dad and the rug rats disappeared up the stairs.

      “All right, Amanda. What’s this all about? I understand you’re unhappy about this vacation, but there’s no need to frighten the younger children.”

      I inhaled deeply and tried to calm the butterflies in my belly. No joy. They tumbled and whirled like they were dancing on the edge of a tornado. “Honestly, Mom,” I said, my voice much steadier than my stomach, “I’m not trying to cause trouble. I just have a really bad feeling about this place.” I hurried on before she could interrupt. “It wasn’t so bad while Evan was here — like it was hiding its intent from him, but the minute he left I felt it again. It’s like the house is alive, and it wants us gone.”

      Mom had been frowning until I mentioned Evan’s name, then her face cleared and a smug expression quirked her lips and danced in her eyes. “Oh, I see,” she said. “You feel safe when Evan’s here, but don’t think your father and I can protect you.”

      “No!” I said, raising my voice more than I’d intended. “I mean, he seems like a nice guy and all, but you’re missing the point. It’s not me, it’s the house! It wanted him gone so it would have us to itself.”

      “Amanda, do you hear how ridiculous you sound? This is a house. A structure of wood and brick and stone, built by human hands. It’s not alive and it’s not haunted.” She shook her head, picked up her bag and headed for the stairs. “Get your things. I want you unpacked before dinner.”

      I was severely skeptical of unpacking into the scruffy old dark wood trunk that sat at the end of my bed, but when I lifted the scarred lid I discovered several packets of lavender sachet tucked into the sections of a deep, removable tray along with a carefully lined main compartment that smelled of cedar. By the time I’d emptied my suitcase into the trunk and arranged my belongings in a sensible manner, the sweet smell of frying bacon was wafting through my screen door.

      Tommy slammed out of his room across the hall and raced for the stairwell. “Bacon!” he yelled, like the little savage he is.

      Jessie appeared at my door like a ghost materializing from the ether. “Come on, Amanda! Tommy will eat everything in sight if we don’t get there quick.”

      “You know Mom won’t let him eat our share,” I said with a laugh, but I got to my feet, grabbed my empty suitcase and waved her toward the stairs. “But I’m starving, so I’m right behind you.”

      Dad and Jessie stowed the suitcases in the minivan while Tommy and I set the table. Before we knew it, we were eating our first meal at the lake house. I hated to admit it, but it was kind of cozy sitting around that scrubbed oak table by lamplight eating bacon, fried eggs, toast with real butter and sipping hot cocoa. Real hot cocoa! Not the dehydrated stuff made with hot water we always used at home. This was smooth and rich and so sweet I had to sip slowly, but oh … so delicious!

      Even though it was only 8:30 when we finished cleaning up after dinner, I was so tired I didn’t even complain when Mom suggested we all head to bed.

      “Great idea,” Dad agreed. “It’s been a long day, and we might as well start adjusting to a new schedule. With no electricity, we’re going to be following the natural cycle of light and dark more closely than we do at home.”

      I grimaced, but kept my mouth shut. Julia was never going to believe me when I finally got to tell her about this … unusual … summer vacation.

      Before I blew out the pretty little painted glass lamp beside my bed, I made sure that the flashlight Dad had given me for middle of the night excursions to the outhouse was safely under my pillow. I was exhausted, but uneasy about being alone in the dark in a house that seemed to resent me, but I’d noticed that since dinner the atmosphere had mellowed. Maybe the house was getting used to us.

      I perched on the edge of my bed, bare feet firmly planted on the hardwood floor, and placed my palm flat against the wall. Closing my eyes, I sent a thought to the spirit of the house, “I’m not your enemy. I’ll be careful not to hurt or damage you, if you’ll give my family shelter and safety while we’re here.”

      I know it was a stupid thing to do. Mom was right. It was a house. A building. A structure of wood and stone. It wasn’t a living creature.

      But I swear, as soon as I made that pact, the floor shivered beneath my feet and I heard a soft screeching like a hinge in desperate need of oil saying, “Truce.”

      It was probably just the wind scraping a branch across the peeling paint on the side of the house, but it calmed me. I slept deeply and peacefully, assured that the house had accepted us.
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      I’m not anxious to admit it to Mom and Dad, but I discovered myself during that month at the lake house. The absence of electronic gadgets, the isolation from all but myself, my family and a very few new friends, forced me to look inward and I found strengths and talents I would never have guessed I possessed.

      We swam — a lot! — and hiked the surrounding hills. Tommy and Jessie developed a passion for fishing, and while that particular pastime held no interest whatsoever for me, I thoroughly enjoyed eating their catches. There’s nothing like fresh trout sprinkled with garden-fresh herbs and baked over an open fire … a delicacy we enjoyed often that summer.

      In the evenings, we read by lamplight or worked thousand-piece puzzles on the oak table, or, my personal favorite, wrote. Mom had bought a supply of spiral notebooks, colored pencils and pens, and crayons at the general store, and we all took advantage of them. Tommy drew pictures of fish and squirrels and other rodents he observed in the woods, Jessie created mazes and flowing patterns that reminded me of Celtic knots, and I discovered a love of story telling.

      My stories weren’t particularly well-written, but Tommy and Jessie enjoyed listening to the ones I chose to read aloud, and Mom and Dad praised my imagination. I developed one recurring character, a little girl named Becca. I’d dream of Becca during long nights of restful sleep, and then record her adventures the next evening. Jessie was especially fond of my stories about Becca. Probably because the girls were about the same age.

      Evan came by every other day or so, supposedly to check on our supplies of firewood and block ice, but I think he came to see me … and the rug rats, of course. He swam with us, waging fierce splashing battles with Tommy and Jessie, and introduced us to the best hiking trails in the area. He also told us about the Finger Lakes, almost lecturing on the glacial activity that had created the distinctive lakes.

      What he had to say was interesting, in an oddly academic sort of way, but Evan himself was more so. I studied him as he explained geologic forces to Tommy and Jessie. He loved this stuff! His face glowed as he described the movement of the ice, the grinding of the rocks, and his blue eyes darkened with intensity. He leaned forward, gesturing with his hands, as if he could make the rug rats see what he was envisioning. I was fascinated by the expressions that flitted across his face … and by how easily I could read them.

      One particularly fine day, we packed a lunch and the four of us hiked to the top of a nearby ridge. Sunlight filtered through leaves of oak, beech, and hickory as we tramped along the trail, our footsteps muffled by a thick layer of leaf duff. Jessie and Tommy darted from one side of the trail to the other, covering twice the distance Evan and I trod. Every now and then we’d stop to admire one of their discoveries, a fairy ring of mushrooms or the tiny splash of color of some late-blooming wildflower.

      The trail was an easy one, the ground rising gradually, but I was still winded by the time we stepped out of the shadow of the trees onto a crag of rock at the top of the ridge. I yanked my baseball cap from my head and wiped my forehead with my sleeve, glad that I’d pulled my dark hair into a ponytail so that it was off my neck. When I finally glanced around, I stilled. The view was breathtaking. Vast forests of oak, maple, beech and hickory, with the occasional spear point of pine spread out before us with sunlight sparkling off the deep blue water of the lake.

      “This is amazing, Evan,” I whispered. “Thank you so much for bringing us.”

      “Thought you’d like it,” he said with a grin. He swung his pack off his shoulders and glanced at Tommy. “Who’s ready for lunch?”

      With a whoop of delight, Tommy settled on a rock at Evan’s feet. I swear he opened his mouth like a baby bird waiting to be fed, but Tommy denies that vehemently.

      After a lunch of peanut butter and grape jelly sandwiches, Cortland apples and thirst-quenching water, Tommy and Jessie wandered off to look for interesting rocks — Tommy was determined to find an arrowhead — and flowers. Evan and I stayed on the crag, soaking up the sunshine and talking about our respective futures.

      “I’m off to college in the fall,” he said. “SUNY Cortland.”

      I stared at him blankly. “What’s a sue-knee?”

      He looked startled, then shook his head and said, “I forget you’re not from around here. S-U-N-Y. State University of New York at Cortland.”

      I nodded. “I’ve been accepted at the University of Tulsa, but I’m not sure I want to stay that close to home. I may apply a few more places before school starts.”

      He peered at me from the corner of his eye while he played with a piece of dried grass. “Ever think of coming east? Cortland’s a good school.”

      My jaw dropped. He wanted me to go to his college? Why? I mean, he had been coming around a lot, but this was one of the first times we’d ever been alone … kind of … Jessie and Tommy were somewhere nearby.

      I closed my mouth. After all, if he was really interested in me, I didn’t want to look like a complete idiot.

      “Well … um … no,” I stammered. I sucked in a deep breath and tried again. “I mean, I’d never been to New York until this summer. It seems like a nice place,” I finished lamely.

      He turned to face me. “You should think about it,” he said, his blue eyes darkening with an intensity I’d only ever seen when he talked about geology. He leaned close to me, too close for me to continue gazing into those sapphire eyes. I closed my own, felt his warm breath whisper across my lips. He was going to kiss me. Evan Pryce was going to kiss me!

      “Amanda!” Jessie’s scream broke our spell. “Evan! Help!”

      Evan jumped to his feet while I scrambled upright. We raced across the crag toward her voice. “Coming, Jessie,” I yelled, terrified by the possibilities of what might have happened.

      “It’s Tommy,” she cried as we skidded to a halt in front of her. “He slipped and fell and then couldn’t stop himself. He went over the edge!” She pointed to a spot where the rocky ridge rounded into blue sky.

      “Calm down, Jessie.” Tommy’s words floated up to us. “I’m fine. I’m sitting on a grassy ledge, but I can’t stand up. My foot’s stuck between two rocks.”

      My hammering heart relaxed into an almost normal rhythm and I released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I stared at Evan. “What do we do? How do we get him back?”

      “Let me see where he is.” Evan stretched out on his belly and crawled slowly to the place where the rock sloped over the drop-off. I followed his example, ready to grab his feet if he should start to slide.

      Evan peered over the edge. “How you doing, buddy?”

      “Not too bad,” Tommy answered, but I could hear the fear in his voice.

      “Don’t worry,” Evan said. “We’ll have you out of there in no time.”

      Evan slithered back to safety and gave me a worried glance. “Jessie, I left my pack up where we had lunch. Would you go get it?” As soon as she was out of earshot he whispered, “He’s safe. The ledge is stable, but his foot is caught. I’ll need to go down and help him get loose.”

      I nodded, understanding his dilemma. “You’re worried that I won’t be able to get both of you back up,” I said so quietly I could barely hear my own words.

      “I’ve got rope in my pack and I’m good with knots. We’ll secure it to a tree and I’ll use it to guide me over the edge and down to Tommy. Once he’s free, I’ll assess his ankle, if he can bear weight, we shouldn’t have any trouble. Actually, we shouldn’t have any trouble anyway, but if something else goes wrong, do you think you can find your way home and get your dad?” He bit his lip, then added, “Better get both our dads. Mine knows his way around this kind of thing.”

      I closed my eyes and reviewed the trail in my mind. I hadn’t paid close attention — Evan was leading and he knew where he was going, but the path had been straightforward. I could do it.

      “Yes. I can get home.”

      “Good. If all goes well, you won’t need to, but if not, take Jessie and get help. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.”

      He leaned forward and touched his lips to mine. “I want to pick up where we were interrupted,” he said with a quick grin. “Later?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Later!”

      Jessie appeared with Evan’s pack. He lifted an eyebrow and asked, “Do you think she’s going to make a habit of that?”

      I laughed aloud. “Definitely. It’s her super power.”

      Jessie frowned. “What?”

      Evan grabbed his pack from her. “Thanks, Jessie.” He dug down to the bottom and pulled out a length of sturdy rope. “Now, let’s find something to anchor this to.”

      We were in luck. The rope was long enough to tie around a stout young maple and Evan’s knot work proved reliable. Within the hour both boys were safe and secure on the path.

      After a brief rest, Evan found a branch to use as a walking stick and hoisted Tommy onto his back. I shouldered Evan’s pack and Jessie led our procession down the trail and back to the lake house.

      Mom and Dad were panicked, relieved, and grateful, all at the same time. Evan, the hero of the day, stayed for dinner and Dad even built a bonfire in the fire pit as dusk deepened.

      I had a lot to think about as I fell asleep that night.
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      A few days before we were due back at the Rochester Airport for our return flight to Tulsa, Jessie disappeared.

      Evan and I had been trying to find some alone time to explore the exciting new connection we seemed to be building, but between Mom and Dad’s refusal to allow me to leave the lake house, and Jessie’s uncanny ability to interrupt, we’d been totally thwarted. So my first thought upon hearing that Mom couldn’t find her was, “Good! Maybe now Evan and I can grab a minute alone!”

      Imagine my guilt when she was still missing hours later.

      Evan called his dad — unlike me, he had a working cell phone, and a group of men gathered to search the trails near the lake house. Tommy and I donned swim suits and searched the water around and under the dock. Mom scoured the house from top to bottom, even checking the attic and crawl space which none of us had bothered with all summer.

      No one found any sign of her. Jessie had simply vanished.

      Exhausted by fear and guilt, I dropped into one of the overstuffed chairs in the front room and closed my eyes. As I relaxed, a shiver ran down my spine and a corresponding tremor moved through the floor boards beneath my feet. I froze, remembering my initial unease with this house. But we’d been here nearly a month, and since I’d made my pact with it that first night, I’d been at ease. Had something changed? Had the house broken our agreement and harmed Jessie?

      Rage flared, coursing through my veins. If the lake house had hurt Jessie, I’d make sure it was razed and the ground beneath it salted!

      As if understanding my unspoken threat, an image formed in my mind. Becca. The little girl I’d been writing stories about for the past month. One of her adventures had communicated itself to me with such intense sorrow, such soul-wrenching sadness, that I hadn’t tried to write it down. I knew I didn’t have the skill with words to convey her emotions, but I’d never forget that dream.

      It occurred to me now that my dreams of Becca had begun almost immediately after I’d made my deal with the house. They couldn’t be related, could they? Was Becca somehow tied to this house?

      Was the house trying to communicate with me now? Through Becca?

      “Do you know where Jessie is?” I asked the little girl in my mind.

      She nodded, and once again my heart was flooded with the sad devastation of that unrecorded dream.

      I jumped from my comfortable chair and raced for the kitchen, calling for Mom.

      “What?” she cried. “Have you found her?”

      “Not yet, but I have an idea.” I pointed to a cabinet door hidden below the worktable that sat along the wall the kitchen shared with the front room, the wall that housed the fireplace in that other room. “Did you look in there?”

      Mom looked blank. “No. I didn’t even think of it. It’s out of my line of sight.”

      I nodded. “But it’s not out of Jessie’s. Help me move the table.”

      The table didn’t block the door, but if my dream of Becca was accurate, the door could only be opened from the outside. If I went in, I wanted Mom to have easy access to get me out.

      We dragged the table to middle of the room and I scrambled to the cabinet door, praying I wasn’t too late. I yanked it open and Mom held it still. I crawled inside and found my little sister, unconscious.

      Pulling her out onto the kitchen floor, I glanced up at Mom. “We need to get her to a hospital.”

      “What’s wrong?” Mom asked. “Why didn’t she answer me? I’ve been calling her name for hours!”

      “I don’t know for sure,” I said, “but I think it’s carbon monoxide from the fireplace. It’s been building up in the cabinet all month.”

      Dad, Evan, and Evan’s dad, Jason, came through the back door, saw Jessie on the floor and the kitchen erupted in activity. Jason called 9-1-1, Evan moved to my side, and Dad scooped Jessie from the floor, saying, “What does she need?”

      “Fresh air!” I yelled and we all bolted for the front door.

      The emergency dispatcher recommended that we wait for the ambulance, and before I would’ve thought possible in such a remote location the lake house’s drive was filled with flashing lights and milling people.

      Jessie was given oxygen and taken to a nearby hospital, Mom and Tommy riding along with her.

      The police officer, along with Dad and Jason and Evan, wanted to know how I’d found her. I couldn’t very well tell them that the house and a small ghost had told me, so I just said that I noticed the cabinet and suddenly realized that its proximity to the fireplace could have been a death trap. After all, my class had studied carbon monoxide poisoning in a health unit last year.

      The men went to check out the cabinet, and I followed.

      Dad shone a flashlight around the enclosure and stilled. “Jason,” he said quietly, “what do you remember about family legends? Didn’t a little girl go missing in the ‘40s?”

      Evan’s dad frowned. “Yes. I think she was about twelve. They never found her.”

      Dad looked up, his expression solemn. “I think we just did.”

      “Her name was Becca, wasn’t it?” I asked.

      Jason looked startled, then thoughtful. “Yes,” he said. “I believe it was. Rebecca Baines. Her parents were the last year-round residents of this house. After her disappearance, it became a vacation home. My family had worked for the Baines from time to time, so we became the caretakers.” He studied me for a moment. “Have you been seeing ghosts?”

      I blushed. “Not really, but I’ve been dreaming about Becca.”

      He nodded. “Every now and then a family member has sworn the house was haunted. But only family. When we rent it out to the general public, we never hear any tales. Seems Becca only wanted to talk to relations.”

      Dad stood and put an arm around my shoulders. “Well, I’m glad she chose to talk to you. Not only did you save your sister, but you’ve found a lost child. We’ll give her a proper burial. Maybe that will allow her spirit to rest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Being home in Tulsa was weird after that Keuka Lake summer. I was thrilled to have Internet access again, and being able to email and Skype with Evan was great, but the world felt noisy somehow. I missed the peace and quiet of the lake house.

      Jessie recovered fully and she and I talked about her adventure in the cupboard. She’d been dreaming of Becca too. When she crawled into that cupboard, she knew she’d found the other girl, she just hadn’t expected to be in danger of sharing her fate.

      Evan and I were finally allowed to go on an honest-to-goodness date, and let’s just say that his kiss was worth the wait! I’m prepping my application for SUNY Cortland now. A year seems like forever, but we’re corresponding almost daily. By the time I get to college, I’m going to know exactly what makes Evan Pryce tick.

      I already know his two main passions: geology … and me!
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      My name is Amelia Fox, and I’m a spy. Just like my mom.

      Okay, I’m a fifteen-year-old girl, and I don’t know for a fact that my mom is a spy, but come on! What else could she be? I mean, no one with a lick of intelligence — and my mom is brilliant — could possibly be content as a corporate accountant for a shoe company. I mean, really? She’s got to be a spy. Traveling around the world to boring shoe conventions and factory inspections … that’s just her cover. She’s actually making the world safe for truth and justice.

      Just like superman. Only quieter.

      So quiet in fact that she won’t even admit to her family what she’s up to, and our family is very small and tight. Just Mom and me and Grammie, who watches over me while Mom’s off doing her thing. As Grammie always says, “It’s just us girls.”

      Not that our family was always females only. Dad and Grandpa died together in a plane crash in the Wasatch Mountains of Utah when I was just a baby, so while I know Mom and Grammie miss them, I’m okay. I mean, it’s hard to miss people you never knew.

      But back to Mom being a spy, while she’s never admitted anything, I’m pretty smart, so whether she tells me or not. I know the score.

      And today, my suspicions were confirmed. During my first day at my new school of all places.
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      Mercer Island Academy was designed as a stately English country manor complete with wrought iron fence enclosing the grounds. Mom dropped me off on my first morning, and I sprinted up the stone steps without a backward glance, pausing only after passing through the high front doors into the entry hall.

      A pretty blonde girl dressed in the obligatory uniform of a navy, green, and black plaid skirt, white shirt and navy sweater vest, but with her shirttails hanging out, lingered just inside the front door. She clutched her backpack to her chest like a life-preserver and stared wide-eyed around the entry hall. I joined her in silent observation. Polished hardwood floors, high ceilings, and sweeping staircase. The interior walls were wood. Mahogany, just like Mom’s desk at home. Several doors stood guard to the right and left of the staircase — mute sentinels guarding the school’s secrets. All tightly closed. A crystal chandelier hung suspended over the center of the foyer, blocking the view up the stairs.

      “It’s so … grand,” whispered the pretty blonde.

      “Yeah, but we’re here. We belong.” I tore my gaze from the crystals budding from the chandelier and smiled at her. “I’m Amelia Fox. This is my first day. I’m guessing you’re new too?”

      Blue eyes fastened on me and a shy smile bloomed. “Uh-huh. Paige Andrews. I’m here on a scholarship, and right now I think they made a huge mistake.”

      I laughed and butted her with my shoulder. “Hey. You’re ahead of me. Somebody chose you. I’m just here ‘cause Mom can afford to pay.”

      Paige giggled and her face lost the stressed, tight-stretched look. “Glad to meet you, Amelia. Ready to brave the ranks of Mercer Island Academy?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      We nodded to each other and marched to the conservatively clad woman who stood to the left of the stairway under a sign that read “New Students: Last Names A - L.”

      “Good morning, ladies. I’m Miss Wentworth, a guidance counselor here at the academy. What are your names?” She glanced at her clipboard and flipped pages until she found Paige and then me. Pulling sheets from under the clip, she handed one to each of us.

      “Here are your schedules. Keep them handy until you’ve memorized your class assignments and locations,” she instructed in clipped tones. “First, though, proceed up the stairs and to the left to the grand ballroom. Headmistress Patrick will address the school in a few minutes.”

      Paige and I skipped up the stairs and followed a crowd of uniform-clad kids to the ballroom. The large room was set up as an auditorium, complete with temporary stage and rows of folding chairs.

      We settled into adjoining chairs and Paige grabbed my schedule to compare classes. I slipped my backpack under my seat, then peered at the pieces of paper in her hand.

      “Look! We have English Lit and Algebra together,” Paige said.

      “Nice. Too bad we have different Social Studies teachers.”

      “Look at your schedule after lunch!” Paige exclaimed. “Your whole afternoon is dedicated to Independent Study.” She glanced at me sideways. “Are you some kind of genius, or something? I’ve got normal classes all day.”

      I shrugged. “I’m smart, but I bet everyone here is. No idea what that’s all about. Guess I’ll find out this afternoon.”
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      Paige and I were just finishing our lunch — Chicken Alfredo with a side of peas and carrots, followed by Peach Melba for dessert — when Miss Wentworth appeared behind Paige.

      “Miss Fox,” she said, pinning me to my chair with a stern gaze. “Please follow me. We need to arrange your afternoon schedule.”

      I glanced at Paige, who gave me a wan smile, gathered my dishes onto a tray, and followed the counselor. As we passed a large metal cabinet slotted for trays, I slid the remains of my lunch into an empty slot. Just like we’d been instructed to do when we entered the cafeteria.

      Miss Wentworth nodded as I joined her in the hall. “Very good, Miss Fox. You follow directions well.” She led me down the main staircase to the entry hall. Pausing before one of the doors I’d noticed earlier, she chose a silver key from a keychain attached to her belt, unlocked it, and gestured me inside.

      I hesitated. A locked door. Why would she take me through a locked door? Was I in trouble? I couldn’t be in trouble! I hadn’t been here long enough to do anything wrong.

      Miss Wentworth raised an eyebrow, but remained silent.

      I took a deep breath and stepped through into a mahogany paneled hallway that smelled of lemon and beeswax. Miss Wentworth followed me and I heard the lock snick back into place. I suppressed a shudder. Whatever was going on, I was determined to show no fear.

      Miss Wentworth’s functional low heels clicked on the polished wood floor as we approached the door at the end of the hall. I tried to keep my rubber-soled high-tops from squeaking. My heart was pounding so loudly I was sure the counselor could hear it, and I wanted to keep my noise to a minimum.

      As she chose a second key, this one bronze, she said, “If you accept your schedule, you’ll be issued the necessary keys.”

      I frowned. If I accepted my schedule? Like I had a choice?

      The door swung open and I peered into a small conference room with white walls and linoleum floors so clean they reflected the furnishings. Plush leather seats were arranged in four rows of five, all facing a glass and steel podium. Four additional leather chairs sat behind the podium, facing the other twenty. Nineteen heads turned to look at me as Miss Wentworth gestured for me to take the final seat in the audience.

      I slipped into the soft leather chair and nodded to the girl next to me. She turned back to the podium without acknowledging my presence.

      Miss Wentworth stepped to the podium as a door opened near the front and four additional adults entered, filing up to sit behind her. Each adult wore a dark blue Mercer Island Academy blazer. One man — horn-rimmed glasses, a white button-down shirt and a fussy little bow tie — wiped the leather chair with a white handkerchief before sitting down.

      The other man — blond hair, blue eyes, white polo shirt, no facial hair — plopped down and studied the ceiling. Which seemed odd, since it was featureless, white acoustic tiles.

      The other two female teachers were dressed identically to Miss Wentworth. Dark blue blazers, white blouses, and pleated skirts that fell just below the knee in the same navy, green, and black plaid that the female students wore. Fortunately, our skirts were cut to a more fashionable length.

      “Welcome, students,” Miss Wentworth said, causing every eye to focus on her. “I’m sure you’re all wondering about your afternoon schedules. First, let me say that while Mercer Island Academy is a fine institution of learning, specializing in preparing young people for academic success at the university level, it is also houses a rather specialized program of study accessible only to students who have been recommended by, shall we say, experts in the field.”

      I glanced around at the other boys and girls in the audience, wondering who they were and what we’d been recommended for.

      “Mr. Smith, if you will hand out the schedules, please. Students, refrain from opening your envelopes until I give you permission.”

      The blond man stepped forward, accepted a stack of manila envelopes from Miss Wentworth and, checking the name on each, handed them to individual students. Most of us frowned and looked puzzled on inspecting the envelope, and when I finally received mine, I understood why.

      The name on the outside was C. Bedelia.

      My mouth fell open, but I stifled a protest. No way would I open the envelope since it clearly wasn’t mine.

      Miss Wentworth cleared her throat, drawing our attention back to the front of the room.

      “I assure you, Mr. Smith has not made a mistake in handing you that particular envelope. You have each been recommended by someone the Mercer Island Academy trusts to be enrolled in our, uh, unique program of study. You have been chosen to be trained for covert operations, as spies, and as such each of you will be known by your cover, your legend, rather than by your true identity.”

      My heart went into overdrive. I knew it! I knew Mom was a spy, and here was the proof. She’d enrolled me in a private school and recommended me for spy training! I grinned down at the envelope and wondered who C. Bedelia was supposed to be and what she was going to learn this year?

      “If any of you would prefer not to be involved in this program, you are free to leave the room now,” Miss Wentworth continued. “Do not open your envelope. Simply leave it on your chair and exit by the door you came in through. Someone will escort your back to the office and your schedule will be updated there. You will, of course, be required to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

      She paused, but no one moved.

      Leave? Now? As if!

      “Excellent,” said Miss Wentworth. “Your training begins now. You will be given half an hour to study your schedule and memorize your legend. Do you understand, Miss Bedelia?”

      A heartbeat of silence followed, then my brain caught up and I realized Miss Wentworth had asked me a question. I was Miss Bedelia.

      “Yes, Miss Wentworth,” I said in a clear voice. “I understand.”

      “Very good.” She nodded to Mr. Horn-rimmed Glasses, who pulled a stop watch from his pocket. “Begin timing … now!”

      I ripped open my envelope with shaking fingers, more excited to be C. Bedelia than I’d ever been to be Amelia Fox. I yanked a sheaf of papers out and absorbed their contents.

      I was Claire Bedelia, a fifteen-year-old girl from Montpelier, Vermont.

      Seriously? Vermont? I was Seattle born and bred. I had no idea what a Vermonter sounded like. Would I lose credit for having the wrong accent?

      No time to worry now. I only had half an hour to memorize this stuff.

      My father, Gerald, was an attorney specializing in family law, my mom, Stacy, a stay-at-home mom. I smiled. Stacy. Stay-at-home. I could remember that. My ten-year-old brother, Charlie, was nuts about dinosaurs. You have a brother. Remember that. I was an only child in real life, so I had no experience with siblings, younger or older.

      Claire was an avid soccer fan, loved horses, and dreamed of becoming a veterinarian. Gag!

      I memorized details of Claire’s (my) life and, with five minutes left, turned to my schedule. Mornings would remain in the larger school, picking up subjects required by the state, but my afternoons would be spent in training for covert operations.

      Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons would focus on Beginning Chinese, Code Breaking 101, and Self-Defense for Novices. Tuesdays and Thursdays I’d attend World Geography for Covert Forces, Introduction to Urdu, and Basic Weapons Training.

      A huge grin spread across my face. This was real. I was going to learn about weapons and code breaking. I could hardly wait to get home, hug Mom, and promise never to give her attitude again for the rest of my life! This was a dream-come-true.

      “Time!” called Miss Wentworth. “Mr. Jones, please collect the data and destroy it.”

      Horn-rimmed Glasses guy came around and we handed him our papers. I gave mine up willingly, but I noticed a couple of people still reading as the information was pulled from their grasping fingers.

      “Attention please,” Miss Wentworth said. The room quieted and we all stared avidly forward. “Let me explain the rules of our program. As soon as you walk through that door, you will leave your normal self behind. You will become your legend. No other student in this program will know your real name. Your schedules have been arranged so that you will not be in any non-covert classes together. However, if you should bump into one another in the hallway or encounter each other in the cafeteria, you will walk away with as few words as
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