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Dedication

To Cooper, Harper, Hayden and Archer.
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Chapter One
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It Begins

Ms. Sterces

“Look, Benedict, she’s getting closer.” I spoke just above a whisper lest it all disappear, but I couldn’t stop the excitement rippling through me like a sudden gust of wind. I leaned forward, my gaze transfixed on the swirling golden orb, mesmerized by its hypnotic glow. The colors twirled in a captivating display: vivid yellow, gentle blue, and delicate pink.

Gradually, the hues separated, revealing a breathtaking scene as if on a grand stage. A shape emerged, faint and flickering at first, just a suggestion of a form, but I knew it for what it was even though it wasn’t quite clear. Definitely more shadowy than I would have liked.

I wasn’t perfect, after all.

Benedict blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t see anything, Ms. Sterces. You always tell me to look, but nothing is ever there.” Even though his words carried the weight of disbelief, he peered intently into the magical orb, his tousled blond locks brushing the smooth surface.

I straightened, squaring my shoulders as I scolded, “You don’t see because you don’t want to see.” It was always the same. Benedict didn’t try hard enough. Maybe I should have chosen something else for my companion. Something more agreeable—like a cat.

I raised my chin and sniffed. If I’d wanted something different, I could have. It was my right to choose whatever companion I wanted. A deep sigh escaped my lips. But I hadn’t.

My irritation wavered, softening when he looked up at me, eyes wide and searching. I melted—not literally, but that did once happen to a distant cousin of mine. She was a bit of an idiot, though.

But I digress.

How could I not choose Benedict? When he’d first gazed at me with those big, soulful eyes and wagged his tail, I’d been captivated. Maybe he’d chosen me.

Not that it mattered now. Besides, cats were snotty creatures at best. I certainly hadn’t wanted a cat. No, out of the question. My sister once had one and there’d been no living with the feline. It was always in one snit or another, and it constantly pushed her treasures off the shelves—snotty and ungrateful.

But Benedict could be very trying when he doubted my powers, and only because I’d had a few tiny, insignificant mishaps. Like when I turned him into a boy. The spell broke the moment he left the cottage, and once again, he would become a golden retriever. Hardly my fault. Spells that went awry happened from time to time, and really no fault of the ones who were casting them.

I stared into the magical orb again. “Trust me, she’s getting closer.”

“What’s she like?” He planted his elbows on the scarred wooden table and rested his chin on his palms.

My expression softened, a wistful smile stealing over my lips. “I once had a vision of her,” I said, and then cleared my throat. “But mind you, it was a bit blurry.”

“I’m surprised.” Sarcasm dripped from his words.

I cocked an eyebrow and crossed my arms in front of me. He was beginning to act more like a cat every day.

He bowed his head. “Sorry.”

That was better. I relaxed and thought back to that brief, fleeting vision. “She has long, dark hair, like the midnight sky, and pale blue eyes, clear as a mountain stream.”

My brow furrowed in thought. The vision had quickly vanished, gone before I could completely grasp it. So brief that I wondered if I’d actually seen the new sorceress. Maybe I hadn’t. One could never be certain about these things.

“You’ll see,” I finished.

Benedict began pacing, flapping his arms up and down like a goose who’d caught his feathers in a closing door. He was becoming so agitated, I thought he might take off in flight at any moment. Well, except dogs and young boys can’t fly, so that would never happen. Silly of me to even think he could. 

“You always say that,” Benedict grumbled, his voice laced with annoyance. “You’ll see, you’ll see!”

Just the barest hint of a smile curved my lips. “No, I mean, you’ll see—” I stared into the orb. “Right now, in fact. The family is pulling into the driveway.”

Benedict’s eyes widened in surprised disbelief. “Now? She’s here now? You mean right here! Now!”

I moved away from the orb. We were a bit of a distance from the main house, nestled deep in the woods. Not that we were trying to hide or anything. We had every right to be here.

“Yes, now.” My long, green satin skirt barely brushed the floor as I glided forward and opened the door, the creak of the old wooden floor echoing through the cottage. I couldn’t actually see their van from here, but I was almost certain I heard the crunch of tires on the gravel drive.

Pride swelled inside me. This was the girl. What would she be like? What gifts would she have? Did she even know about them? I mentally shook my head. She must have some vague notion of what was to come—at least, some inkling. In a few days, the child would reach her fourteenth year. Her time was near.

My vision of her was one of breathtaking grace and keen understanding, coupled with profound empathy and a soft touch, all held within a core of remarkable resilience and fearless valor. The new sorceress would be ready and willing to accept her path in life. Ready to face danger head-on. The girl would be perfect.

Benedict suddenly bolted out the door. The moment he stepped across the threshold, his body shimmered and shifted with a bright, swirling white light, returning him to his true form. I shook my head with exasperation. Someday, I would get the spell right.

I sighed as the golden retriever bounded ahead, barking with excitement. “Don’t scare her,” I called after him.

He barked again, a joyous sound that I knew he couldn't keep inside. He’d waited as long as I had for this day.

Yes, everything was unfolding as it should. I had to admit, I was just as anxious. I couldn’t wait to meet her. She was going to be extraordinary. 
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Spooky Old House

Genesis

Oh God, this couldn’t be real. My shoulders sagged as I stared at the massive, three-story monstrosity my mother had somehow inherited. The house, a faded, peeling shade of putrid green, loomed over the wild, overgrown yard like something out of a nightmare.

Weeds choked every corner, and an old, crumbling fountain stood in the center, its three tiers coated in slimy, dark green grime. It probably hadn’t worked in forever. My gaze continued scanning the front. I could barely make out a narrow stone walkway, half-buried beneath tangled vines and debris, as it snaked its way toward the gigantic front door, which looked almost too heavy to belong to a normal house. If there ever was a place that could be haunted, this was it. A shiver, cold and grim, ran down my spine.

“Mommm, please tell us Dad pulled into the wrong driveway.” My life was literally ruined!

No one in the van said a word. Not one of my eight siblings opened their mouths to back me up. They all sat there in shocked silence. My parents had to be joking—right?

Mom looked over her shoulder, an expression of pure rapture on her face.

My spirits plummeted. Oh no, it wasn’t a joke. I slumped further into the worn vinyl seat, the cracked surface cool against my skin, but it only gave me a better view of the dilapidated roof, its missing shingles and grimy windows a testament to neglect.

I was going to be traumatized for life—scarred beyond repair. First, they’d dragged me to Springer, Texas—yeehaw—where I’d be going to a new school in a few weeks. No friends, no sleepover the weekend before school started, no talking about what Jilly and I were going to wear the first day—my life was ruined. Totally, irrevocably ruined.

If that wasn’t bad enough, my parents had been impervious to my sullen silences and dark, glowering looks. Jilly and I had practiced those faces in the mirror for hours until we’d worn just the right amount of bored disdain.

Had it worked? Nope, not even a little.

Mom hugged me before we’d left our old home and said new beginnings were things to look forward to, an adventure. Sure. This house looked like an adventure. An adventure in typhoid fever!

The frozen silence suddenly shattered as my dad yanked open the door of our old white van, the hinges protesting with a painfully loud screech. He grunted, giving the door an extra shove to force it open all the way.

Please don’t let the neighbors be looking out their windows, I silently prayed.

The van was older than me, its cracked seats held together by patches of duct tape that barely kept the peeling fake leather from splitting further. Dad always said, someday, we’ll get a new van. I had a feeling that meant a new used van. Right now, anything would be better.

One by one, everyone scrambled out, eager to escape the cramped, worn-out interior. I was the last to leave, dragging my feet and wishing I could stay behind. As soon as I stepped out, my gaze slowly traveled up and up and up what would be my home until I escaped to college or went to work at McDonald’s.

The McDonald’s prediction was from my sister, Natalie, or as I fondly liked to think of her, Gnat. According to Gnat, I didn’t apply myself in school. Gnat said I needed to socialize more. If Gnat wanted to be a social butterfly, that was fine, but I wanted no part of it.

Not that it mattered now. Whatever chance I had for any kind of normal life in Springer, this...this monstrosity of a house that looked like something out of a horror movie had killed all chances for any kind of future friendships. If people didn’t run screaming in the other direction, they’d be laughing at us.

I snorted. Being the laughingstock was pretty much a given. Mom and Dad had had nine kids. Nine! Three sets of twins! Enough already! Having that many children in this day and age was in itself cause for rude laughter and snide jokes. Asking my parents for advice about birth control probably wasn’t a good idea.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Mom said with awe and a touch of reverence.

My mother’s cup was always half-full. Sometimes I wondered what exactly filled my mom’s cup and imagined it was about eighty proof—which might explain why my parents had nine kids.

A big yellow dog suddenly barreled around the side of the house as though someone had shot it from a cannon. The animal’s tongue was hanging out the side of its mouth, flapping in the wind like a red flag.

“Don’t move,” Dad warned as he became a statue, opening his arms wide to shield his family from mortal danger.

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I was terrified of strange dogs. Especially big ones. This one was big and yellow. I moved behind my older brothers. Two lines of defense never hurt. The dog wasn’t slowing down.

Was it rabid, about to attack? This wasn’t good. I could almost see reporters snapping pictures of my family’s bloodied, shredded bodies, the result of the rabid yellow dog’s attack.

A tingling sensation spread through my fingers.

I glanced down. My fingertips buzzed with an odd energy, as small bursts of red, yellow, and green light, resembling miniature fireworks, erupted. My stomach rumbled as a flush of queasiness had me hugging my middle and curling my fingers. Hiding my hands didn’t work, as the flashes of light only grew brighter.

Oh, please, not now. Please, please, not now. I closed my eyes tight and counted to three.

When I looked at my hands again, they were still twinkling. I quickly moved them behind me, then cast darting glances at everyone. Thankfully, they were all focused on the dog. I breathed a sigh of relief. I was safe for now.

My family already thought I was a little odd. Okay, probably a lot odd. But if anyone saw my fingers twinkling, they’d send me away to some institution where they studied people who twinkled—or whatever. I was pretty sure it was just a build-up of static electricity or something, but I wasn’t about to take any chances.

“Be careful, John,” Mom warned.

Dad braced himself for the onslaught. “Everyone, stay calm,” he ordered.

Calm? Yeah, right. That had gone out the window when my fingers had become human sparklers. I took a step back.

“Stay!” my father’s voice boomed as he held up one hand in front of the charging beast as though he wielded a sword.

Immediately, the dog slid to a stop inches from my father, sending a miniature gravel storm our way. The dog’s tongue still lolled out the side of its mouth, a long string of drool reaching to the ground.

Ugh! Gross!

With a loud cough, Dad waved away the cloud of dust. “He looks friendly. I don’t think he’s rabid or anything.”

I relaxed. At least we wouldn’t be mauled by a dog with rabies.

As if to prove my father’s words, the animal jumped up and ran its slobbery tongue over my father’s cheek. Again, gross. Dad didn’t seem to think so. He laughed.

I brought my hands out from behind me and studied them. At least I didn’t look like I was celebrating July Fourth anymore. Except for one or two flickers, the sparkles were all but gone. My knees wobbled with relief.

Some small part of me had hoped the weird things that had started happening would stop when we arrived at our new home. Sure, I wanted to be different. Who wouldn’t when you were lost in a family the size of mine? I had to fight to stand out in this crowd. But this kind of different scared me. I didn’t know another fourteen-year-old who twinkled—well, almost fourteen. There had to be something terribly wrong with me.

The dog suddenly darted past Dad, weaved around my siblings, and then jumped up, planting his paws on my shoulders. The animal gave my face a bath before I could think to push him out of the way.

“Yuck! Dad, get him off me!”

Oh, bleh! Gross!

My family laughed. It wasn’t funny! Dad was still chuckling as he moved the overgrown mutt out of the way.

“He’s just being friendly, Gen.” My oldest sister smiled.

I wiped my sleeve across my face. “Let him be friendly with someone else.” I still wasn’t quite over the queasy feeling I got every time I traveled, and the dumb dog certainly wasn’t making things any better.

The dog wagged its tail, but didn’t leave my side. “Go away!” The dog only gazed adoringly at me with big black eyes. I had to admit, the dog was beautiful. Not that I wanted a dog. It would do better latching onto one of my boisterous brothers.

“It looks scary,” Cooper said, staring at the house and drawing my attention back to our new home. “I don’t want to go inside.”

“Then stay out here, twerp. You can sleep with the dog.” I was so not in a good mood. I had to sit next to my little brother at the very back of the van. He was eleven and thought farting was funny. I wasn’t at all amused.

“Mom! Gen called me a twerp!” my little brother blabbed.

“Genesis, be nice,” Mom said in her soft voice.

I glared at him.

He clutched my Spiderman baseball cap tighter to his chest, then stuck his tongue out at me.

Twerp.

I frowned. The cap had been my favorite at one time. I had this thing for baseball caps, and I’d thought Spiderman was kind of cool. Don’t judge me. I’d been into the Marvel universe and all that. But anyway, I’d made the mistake of loaning it to him one night when he’d had a nightmare, and after that, he’d staked his claim on the ragged cap.

Where in any rulebook did it say it now belonged to him? The bad thing was, I couldn’t throw a fit about it. I was pretty sure he knew that. How would it look, when I was about to turn fourteen, if I raised a commotion over a stupid baseball cap? I shoved my current baseball cap lower on my forehead.

The twerp was right about the house looking scary, though. I could only stare at the dilapidated mansion looming before us, its eerie green exterior marred by dirty brown trim and towering turrets that reached so high they made me dizzy. Grime smeared the windows, and there was a skylight in the roof that I had a feeling wasn’t supposed to be there.

I scanned the area. It didn’t get any better. Towering seven feet high, the hedges that bordered the property were overgrown with weeds and dotted with wildflowers. A narrow opening revealed a dense forest beyond the open backyard, the air heavy with the scent of damp earth and unseen things. I shivered, continuing my scrutiny of the property, then relaxed somewhat.

The neighboring houses looked normal in comparison, which only added to the creepy feeling of this one. As we walked closer, a chill ran down my spine, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. I was pretty sure the place was haunted.

“It reminds me of a castle,” Emma sighed.

Ugh. My sister, clearly a stranger to the horror genre, had missed every scary movie ever made.

“Just like in a romance book,” Addy, Emma’s twin, said in a dreamy voice.

Not only did Emma and Addy look exactly alike, but they also thought the same way about everything and always had their noses stuck in a romance novel. They also dressed just alike and finished each other’s sentences. Weird didn’t even begin to describe them.

My shoulders slumped as reality slapped me in the face.

But they knew where they belonged. All eight of my siblings seemed to know. I was the odd one out. I couldn’t even claim fame for being the firstborn, or the middle, or even the last. Nope, I was next to last.

But there was one thing that I thought made me stand out from the others, and no one could steal that from me. I was the eighth child of an eighth child, born on the eighth day of the eighth month at exactly eight minutes after eight, and I’d weighed eight pounds and eight ounces. It was kind of cool—sort of.

Gnat said that just made me odd. My sister didn’t know how right she was. Strange things had begun to happen. Stuff I couldn’t explain. It scared me—a lot.

Once, I’d tried to tell Mom what was happening, but Mom’s expression had paled, and then she’d smiled, patted my hand, and said, “Hormones.”

That was Mom’s explanation for everything. I really didn’t think hormones could make a person light up like a Roman candle. I’d stopped trying to explain, and just hoped everything would return to normal.

So far, it hadn’t.

Dad reached into his pocket and produced a big, heavy, black iron key with gothic scrollwork on one end. I was leaning ever closer to the idea that the house might very well be haunted or cursed—maybe both.

“Drum roll!” He held the key up as if it were some kind of trophy, grinning from ear to ear.

It’d been a while since I’d seen him look this happy and excited. Not since he’d been laid off, anyway. It was wonderful to see him, his old smile back on his face, the way he used to be. Maybe the move wouldn’t be that bad.

He started toward the enormous wooden door. “Everyone ready to go inside and check out what Uncle Jack left your mother?”

No, I wasn’t, but standing outside in the Texas heat with a yellow dog that kept nudging my hand didn’t appeal to me either. I stared at the front of the house.

Very medieval.

The dog trotted beside me as I cautiously moved forward. What was its problem? Couldn’t the mutt tell I didn’t even like dogs? Puppies, yes, dogs, no. “Go away.” It didn’t.

Everyone else filed inside. Cooper had apparently decided he’d be safer clinging to Mom. Not so brave now, are you? Well, I wasn’t about to stand outside in the heat all by myself!

Goosebumps popped up on my arms. Not good! My feet dragged to a complete stop. They’d left the door open. A musty odor rolled out to wrap around me. The dark interior did not look inviting.

Were the goosebumps a warning not to go inside?

Maybe. Although I hadn’t heard any screams from my family. If something horrible had happened, they would’ve screamed, right?

You see, sometimes I had a premonition when something was about to happen, then goosebumps would pop up on my arms, my pulse would speed up, and my heart would pound.

Just like now.

My eyes narrowed. I swallowed past the lump in my throat as I slowly scanned the area. My gaze jerked to a stop at the house next door. My heart pounded even harder.

The boy was right in my line of vision, leaning against a glossy red convertible with the top down. He was so beautiful, with dark brown hair and a tan to die for. I sighed, unable to look away. He gazed into the distance, his face a mask of dreamy intensity, the air around him buzzing with an almost palpable rock-star energy.

Boys had always been a waste of space as far as I was concerned. Here I was, practically fourteen, and I’d never even been in love, never even thought about it. My best friend, Jilly, had been in love three times. Three! And we were the same age! I’d never understood Jilly’s fascination with the opposite sex.

This boy was different, though, and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe the way his hair fell across his forehead, or his perfect nose, or...

He turned, and our gazes locked. Oh God, I was going to die! He winked and smiled. My legs turned to mush, and it was all I could do to stay upright. Just as I raised my arm to wave, he looked away. I jerked my hand back to my side.

A girl came into my line of vision. She moved next to the boy and put her arms around his neck. She was petite and had curves, lots of them. I had zilch.

And I thought my day couldn’t get any worse. Life was so unfair.

I’d never really hated anyone, but I might mark off another first for this girl, especially when she pressed against the boy. But the boy didn’t move away either. No, he pulled the girl closer, then lowered his head and planted a juicy one right on her lips.

Was that what the goosebumps had been about? To remind me that I was slow to develop? That I would never look like the girl the boy was slobbering all over?

Mission accomplished!

I turned away, shoulders slumped, but as I did, I glimpsed something just through the opening in the hedge, farther back though, in the woods behind the house. I stopped, squinted, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Just as I thought it was a passing cloud obscuring the sun, a boy emerged into the clearing, bathed in the sunlight.

Where the first boy had been light, this one was dark. He dressed oddly, crisp black pants, a stark white shirt, a billowing black cape, and his black hair brushing against his collar. The intensity of his gaze made me want to run away as fast as I could, but I couldn’t force my legs to move.

Something warm stirred inside me. Different from anything I’d ever felt. I took a step toward him, as though he had some kind of power over me.

He smiled. Not a friendly, welcome-to-town kind of smile. No, his smile was a mocking sneer, filled with contempt. With a look of disdain, one of his eyebrows arched, as if I hadn't met his expectations.

What a jerk! I frowned, but he was gone in a flash as if he couldn’t care less what I thought.

I was right. Boys were a waste of space! I hoped they all got a severe case of jock itch!

I marched determinedly toward the front door of the decrepit mansion, but before I could reach it, a mysterious woman came from around the corner of the house. My goosebumps doubled, a cold dread settling deep in my bones as the ominous feeling intensified. The hair on my arms stood on end. Her piercing green eyes, like emeralds, seemed to bore into my soul, making me feel strangely vulnerable.

With an odd, unsettling aura, the woman’s long green robe swept the ground, its fabric rustling softly. I couldn't even hazard a guess at her age. Her face was a map of time, yet somehow ageless. She had pale blonde hair and skin so pure it was almost translucent.

When I looked into her eyes, I had an eerie feeling she was very ancient, but she couldn’t have been much older than my mother. We stood there in silence, staring at each other for what seemed an eternity, and then a slow, knowing smile curved the woman’s lips.

“You’re the eighth child,” she said, her voice soft, almost musical.

How did she know? “Uh, yeah.”

“Of the eighth child.”

I could feel the color draining from my face. The sensation I was having now was way worse than the goosebumps. I slowly nodded. “My mom was the eighth kid, too.”

“And you’re about to have a birthday.”

“On August eighth.” This conversation majorly creeped me out.

When I pulled my hands out of my pockets, the woman’s gaze fixed on my birthmark—two circles intertwined.

“You’re the one,” she whispered, returning her gaze to me. “I knew it.”

Okay, this was way too weird. “I’m the one—what?”

“The new sorceress. The one who will save the world.”

“Mom!
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Spooky Old Woman

Genesis

“But Mom, she was really strange,” I tried to explain, but Mom didn’t seem to pay attention to what I was telling her. “She said I’m a sorceress or something.”

My older brother, Johnny, stopped bouncing the soccer ball on his knee long enough to tug on the bill of my baseball cap.

“You think you can put a spell on the coach so I’ll get picked for varsity this year?”

He was a senior and Gnat’s twin, not quite as obnoxious, but he ran a close second. I pushed my cap high enough that I could see and moved farther away from my annoying brother. “It’s not funny. She made me nervous.”

Mom opened another kitchen cabinet. “So much storage,” she mumbled. “This will be nice.”

Fantastic, there were plenty of places to put dishes and canned food, but this was majorly important and she wasn’t listening. “Mom!”

My mother closed the cabinet and turned to face me. “Did you say something, dear?” Her attention immediately moved to my brother, who’d gone back to bouncing the ball against his knee. “Johnny, not in the house, especially when we have a nice, big backyard.”

Johnny stopped. “Okay, but see if you can get Gen to put a hex on the coach.”

He was definitely not funny. I was trying to be serious. “Mom, did you not hear me talking about the crazy lady?”

“What lady, dear?” she absently asked, then opened another cabinet.

“There was some woman outside. She stared at me and started asking strange questions. She wore a long green dress with a full skirt—in this heat! I think she might be around your age, but it was difficult to tell. She had pale blonde hair, kind of piled on top of her head. She came from around the corner of the house.” My frustration level was rising higher and higher. In case the woman decided to kill me, I at least wanted her to be considered a suspect.

“Oh.” Mom looked over her shoulder, then nodded in understanding. “That must’ve been Ms. Sterces.” Mom opened a drawer, then shut it, and then opened another.

“And?” I prodded her to continue when she didn’t say more, like who this Ms. Sterces was exactly.

Mom looked around the room. Was she regretting the move? Dusty, dark blue curtains hid the grimy windows. Dark gray paint coated the cabinets. The absolute ugliest shade anyone would ever choose, and it was chipped in places. I’d already noticed the wood floor creaked when I stepped in certain places, spooky.

I would not be opposed to moving back to our old home. Not that I enjoyed traveling, never had, and new places didn’t interest me in the least. Not to mention I always got carsick, but even if I barfed all the way, I was ready to load back into the van and go home.

Now that I had time to study her, Mom didn’t look as though she was contemplating leaving. So much for wishful thinking. But if Mom knew about the mystery woman, I wanted to know, too.

“And?” I prodded.

“I guess you could say we inherited her along with the house,” Mom explained. “Ms. Sterces lives in the cottage at the far back of the property, and you’re not to disturb her.” She gave me one of her stern looks, which she rarely used, then continued. “Ms. Sterces owns the cottage house. She took care of Uncle Jack, and the smaller place was deeded to her. Now, are you satisfied?”

No, I wasn’t. “Then why was she at the corner of this house?”

“She was probably just as curious about you as you seem to be about her. Now, why don’t you find a bedroom before they’re all taken.”

“Bedroom?” Drat, I’d forgotten about that.

“I’ll race you,” Johnny called, already running out of the kitchen.

I took off after him, but his long-legged strides guaranteed he’d beat me. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t give it my best shot.

Dust motes danced in the sunbeams as I ran through the living room, weaving between a chaotic jumble of mismatched furniture. The back of a worn blue velvet armchair brushed against me, sending a poof of dust into the air. I stumbled, because sometimes I’m a klutz, and was almost clear when I bumped into a table. The blue lamp sitting on top teetered to the left, then to the right. 

“Oh, no!”

Skidding to a stop, I barely caught the lamp before it crashed to the floor into a million tiny pieces, hugging it against my chest. My heart thudded. I closed my eyes for a couple of seconds until my heart rate returned to normal, then I carefully set the lamp back in the center, steadied it, and rushed through the room.

Johnny was long gone.

Figured.

Ratty red carpet covered the stairs, and every other step squeaked as I raced up them. Houses with creepy steps that squeaked usually had ghosts—right? Things were not looking good. I got to the top and rounded the corner, smacking right into a man made of metal.

My feet came to a grinding halt. I swallowed my gum, then choked. When I caught my breath and my heart stopped pounding inside my chest—again! I realized it was a suit of armor. My heart slowed back to normal.

I’d probably just aged ten years. A month in this place and I’d have one foot in the grave. I eyed the dull armor. It eyed me back. Spooky. I wasn’t about to lift the visor to make sure it was bodiless. After all, we hadn’t gone to Uncle Jack’s funeral. Mostly because we didn’t know he’d died until the attorney was finally able to contact Mom.

He’d passed away a couple of years ago, but Mom said it took that long to locate his next of kin—which was probably why the mansion was so rundown. I thoughtfully eyed the suit of armor. Maybe Ms. Sterces had stuffed Uncle Jack in there to save on funeral costs.

Ewww.

I hurried to the first room and opened the door.

“Taken.” Gnat smirked.

I curled my lip and shut the door a little harder than necessary.

Lisa, the eldest child of clan Greenway, had staked a claim on the next room, but it would be up for grabs when she married Leo. I assumed that was who my sister was speaking with on the phone. Lisa cast an apologetic look and continued talking. She had gotten really sweet since Leo the Lion asked her to marry him. It was a pleasant change.

Across the hall was the master bedroom—no chance of getting that one. I opened the next door. Cooper grinned. I made a face and shut the door.

Noah and Lucas had the next two, and because they were enrolled in their third year at the local college, I wouldn’t be getting one of them anytime soon.

The space cadets were sharing, as usual. This would be their first year of college, so no luck getting their room anytime soon. With one daughter preparing for her wedding and two sets of twins attending college while still living at home, my parents were stretched thin financially. Dorm rooms were out of the question.

Johnny had chosen the coolest room, which was set a little off to itself. He was kicked back on the bed, legs crossed at the ankles, and grinning from ear to ear.

“You are not funny.” I shut the door, then glanced around. Here I was without a room and standing at the bottom of another staircase. A very dark, creepy staircase. I nibbled my lower lip. What choice did I have? All the other rooms were taken. I absolutely refused to share one with my flatulent eleven-year-old brother. I’d rather sleep with a ghost.

As I trudged up the stairs, each step sounded like booming thunder. There weren’t very many—less than a dozen—but all too soon, I’d reached the top and stood in front of an ominous wooden door. It practically screamed, go away!

How did I always get myself into these situations? Every scary movie I’d ever seen warned me not to open the door. The killer was always ready and waiting on the other side to remove some poor sucker’s head.

Rooming with the twerp was starting to appeal to me. I could always buy room spray. A vision of the twerp sitting in the middle of his bed, engrossed in reading my journal, flashed through my mind. Okay, not happening. I’d rather room with ghosts or a serial killer.

I swallowed my fear and turned the knob. The door slowly creaked open, the noise echoing in the enclosed space. This wasn’t good. Not good at all. I gave the door a good shove to open it all the way. My chances of getting a decent room were quickly evaporating as a cloud of dust escaped.

The musty smell of old wood and dust filled my nostrils as I suppressed a cough and quietly slipped inside the shadowy room. I was going to die! I just knew it. My breath caught in my throat as I fumbled for the light switch, expecting something slimy to grab my hand.

Oh God, please let my arm stay intact.

Found it!

I flipped on the light, then quickly scanned the room, ready to run for my life if something jumped out.

Nothing did.

I exhaled and did a quick scan of the room.

Okay, it wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. There were cobwebs. They were pretty creepy, but I could get rid of them with a dust cloth or broom. I gathered my courage and walked farther inside.

Not bad at all. The potential was there. It was kind of cool being away from everyone else, as though I had my very own apartment.

And the room was round. How sick was that? Not many kids could say they had a round bedroom. The floor was wooden, though. I liked soft carpet, but maybe I could talk Mom into getting a couple of cheap rugs or something. There were lots of shelves on one wall, too. Plenty of room to put my stuff.

I walked to the window, smearing the dusty glass with my palm before peering into the backyard. Wow, I must be up really high, probably in one of the turrets, which might explain why my room was round. I could see forever. This was cool. I was surprised the space cadets hadn’t grabbed the room. They could’ve pretended they were princesses locked in some tower.

I should be so lucky.

My gaze scanned the area, taking everything in. There was a gazebo that didn’t look too rundown. The overgrown yard was huge. The twerp would like that. He and Dad could toss around a ball and bond or something. Even Johnny would have enough room to play soccer. He could invite the entire team over. Hmm...that was something to think about.

What was it with me and boys suddenly? Maybe Mom was right when she said my hormones were acting up. I only wished they’d calm down—a bunch. Boys made me feel all weird. I wasn’t sure I liked it. I didn’t even want to think about them. Better to concentrate on the landscape.

There were trees at the back, like a small forest. And nestled right smack in the middle was a house made of stone. Was that the cottage where the strange woman lived? A shiver ran down my spine and goosebumps popped up on my arms again.

Things didn’t get any better when Ms. Sterces stepped out of her front door. Then the yellow dog came from around the corner of the cottage and stood beside her. At least now I knew the dog belonged to someone. Maybe it would decide to stay in its own backyard and not bother me.

I curiously watched to see what they would do. But then, as though in slow motion, the woman and the dog raised their heads. I could’ve sworn they looked right at me, but there was no way either of them could see me from that distance.

But what if they could?

I stumbled away from the window. The goosebumps were spreading all over my body, and my fingers twinkled once, then twice. There was something weird about Ms. Sterces. Unfortunately, I had a feeling I’d find out exactly what that was.

Cautiously, I eased back to the window and peeked out just as the cottage door closed. I breathed a sigh of relief, while wondering if it was too late to beg and plead with my parents to move back to our old home.

When I plopped down on the window seat, a puff of dust rose upward. Coughing, I waved it away. I didn’t care that it was dirty. I didn’t care about anything. My parents had ruined my life. I’d never have a friend like Jilly ever again.

Life was so different in Winston, where we used to
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