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 Chapter One

The Old House at the End of the Street

From a young age, Cary Simms knew that she wasn't
like the other boys her age. At the time, she didn't have the words
for it. She couldn't understand the whats, hows, and whys. It was
more a feeling than anything else. A sense of wrongness. Her family
could feel it too, with hushed comments made in other rooms.
Something about her rather playing with dolls and books than
playing sports and with toy guns. Even her best friend David was
sometimes overshadowed by his sister growing up, when Lucy was
having a tea party with her stuffed animals. Cary would bring her
own over, and they'd have a ball together.

No, Cary didn't have the words for what was wrong
with her. She just knew that something was wrong. But the bullies
seemed to have all the words for it in the world.

"Freak," they shouted, when they spotted her up the
road.

"Oh, no," she said. "Not again."

Cary rolled her eyes at the bullies, but she knew
that would have little impact on them. And with Greg Munts leading
the charge, she knew they wouldn't leave her alone until they
caught her. Not unless she found a safe place to wait them out.
There were only so many places where she could be safe from
them.

As the five of them started running down the road
towards Cary, she turned and ran as fast as she could.
Unfortunately, that wasn't fast enough to stay ahead of the
bullies, who were quickly gaining on her as she ran down the
street. All the while, she looked around at the road that they were
on, searching for the closest place that was safe from them. The
closest safe place.

The post office was just ahead, but that was across
Howard Street, and she wasn't allowed across Howard Street without
permission. Besides, the street was busy with traffic, as the day
approached rush hour. She couldn't afford the lost time of waiting
for a safe point to cross. The library was too far away, a block
forward and three over. The bullies were certain to catch her
before she made it there. Her house was just ahead on the left, but
no one was home and she would lose time getting her key out of her
backpack. She had already made that mistake last spring. There was
nothing to do but run down the open road, hoping for help to come
her way.

When she came up next to the end of her sidewalk,
Cary reached her arm out, grabbing onto the fence post near the
gate. She swung around through the open gate, running up her
sidewalk towards the front door. As she turned into the yard, she
caught a glimpse of the bullies chasing after her. They were just
coming up to the start of her fence, still hot on her tail.
Angelica Weathersby was in the lead, her long legs giving her an
advantage over the boys with her. Cary was short, though, shorter
than the other boys even, and her own legs needed to pump hard to
stay ahead of them.

Her footsteps echoed around her as she ran up the
stairs onto her porch. Even with knowing that the door would be
locked, that she would get no answer from inside, she still hoped
that someone would be there. That her grandfather would have come
home early, or her aunt was unexpectedly visiting from out of
town.

She didn't stop on the porch, not with the bullies
after her. As she swung back towards the right, her hand reached
out to ring the doorbell as she passed it. But she didn't wait for
a response, running past the door and along the porch. Her hope was
that someone was inside. That someone would come. That someone
would protect her from the bullies chasing her down. But her just
being there, being at her house, being on her property, wouldn't
stop them from coming after her. Even as she turned, she saw
Angelica coming through the gate. Coming after her with
abandon.

Cary pulled her backpack off, dumping it next to the
old rocking chair on the porch. Part of her hoped that Angelica
would stop there. That she would grab the backpack and rummage
through it. Better that Cary lost some old homework, the leftover
money from lunch, and her favorite pen than to get caught by the
bullies. But without the backpack as added weight, she was faster.
Not faster than the bullies, but she'd have an easier time staying
ahead of them.

As she came to the end of the porch, she placed her
hands onto the railing, hopping up onto it. She couldn't quite make
the jump to sit on top of the railing, but her speed was enough to
flip over it. Cary came crashing down onto the ground on the other
side, rolling in the grass. Her hair, which she was forced to keep
short, stayed out of her way as she tumbled forward. Her shorts
would show a huge grass stain, but her black t-shirt would hide it
well. Neither of these were on her mind as she hopped back up to
her feet, continuing forward and around behind her house.

There were no sounds of thundering footsteps behind
her. No hints that Angelica, Greg, or the other bullies had gone up
onto her porch. When she made it into the backyard, she dared
another glance over her shoulder back at them. She wasn't surprised
in the least to see Angelica still close behind her, with Greg just
coming around the corner of the house. There were no signs of the
other three just yet, but Cary knew that wouldn't be the case for
long.

Cary didn't pause as she ran into her backyard. She
didn't have to look around to see where she was or where she would
go next. The wide open space had no places to hide, no help to be
had. But unlike the bullies on her tail, she knew of a way to
escape. She knew of the weak point in the fence. As long as she had
the time to get through there, it would give her the advantage over
the taller kids behind her.

Instead of slowing down as she approached the fence,
she sped up. Cary ran full out, heading for the apparent dead end
in front of her. It was something that she had done before when
playing with the loose boards, though only when David dared her to.
She tumbled forward, just at the right moment, rolling into the
fence. Cary hadn't had the time to count the boards on the fence,
five over from the second post on the right. The board on her left
held in place, a solid wall holding her inside the backyard. But
the other three gave way as expected, opening the path through it.
The boards lifted up above her, but she came through in a bit of a
spin with her left shoulder slamming into the fence. She let out a
little groan of pain before getting up to her feet.

Cary stood there for a moment, her breath heavy as
she looked back at the fence behind her. The seemingly solid fence
that marked the end of her backyard and the start of David's. Even
as she stood there, the boards were moving towards her, lifting
back up to let the bullies through.

"Stupid traitor fence," Cary muttered, as she started
to run once more.

David had stayed behind at school that day for band
practice, and his sister usually spent afternoons with her own
friends. So his house would be just as empty as Cary's was. She
barely glanced up at David's window above as she ran past the empty
house, making her way out to the front yard. The fence boards
slammed back down behind her, echoing around the yard and signaling
the arrival of the bullies at her back. She didn't have to look
back to know that they would be coming for her already.

As she came out into the front yard of David's house,
she could make out the library in the distance. It was still too
far off, with the fence not holding the bullies long enough for her
to get a proper lead. But with both hers and David's houses vacant,
it was the only option that she could think of. The only safe place
that she could see out there.

When she came to Elm Street, she paused just long
enough to look both ways on the road. Looking to her right, all she
saw was Greg running after her. There was no sign of Angelica just
yet, but Cary knew that she would be along soon enough. When she
looked to her left, the road was wide open, showing no signs of
oncoming traffic. Still, she looked towards her right one last time
before darting forward, heading across the street towards the
library.

Only, she already knew that she wasn't going to make
the library.

Greg's hand reached out for her as she ran across the
street. It only caught the air behind her, but she felt the wind
from it on the back of her neck. Instead of turning when she made
the other side of the road, she continued straight. Continued
towards the house over there.

Cary barely spared a glance for the old, run down
house in front of her. She had seen the place often enough over the
years, just across Elm from David's street. The wood siding was
pulling away from it in places, hanging down at odd angles. The
brick siding that was below it was cracked all over, visible even
from the street. Several of the windows were broken from the rocks
that kids had thrown through them, showing holes and spider web
breaks in them. Cary knew that one of the broken windows, the third
one on the left upstairs, was from a baseball that David had hit
just a couple of months earlier. The ball was still inside, because
neither of them was brave enough to retrieve it.

No one ever dared enter the haunted house.

But with Greg chasing after her, almost on her, that
was exactly where Cary was running. Looking back at that choice
later, she might have made a different one. Choosing the beating
from the bully over whatever the ghosts would have in store for
her. But at the time, she didn't think of it as she pushed her way
past the wrought iron gate, heading into the yard. The grass was
overgrown on both sides of the sidewalk, with dandelions growing
through the cracks of the walk itself. She almost tripped on the
uneven cement, where one tile was higher than the one before it.
But she just ran forward, not daring to look back at Greg behind
her. She didn't need to, as she still heard his footsteps. Still
knew that he was chasing her down.

And that he almost had her.

Cary leapt forward, jumping the three steps to the
top of the cement porch. The door in front of her was askew,
hanging off of the hinges. She barreled forward, pushing the door
open as she came inside. As her feet found the solid, hardwood
floor, the sounds of her footsteps echoed around the open space.
But she kept going forward, running towards the wide, sweeping
stairs in front of her.

Only after she made it to the stairs, automatically
running up those first few steps, did she look back. Only then did
she turn around and look towards the front door. Greg was standing
there, his hands on the doorway. His eyes were wide as he stared
through the open door at Cary, just a few feet away from him. But
he didn't dare come inside. Didn't dare take a single step past
that door. And even as he stood there, staring at Cary, it was
apparent to her that he hadn't expected her to go inside. That he
was regretting even stepping foot onto the porch. His mouth hung
open in a silent scream as he looked around the open space
inside.

"Greg?" Angelica's voice called from behind him.
"What are you...?"

Greg took three large steps backwards, backing away
from the door, before running from the haunted house. Cary just
stood there on the steps for a moment, watching him go through the
open door. Her breath came heavily as she panted, trying to catch
it. With the bullies backing away from her, giving her some much
needed space, Cary sat down on the stairs right where she was.

Even though she was already inside the house, she
didn't dare go any further. Nor did she dare head outside, lest the
bullies that were no doubt waiting there get her. She hadn't quite
escaped them yet. She was in that dangerous between place, when she
first made it to one of her safe spaces. When she was safe from the
bullies but they were still waiting around for her to come out.
Still waiting around for the protections that she had found to fall
away. For the adults to no longer notice her, or for her to leave
the safety of their protection.

Or in this case, the safety of the ghosts.


 Chapter Two

The Curious Cursory Exploration

Cary sat there on the stairs for a moment, catching
her breath as she stared out the front door. She could see Greg and
Angelica pacing back and forth in the distance, safely outside of
the wrought iron fence. Over those first few minutes, the other
three bullies came over to join them, the full band in place to
block her from escaping the house. At least until they had to go
home, which Cary figured was after she would be expected by her
grandparents.

When it became clear that she was trapped inside the
house, she started to look around the room that she was in. Looking
for another way out of that haunted house, hopefully one that would
get her past the bullies. One that didn't involve ghosts. The entry
hall was large, with the two sweeping staircases taking up much of
the space. They twisted out from the center of the room, coming to
two opposite sides of the upstairs above her. The rest of the room
was empty, with just the remnants of the crystal chandelier
dangling precariously from the ceiling. Between the two staircases
on the ground floor, against the back wall, were two large doors
leading deeper into the house. These two doors were the only things
in the house that weren't falling apart. Even the set of stairs
that she was sitting on had huge gaps in the wood where steps had
fallen away.

To either side of the entry hall were doorways
leading to the other rooms of the ground floor. Cary could see
through the one to her left, into another room over there. In the
distance, against the far wall inside that room, she saw crumpled
bookshelves, which had no books in them. They showed no sign that
they could hold a single book aloft without falling the rest of the
way to pieces. When she glanced the other way, though, over towards
her right, she could only see the front window of that room. From
how it stuck out into the front yard, forming a bay there, she
figured that it was a sitting room or a solarium. What a solarium
was doing in that old house was beyond her.

But the one thing missing from that area was, of
course, anything worth her time. Nothing that could aid in her
escape or to help while away the time until Greg and his crew gave
up. Moreover, there were no signs of ghosts, or anything that
didn't belong in that old house. Nothing to show signs that being
in there was dangerous to her health. Or at least, no more
dangerous than going out to greet the bullies waiting for her.

With another glance towards the door, and said
bullies beyond it, Cary stood up on the stairs, turning around to
look up them. Above her were two hallways, leading further into the
house, one for each of the staircases. There was no way to cross
between them that she could see, and with no idea of what she might
find above, she opted to climb the stairs that she was already on.
She took her time of it, placing one foot down gently and waiting
for the stair to fall out from under her before moving to the next
one. The lack of ghosts in the house wasn't proof that there were
none, and she wasn't about to risk adding her own ghost to the
place.

The left upstairs hallway was as empty as the entry
hall below. There were markings on the walls, showing where old
photographs used to hang. None of them were there anymore, though,
having been removed when the house was abandoned. The floor gave
out whines and groans as Cary made her way along it, seeming to
complain about her weight. She tried to pay it no mind, as she
stopped at the first set of doors, one on either side of the hall.
Both doors were wide open, with the door to her right having fallen
completely off. Both rooms were empty of furniture, or anything of
the former owner. However, the one on the left had three baseballs,
two rocks, a tennis ball, and a golf club.

Cary stood there for a moment, looking at those
balls. She knew that one of them was David's, probably the nicer,
cleaner one near the center of the room. The rest of the debris,
left over from people that weren't brave enough to retrieve them,
all seemed like it had been in there for decades. Certainly longer
than Cary had been alive. Staring at those objects, Cary was left
to wonder just how many times the window had been fixed since the
house was abandoned. After all, she knew that David's ball had
broken the window anew. What never occurred to her at the time was
to question why whoever it was that repaired the windows hadn't
pulled the balls, rocks, and club out when they were in there. She
just figured that, whoever it was, they had repaired the window
from the outside, opting to risk their life on a ladder rather than
entering the haunted house.

When she looked back towards the room on the right,
she just stood there for a moment staring through the door. The
room was bigger than her bedroom back at her house. However, with
the room being in the center of the floor, with the stairs right
next to it, there were no windows inside. She thought that seemed
like the gloomiest room that ever existed, and hoped that no one
had been stuck in there for long. Or if they had, she hoped they
deserved it.

There were three more rooms along that hallway, with
two on the left and one more on the right. The one on the right was
the bathroom, but the toilet was dry and empty. The smell kept her
out of there, though she would have liked to have tried to clean
herself up after running from the bullies. Both of the rooms on the
left were as empty as that first room on the right had been, but
they both had windows. She found it almost odd that these windows
were still intact, though neither of them faced the front of the
house. No one would have gone to the trouble of heading around the
haunted house just for fresh windows to break, when the ones in the
front proved to be perfect targets.

After the bathroom, the hall turned back towards the
right, continuing on along the back of the house. In the distance,
she could make out the point where it turned back towards the
front, along the hallway at the top of the other set of stairs. She
smiled at that, suddenly thankful that she wouldn't need to
backtrack along that hallway just to explore the other one.

As Cary walked along the back hallway, she spotted
two more doors, one on either side, both closed. Figuring the one
on the left would be another bathroom or a closet, given how little
space was over there, she turned that way first. When she reached
out to it, the knob fell off, falling down to the floor in front of
her with a loud thump that echoed around her. She jumped at the
sound, backing away from the door and bumping against the one
behind her. It was only that solid wood at her back that kept her
from running from the house right then and there, bullies be
damned.

"Get a hold of yourself, Cary," Cary said to herself.
"There's nothing spooky about this house." Despite her words, she
looked all over the hallway, expecting to see ghosts coming out of
every wall. She wondered briefly if they would have agreed with her
assessment if they had.

Cary placed her hand to her chest, trying to stay her
racing heart, as she moved back to the door in front of her.
Without the knob, she thought that the door would be as solid as
the one behind her. But as she pushed against the door, it swung
open easily, with barely a creak. On the other side of the door was
another set of stairs, leading further up. Those stairs had no draw
to Cary, though. At least, not yet. She pulled the door closed
again, trying to block off that other path. Trying to block out any
ghosts that might come at her from that direction. But the door
just bashed against the jam loudly enough to wake the dead,
refusing to close for her.

"Great," she muttered to herself.

With that door stuck open, her first thought was to
skip the other door. To leave it closed there as she made her way
around to the other hallway. As she started to walk away from them,
her hand reached out to the other knob almost absentmindedly, just
trying to see if it too would fall off. However, the knob didn't
fall off. It didn't turn or move. The knob was quite stuck.

"Well, fine, be that way," Cary said to the door.
"Stay closed for all I care."

Cary was quickly growing frustrated with her
exploration. After all the hype about the haunted house, she
couldn't help but feel a bit disappointed about the whole thing.
Let down in a serious way. The place was about as exciting as the
museum that her school had gone to last spring. It had similar
smells as well, making her think that the house was just a museum
waiting to happen.

With Cary growing comfortable with being inside the
house, she quickly turned the corner in the hall, checking the rest
of the place. The right hallway was an echo of the one on the left,
with the front room having five rocks and two golf balls. However,
there was no second room in the center. It was just that one room,
two bathrooms, and the stairs leading up. Nothing worth searching.
Nothing worth hanging out for.

Except, even as she looked into that front room, and
out through the shattered front windows, she could see Greg and
Angelica still pacing outside of the wrought iron fence. They were
doing a full circuit of it, starting at one end of the fence and
walking all the way over to the other. They were two caged lions,
looking out at their desired food, only Cary was the trapped one.
The three other bullies were just standing there, watching them as
they paced. Waiting for them to pounce, or for Cary to come out and
join them.

"Well, poo," Cary said, snickering a little at her
words. She walked further up the hallway, making it to the top of
the right stairs. Her hands reached out towards the banister there,
not quite ready to head down. "Now I rather wish that back door had
been open. Without my backpack, there's not much else to do in
here."

As her hand touched the wooden banister, she felt a
shock come out of her. At the time, she just wrote it off as static
shock, despite the house being all hardwood floors and the banister
being wood as well. With her path out still blocked, she gave a
shrug as she turned around, heading back down the hallway. She
figured that she could at least explore the next floor up.

But those thoughts evaporated as she turned the
corner down the hall. Even before stepping foot into that back
hall, she knew that something was different. She could feel it in
the air, even before noticing that the door to that back room was
suddenly open. When she saw that, a chill raced up her spine, and
she shivered at it.

"Finally," she said. "Something spooky happening
here. And it's the right level of spooky. Weird but not scary."

Cary took her time, picking her way forward down the
hallway, looking through the door as best as she could as she went.
With every step she took, she expected to see a ghost in there.
Some sign of the supernatural. Some hint at whoever, whatever,
opened the door for her. But as she approached the door, all she
saw inside was junk.

"Pay dirt," she said, as she looked into the space.
Because this junk wasn't just the same debris and lost items that
she had seen in the other rooms. It wasn't the house falling apart
like she had seen downstairs. This was real junk, left behind by
the old owner. Forgotten behind the stuck door. It was a treasure
trove of weird things.

Exactly the place that Cary felt most at home.


 Chapter Three

The Strange Shrinking Ring

The room at the back of the house was full to the
brim with old stuff. Forefront in the space was a lamp with a
stained-glass shade. The lamp base looked like copper or bronze,
reminding Cary of the candlestick in her Clue board game. The lamp
was sitting on a tall, wooden dresser that was just inside the
door, directly in front of it, and looked rather heavy. If Cary
didn't know better, she would have thought that dresser had been
leaning against the door, keeping it closed. There was only just
enough space between the door and the dresser to allow Cary to slip
past it, though a larger child wouldn't have made it through at
all.

As Cary made her way deeper into the space, she felt
something on the wall behind her snag on the back of her shirt. It
slowed her progress past the dresser, but when she got free of it,
she looked back to see a small picture hook sticking out. There was
no picture on it, nor any sign of her shirt being torn away by it.
Before she looked at the rest of the room, she reached back there,
feeling around, searching for a hole in her shirt. Anything that
might betray her time in that house to anyone that might care. Her
shirt seemed to be intact, but she wouldn't know for sure until she
took it off. That wasn't something that she was likely to do in
that room. Not with the ghosts still watching her.

When she turned around, she thought she saw one of
those ghosts. A face came at her from the other side of the room,
gloomy and frowning at her. A small squeak came out of her as she
jumped backwards, away from that face. She didn't quite have a
scream in her after being in that house for so long. But
thankfully, she didn't need a scream. Instead of a ghost, it was an
old painting of an even older man. The man was wearing a crisp
suit, sitting in an old, red chair. The chair from the painting was
stuck right next to the painting itself, along with several other
small knick-knacks that Cary had never seen before, and didn't have
the words for.

Once she got over that shock, Cary glanced around
that small space that she had wiggled into. Other than the dresser,
the painting, and the chair, there was also an old, empty bookcase
that blocked off that portion of the room. As Cary looked around at
all the stuff crammed into that one room, she got the feeling like
the previous owner of the house had moved everything of value, and
quite a lot of things of no value, into that one room. The place
was too full of treasures and junk to move about the room. She was
reminded of the floor of David's bedroom, which was often so
covered with toys that one could hardly walk from one end to the
other without stepping on several of them. There were far too many
things just in that one room alone to fully explore the place in
one outing. As she stared around at the things there, she silently
promised herself a return trip to the strange room. Something told
her that there were treasures abound in that place, and any number
of the items there could be priceless beyond belief.

Or it could be something fun to play with.

However, Cary knew that the only way to make a proper
search of the place would be to take everything out of the room,
piece by piece. With the rest of the house being as empty as it
was, there were plenty of places to stick things. But with the
large, heavy dresser near the door, blocking easy access in and out
of the room, any such efforts would have to wait. Even with David's
help, she doubted that she would be able to move it. That only left
what little was out in the open in the areas that she could get
to.

Cary moved forward, carefully picking her way through
the room. She pulled the largest of the knick-knacks, something
that looked like a blow dryer crossed with a pogo stick, off the
chair, placing it against the side of the dresser. With that off,
she climbed up onto the seat of the chair. Her weight pressed down
on the cushion there, causing the other three objects to fall onto
her feet. But she was suddenly tall enough to look over the back,
towards the rest of the room.

Directly behind the chair and painting was a large
bed. Cary wasn't sure what size it was, but it was bigger than her
own bed, and she was pretty sure that it was bigger than her
grandparents' bed as well. The bed had a golden frame to it that
glistened in the sunlight coming through the windows of the room.
But when she noticed that the sun was setting in one of those
windows, she suddenly realized just how long she had been in that
house.

"Darn," she said. "I need to get home. Grandpa should
have been home already."

Despite her words, and the truth to them, Cary stood
there for a moment, just looking around the room, desperately
searching for something for her to grab. She couldn't bear the
thought of making it that far into the house and coming away with
nothing to show for it. Any number of items in that place could
have been worth taking. She would need proof that she was in there,
something to show off to anyone that asked. But what she was really
thinking though was that anything in that house could have been
something to show off to the bullies. Something to prove her own
bravery and possibly get them to back off of her. Something to get
them to leave her alone.

The painting would have been her first choice. The
eerie look in the man's eyes and the ghostlike nature of his face
would be enough to scare the living daylights out of Greg. But it
was far too big for her to manage, and she was afraid that it would
tear apart when she was getting it back through the gap between the
dresser and the wall. That picture hook could be deadly.

The rest of the stuff, what she could see in there,
was all too weird. Things that no one would know what they were,
including a strange device on a table next to the chair that had a
clear piece of circular plastic on the front, marked by numbers, a
long cord that connected itself to itself, and a horseshoe-like
handle to it. But there was a book on the table next to the strange
device that she took, hoping that it would tell her what the device
itself was. The book was small enough to fit in her pocket, so she
stuck it in there before hopping back down off the chair.

With one last look around the small space between the
chair, the bookshelf, and the dresser, she retraced her steps back
past the dresser. Once she was back at the door to the room, she
reached up to grab the lamp, figuring that would be the best proof
that she had made it into the house. However, the moment that her
hand clasped the neck of the lamp, the whole thing fell apart on
her. The stained-glass lamp shade shattered, raining down the
panels onto the top of the dresser. Several of the panes broke on
impact, splashing shards of glass at Cary. Automatically, she
pulled her hands back, putting them up in front of her face to
protect herself from the glass. Once the sound of tickling glass
had stopped, she looked back at what was left of the lamp.

Only, there wasn't much left. The wire frame for the
lamp shade had broken apart at her touch, and looked more like one
of the other unidentifiable nick-knacks that cluttered the room. As
she looked at the remnants, she wondered if that had been the
source of those other items. If the objects stored in that room had
once been things that she could have recognized, but that they were
just slowly falling apart. They would no doubt continue to do so
even after she had left. Would there be anything worth seeing in
there at all upon her return?

The base of the lamp had snapped into three pieces,
with the broad stand staying in place on the dresser, the thick
handle slowly rolling onto the floor, and the part that had once
held the lampshade was still clenched in her hand. But instead of
the nut that held the shade in place, there was just a ring on the
end of it. When Cary looked at that ring, she thought that it was
just a washer; something to put beneath the lampshade to hold it
up. But the ring was bigger and thicker than any washer that she
had seen before, and much more narrow. It reminded Cary of her
grandmother's wedding ring, complete with a small gem embedded in
the metal.

Cary took the ring off of the rod, holding it in her
hand as she examined it. The gem seemed to catch the light from the
windows, despite the fact that she couldn't see them from the other
side of the dresser. The ring was quite large, larger than the rod
it had been on even. As Cary looked at it, the ring seemed to get
even larger, stretching out between her fingers. She looked between
the ring and the rod for a bit, comparing the two of them. But when
she placed the ring back onto the rod, it slid into place exactly
where it had been before, at exactly the same size it had been.

"Weird," Cary said.

As she continued to stare at the ring, it was
starting to get harder to see it there, tucked away behind the
dresser. When she realized what that meant, that the sun was
starting to set behind the next house over, she grabbed the ring
back up off of the rod, dropping the rod itself to the floor next
to her, next to most of what was left of the lamp.

"But I'll need proof," Cary said to herself, as she
came back out of the room and into the hallway. The rest of the
house was getting just as dark as that back room, with only the
sunlight coming through the distant windows to see by. "David would
never believe that I came in here just from some weird ring and an
old book."

Cary started heading back the way that she had come,
retracing her steps down that first hallway. She looked to both
sides of the hall, searching for something to prove that she had
been in there. The only thing she could see were the balls in that
first room. As she came inside the bedroom, she looked around at
the balls collected there. It looked like another baseball had
joined the three that had been in there before. But she just
scooped up the one that David had hit up there before heading back
towards the stairs.

At the top of the stairs, Cary looked through the
windows in the far wall. She could still see Greg and Angelica
pacing outside of the wrought iron fence, but the other three
bullies had already left. Cary stood there for a moment, watching,
waiting for the last two to head off as well. However, she knew
from experience, from all the other times that those five had
trapped her inside a building, that Greg and Angelica would stay
out till dark. Cary didn't have that kind of time. She would have
already been missed.

"Stupid Greg," Cary said. "Stupid bullies."

Cary looked down at the ball and ring in her hands
for a moment, wondering how she would be able to make it past the
two bullies still out there. She hadn't found anything to help her
fend them off, and any other door out of the house wouldn't get her
past the fence or the bullies. Instead, she tucked the ball under
her arm, as she slid the ring onto her index finger. When the ring
seemed to shrink to fit perfectly on it, she just shrugged before
turning back to the door.

"Alright, Cary," she said to herself, as she pulled
the ball back into her hands. "Nothing to it but to do it."

Staring out at the two bullies out there, Cary took a
long, deep, steadying breath before heading down the stairs. When
she was halfway down them, she turned into a run, meaning to try to
run right past the two of them and over towards her house. With her
grandfather home, she'd be able to make it inside to safety.
Assuming that she could make it past the bullies and keep ahead of
them.

When her feet made the bottom of the stairs, she
increased her speed as she darted forward towards the door. A
guttural scream of effort came out of her without her thinking
about it as she charged outside. It echoed around the huge entry
hall, sounding deeper and louder than her small lungs could manage
on their own
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