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1

“THERE IT IS, JEN.” Dad slowed the van and pointed at a big stone house high on a hill above the road. “Mostyn Castle. Our new home, thanks to Great-Uncle Thaddeus, bless his strange old soul.”

I leaned out the window and stared up, up, up, stretching my neck to see above the treetops. Months ago, when Dad told me about the house, I’d accused him of exaggerating, but for once he’d told the truth. It really was built like a castle, turrets and all. Crowning the hilltop, dark and mysterious, the house was a place where anything could happen—anything except the ordinary.

“It’s a big change from what you’re used to.” Dad said quietly. “Nobody next door. Nobody across the street. No friends nearby. Just you and me rattling around in dozens of big, dark rooms.”

“I love it.” I leaned back in my seat and grinned. A castle—I was going to live in a castle, a childhood wish come true.

“If you’re not happy here,” he went on, “we’ll sell it and move back home to Maryland.”


I turned and watched cloud shadows pattern the castle’s stone walls. “I’ll be happy,” I promised him. “And so will Tink.”

At the sound of his name, my cat meowed impatiently from his cage in the back seat. I reached around and touched his pink nose with the tip of my finger. “We’re almost there,” I told him.

“Tink will be ecstatic,” Dad said. “Can you imagine how many mice he’ll catch?”

Without thinking, I asked, “What about my mother? Would she have liked living here?”

“Yes, I think so.” Dad gripped the steering wheel a little too tightly. “Elaine loved castles and fairy tales, magic. . . . ” His voice drifted off and he gazed at the castle, seeing it with my mother’s eyes, I thought. Seeing it for her.

While he sat there silently, I watched a fly buzz against the inside of the windshield. To me, my mother was a face in a photo, a character in an unfinished story, someone who died before I was old enough to remember her. But I missed her as much as Dad did, needed her as much as he did, loved her as much as he did.

“I just wondered—” I broke off with an embarrassed shrug, sorry I’d spoiled the mood of the day.

Dad eased the van into gear. “We’d better get going,” he said. “We have a lot to do.” Soon a wall of trees blocked our view of the house.

“Tell me about Uncle Thaddeus,” I said. “Did you ever meet him?”


“Once,” he said. “I must have been five or six. We happened to be passing through this part of West Virginia on our way home from a vacation, and my father suggested paying Uncle Thaddeus a visit. He thought the old man would enjoy meeting me.”

Dad shook his head in remembrance. “Great-Uncle Thaddeus was the scariest person I’d ever seen. Tall and gaunt, long white beard, old-fashioned black suit. He didn’t smile or say one word to me the whole time we were there, but he watched every move I made. The place was full of antiques—valuable stuff, according to my mother. Vases, statues, bric-a-brac. He must have been worried I’d break something. I was convinced he hated me.”

I looked at Dad, puzzled. “But he left his house to you. He must have liked you.”

“Uncle Thaddeus died without a will, Jen. Apparently, I’m his only living relative, so the court awarded his estate to me. Who knows what the old man wanted to happen to his property?”

Dad turned right into a curving driveway lined with tall, drooping trees whose branches scraped the roof of our van. I caught sight of squirrels dashing this way and that, alarmed by the engine’s noise. Birds flew out of the trees, fluttering about in confusion. I thought I glimpsed a deer streaking away through the underbrush.

The driveway ended in a weedy circle in front of the house. Steep steps rose to a porch, and beyond them were two massive wooden doors, their panels carved with twining vines and leaves. Crouching stone lions flanked the steps, their snarling faces furrowed from years of rain and snow. Trailing long strands of ivy, a pair of tall stone urns stood on either side of the door.

In spite of the summer sun, I shivered. Up close, the house was not as inviting as it had appeared from a distance.

Dad shoved a huge key into the lock and, with some effort, opened the doors. Lugging Tink’s cage, I followed him into a dark hallway that smelled of dusty air and cold stone. In the kitchen, I put Tink’s cage on the floor. He cowered inside, meowing pitifully.

“I’ll set you free when we get settled,” I told him. “If I open the door now, you might run outside and get lost.”

Tink made himself as small as possible in the very back of his cage and continued to meow in a plaintive, kittenish way. He was a big yellow tabby but very timid. The original scaredy-cat.

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “We’re not at the vet’s office. Nobody’s going to take your temperature or give you a shot. This is our new home.”

Tink meowed louder and twitched his tail.

“I’m beginning to think you don’t like it here,” I said softly.

“Jen,” Dad called from the hall. “I could use some help.”

I reached into the cage, gave Tink a pat on his nose, and left him to fuss in private.

Dad and I made trip after trip to the van and back, carrying in our luggage, a few days’ supply of groceries, our books, clothes, and other personal stuff. We didn’t need anything else. The house was crammed with Uncle Thaddeus’s belongings—tables and chairs, beds and bureaus, sideboards and sofas, armchairs and clocks, books and bookcases; enough furniture to fill all the houses in a city block.

Before I unpacked, I carried Tink to the room I’d chosen for myself, just down the hall from Dad’s. I closed the door and let him out of his cage. He immediately ran under the bed and refused to budge.

I got down on the floor and tried to lure him out, but he’d pushed himself against the far wall. He crouched there and stared at me, as if to ask why I’d brought him here.

“Okay,” I told him. “Stay there.”

I got to my feet and went to the window to see what I could see from my room. I drew in a deep breath, amazed at the sight of a tall stone tower behind the house. Weeds and brambles had grown up around its base, and its walls were almost hidden by ivy. The afternoon sun glinted on tiny windows under the eaves of the roof. Rapunzel, Sleeping Beauty, Bluebeard’s wife—any of them could be imprisoned there.

Leaving Tink huddled under the bed, I ran downstairs to find Dad. “There’s a tower in the backyard,” I cried. “Have you seen it?”

He looked up from a box of groceries. “I’ve been to the house four or five times already. How could I have missed something as big as that tower?”

“Why didn’t you tell me about it?” Without giving him a chance to answer, I shot out the door and ran down the hill toward the tower.


Behind me Dad called, “Jen, wait!”

But I was too excited to stop. I plunged through the weeds and bushes and stopped in front of a huge oak door carved with strange marks—not exactly words, not exactly pictures, but symbols of some sort. Despite the rusty padlock, I tugged at the door, but I couldn’t budge it.

Dad crashed through the bushes behind me.

“The door’s locked,” I told him. “Do you have the key?”

“Yes,” he said, “but I plan to keep it locked.”

I stared at him in surprise. “Why?”

“I explored the place on my first visit. The stairs are rotting, and the floors are unsound. I didn’t dare go to the top. All that’s holding those stone walls together is ivy. One good wind could topple the whole thing like a pile of blocks.”

“But, Dad, don’t you want to know what’s up there?” I gazed at the tiny windows catching the late-afternoon sun and imagined treasure hidden under the floorboards.

Shading his eyes. Dad squinted at the tower. “Anything Uncle Thaddeus left behind would be ruined by now. Most of the windows are broken. The roof leaks. I’m sure bats, pigeons, and mice have done their share of damage, as well as years of rain and snow.”

“Couldn’t we at least go see?” Although I wasn’t fond of bats, pigeons, or mice, I wanted to climb the rotting stairs to the very top. I wanted to look out those little windows and see the woods and the house and the gardens from way up high. But most of all I wanted to find something wonderful tucked out of sight in an old chest. A treasure, maybe—gold coins, jewels, silver . . . things worthy of being locked away in an old tower.

Dad tugged on the padlock to make sure it was locked. “The tower’s not safe,” he repeated. “It’s strictly off-limits to you.”

I bit my lip to keep from begging. Dad didn’t like me to argue with him. If I backed off now, he might change his mind later.

When he started to turn away, I grabbed his arm. “Did you notice these?” I pointed at the odd marks on the door.

Dad studied the carvings. “They look like runes. Ancient writing, supposedly the language of magic and spells.”

“Why would your uncle carve them on the door? They’re spooky.”

Dad shrugged. “Apparently, Great-Uncle Thaddeus was a strange man, Jen. He lived here like a hermit. Never went anywhere, never entertained. A recluse, but harmless-more eccentric than anything else.”

Dad looked at the runes again. “According to the lawyer who settled the estate, my uncle had quite a reputation in town. People mistrusted him. They spoke of seeing lights in the tower windows every night till dawn. It was rumored that he never slept, never ate, never spoke. A few even suspected he practiced witchcraft.”

Despite the warm June day, goose bumps pimpled my skin. “Do you think it’s true, Dad?”


“Of course not.” Dad glanced up at the house. The sun was behind it now, darkening the stonework. “Great-Uncle Thaddeus was a brilliant man, a scholar, an artist, a gardener, a philosopher. He didn’t fit in with the locals, so they made up ridiculous stories about him.” He frowned. “It’s the fate of extraordinary people to be misunderstood by ordinary people.”

I’d heard Dad state this opinion many times before. He was an artist himself, forced to teach high school art classes for a living. Most of the time he made a joke out of it—the poor starving artist breaking up fights in the school parking lot. But on bad days he complained he was unappreciated, misunderstood, undervalued. Mom had been good at getting him to laugh at himself, Dad always said. Too bad I didn’t have her talent.

While Dad nattered away about small towns and small minds, I reached out and touched one of the runes on the door. For a moment, I felt an odd tingling, almost like a tiny shock. Startled, I jerked my hand back.

I glanced at Dad to see if he’d noticed, but he was already walking up the hill toward the house. I followed him slowly, glancing back now and then at the tower. The ivy on its walls rustled in the breeze, rising and falling as if the tower were alive and breathing. High up, the tiny windows sparkled in the sunlight.

With or without Dad’s permission, I planned to explore the tower the first chance I got.
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I CAUGHT UP WITH Dad in the kitchen, where he stood staring helplessly at the pots and pans he’d been attempting to organize before I interrupted him.

“It’s almost time for dinner, and I can’t find anything,” he said.

Tink jumped up on the counter and accidentally knocked a pile of lids to the floor. Dad swatted at him in annoyance. “Get down!”

Giving Dad a disdainful look, the cat ignored him. His fears forgotten. Tink had definitely made himself at home. Tail waving, he prowled the counter, weaving his way through the clutter, sniffing this, sniffing that, looking in vain for supper.

“Maybe we should just go out for pizza,” Dad muttered.

“Where would we get it?” I asked. “Mingo’s the nearest town, and it’s at least twenty-five miles away.”

Dad sighed. “We’re not in the suburbs anymore, are we? No mall, no fast-food places, no pizza delivery. In other words, if we want pizza, we’ll have to make it ourselves.” He rummaged through a carton of groceries and came up with a package of pizza mix.


“Yuck.” I scowled at the grinning chef on the front of the box. “Not that stuff, Dad.”

“You can always make yourself a peanut butter sandwich,” he said cheerfully.

While I fed Tink, Dad busied himself with the pizza. Even though he was a pretty good cook, I didn’t have much hope for the sticky white dough he was smothering with canned tomato sauce. Tink showed no interest in it. Usually he preferred our food to his, but tonight he seemed perfectly happy with his Kitty Delight chopped sardines.

When the pizza was ready, Dad insisted we eat in the dining room—much more special, he said, than the kitchen, especially for our first meal in Great-Uncle Thaddeus’s house. The two of us sat at one end of a table that must have been at least twelve feet long. To my surprise, the pizza smelled almost as good as the real thing and tasted better than I’d expected—or maybe I was just too hungry to be picky.

After we’d finished eating, we lingered at the table. Here in the mountains, the heat faded with the setting sun. To drive off the evening chill, Dad had gotten a small fire going in the hearth, and I’d lit dozens of candles, but the room was far from cozy. It was too big, for one thing, high-ceilinged and filled with shadows. Long velvet drapes hid the windows, and dark oil paintings in ornate frames tilted out from the walls. Great-Uncle Thaddeus seemed to have had a taste for desolate landscapes, gloomy still lifes, and portraits of pale, frowning people who no doubt disapproved of pizza.

Tink brushed against my legs, purring like a motor running at full speed. It comforted me to know he was there, so close, so warm and soft.

“Is Great-Uncle Thaddeus in any of those pictures?” I asked.

Dad scanned the portraits. “There’s the jolly old soul.” He pointed at a painting of a white-haired man with a beard. Uncle Thaddeus’s face was long and thin, his cheeks were pale, and he had no twinkle in his eye. His expression was decidedly unfriendly.

“A self-portrait, I think,” Dad said. “He was a good painter.”

“I guess that’s where you got your talent.” I tilted my head and studied the painting. “He looks exactly like you described him. I’d be scared of him, too.”

Dad laughed. “Even in a painting, he has a certain commanding presence.”

“I wouldn’t want that picture hanging on my bedroom wall,” I said. “I’d never get any sleep with him staring down at me.”

“Well, no matter what the old boy was like or how he’d feel about us living here,” Dad said, “I salute him for giving me the opportunity to become a man of leisure.”

Raising his coffee cup, Dad got to his feet. “To Great-Uncle Thaddeus, who unwittingly saved me from twenty more years of teaching art to Philistines.”


“A toast, a toast!” I raised my water glass. “Hip, hip, hooray for Great-Uncle Thaddeus, the king of Mostyn Castle!”

“Hear, hear.” Dad’s voice echoed in the high-ceilinged room.

Swallowing the last of his coffee, he began gathering our plates. “Let’s clean up, Jen. It’s been a long day for both of us.”

After we’d cleared the table and washed the dishes, I picked up Tink. “Are you going to bed now?” I asked Dad.

“I think I’ll read for a while first,” he said. “You run along. I’ll be up soon.”

Taking Tink with me, I climbed the long flight of steps to the second floor and walked down the hall to my room.

Before I got into bed, I looked out the window at the tower. In the moonlight it looked even more mysterious. “What do you suppose Great-Uncle Thaddeus did up there all night long?” I whispered to Tink.

He looked at me, amber eyes glowing, and touched my face gently with his paw.

“You’re a cat,” I reminded him. “You must be curious.”

Tink blinked. Leaping from my arms, he ran to the bed and jumped on the pillow, his favorite sleeping place. Looking at me pointedly, he meowed loudly. It was time for bed. If I didn’t get under those covers soon, he’d start fussing at me.

I lingered a moment at the window. The leaves in the big oak near the house stirred and rustled. The moon shone down on fields and woods, casting the tower’s long black shadow toward the house. The stars seemed thicker and brighter, closer somehow without streetlights and neon signs and headlights.

Tink mewed several times, reminding me again it was time for bed. The breeze coming through the window was cool, and I was glad to snuggle under the covers with my cat close by.

The strange night noises of my new home kept me awake—a creak here, a creak there, an odd tap, tap, tap, the rush of water in the drains. I turned this way and that—stomach, right side, left side, back, legs curled up, legs out straight. But no matter what position I took, I couldn’t relax.

Large, dark furniture, carved with vines and animal heads, crowded around me on clawed feet. It was like trying to sleep in an enchanted forest full of strange beasts. For all I knew, I’d wake in the morning and find myself far from everything I knew and loved, alone and afraid.

Finally, I got out of bed and went looking for Dad. I needed some comforting. Tink followed me, probably hoping it was time for breakfast.

I was halfway down the steps when I heard Dad say, “I can’t wait to introduce you to Jen. She’s a lovely girl, Moura, sweet and quiet, a little shy. Very bright.”

I stopped and gripped the railing. A cold breeze blew up the stairs, but I didn’t move. Dad was talking on the phone, telling a stranger about me. “She still misses her mother,” he said. “It was hard for her to leave our old house, but I think the change will do her good. Maybe she’ll be happier here.”

He paused to give “Moura” a turn to speak and then said, “I do my best, but Jen’s almost thirteen. She needs mothering, a woman to talk to her about things.”

I wanted to run down the steps and yank the phone out of Dad’s hand. He had no right to tell a stranger how I felt or what I needed. It was none of her business. But, angry as I was, I didn’t want Dad to know I’d been eavesdropping.

“Come tomorrow afternoon,” Dad said. “I’d love to give you a complete tour of the house and its furnishings. You’re bound to find something perfect for your shop.”

Another pause, and then Dad said, “Don’t worry about a thing, Moura. Jen will absolutely adore you.”

Before Dad hung up, I crept back to bed. Who was this Moura? How had my father met her? And why had he said I’d adore her? I wouldn’t—I was sure of it. And I certainly wasn’t going to talk to her in some mother-daughter way. Dad was the only person I needed.

Tink snuggled closer, butting his head against me, demanding to be petted. “Moura,” I whispered. “I don’t even like her name.”

Tink rubbed his face against mine and purred even louder. That meant he agreed. He didn’t like Moura, either.

I fell asleep hoping I could keep Dad away from this Moura person.
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AT BREAKFAST, DAD was so distracted he poured orange juice on his cereal. Under different circumstances, I would have laughed and teased him, but I was still angry about what I’d overheard him tell the mysterious Moura.

“That was dumb,” I muttered.

Dad laughed. “To tell you the truth, I’m a little flustered,” he said. “When I came to town last month to settle Uncle Thaddeus’s estate, the lawyer suggested I hire an antique dealer to assess my uncle’s belongings—the furniture, the art, the bric-a-brac he once feared I’d break. He recommended a woman named Moura Winters. She runs the Dark Side of the Moon, a pricey little shop in Mingo. She’s coming at one to look at the place.”

I toyed with my cereal, pushing the flakes this way and that. “Were you talking to her last night?”

“Why, yes,” he began, “but how—”

I shoved my cereal bowl aside, no longer hungry. “Why did you tell her about me? It’s none of her business how I feel.”

Dad stared at me, surprised. “Were you eavesdropping, Jen?”

“No. I was coming downstairs because I couldn’t sleep, and I heard you telling some stranger that I missed my mother, that I was lonely, that I needed a woman to talk to. You made me sound absolutely pitiful, some sad girl with no one to talk to.”

Dad ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to make you sound pitiful. It’s just that Moura and I . . . we . . . she and I . . . well, we—”

“You and Moura what?” I gripped the edge of the table. “How long have you known her, anyway?”

“The lawyer I mentioned before introduced us,” he said. “Whenever I came down to work on the house, I took Moura to dinner, a movie. . . .  She’s very nice, Jen. A good businesswoman, too. She knows her antiques. You’ll like her, I’m sure of it. Just give her—”

I didn’t wait for him to finish. With Tink bounding ahead, I ran upstairs to my room and slammed the door. Now I understood the many trips Dad had made to Great-Uncle Thaddeus’s house before we moved. A plumber to see. An electrician, a carpenter, a lawyer. While I’d spent weekend after boring weekend with a babysitter, Dad had been spending time in Mingo with Moura.

When Dad knocked on my door, I told him to go away. I’d stay in my room all day if I felt like it. He was a traitor, a cheat, a liar.

“For heaven’s sake,” Dad protested. “Why shouldn’t Moura and I—”

“Leave me alone,” I said. “I don’t want to hear that name again!”


After a while, Dad gave up and went downstairs. I waited a few minutes, maybe ten, maybe fifteen, and then tiptoed to his room. I found the key to the tower, neatly labeled, in the top drawer of his bureau. If I hadn’t been so angry with him, I probably would have felt guilty about disobeying him, but I dropped the key into the pocket of my shorts with only a twinge of conscience.

I crept downstairs and peeked into the kitchen. Dad was lying on the floor, his head under the sink, trying to repair a leaking pipe he’d discovered.

With Tink at my heels, I slipped out the front door, circled around the house to the rear, and ran down the hill to the tower. Hidden behind the screen of overgrown bushes, I shoved the key into the padlock and turned it. It took all my strength, but at last the lock moved, and I pushed the heavy door open.

Tink and I hesitated on the threshold. The air was hot and still and thick with dust. It smelled of mold, mouse droppings, pigeon poop, and other nose-wrinkling, indefinable things. Tink scooted up the winding wooden staircase, and I followed slowly, avoiding the bones of a bird scattered on the stairs, testing each step to see if it was rotten. The wood seemed sound to me. Dad must have exaggerated to discourage me from what I was doing now.

At the top, the stairs opened into a big round room. Dim light shone through the ivy covering the small windows, giving the room a greenish tint, almost as if it were under water. A pair of pigeons, heads tucked under their wings, slept on the rafters. Mice scurried through stacks of paper and crooked piles of old books. I saw a chair here, a table there, busts of ancient Greeks and Romans, trunks and boxes, all coated with dirt and cobwebs.

I opened a few of the books, hoping to find a good story, but the mildewed pages were covered with odd symbols and marks. Runes, I thought, like the ones carved on the tower’s door.

Tossing the unreadable books aside, I spied an easel standing by one of the small leaf-choked windows. A palette of dried oils sat on a table, its colors so caked with dust that it was impossible to tell what they’d once been. On the easel was a painting of a girl’s face partly hidden by shadows. Her strange slanted eyes stared into mine, half afraid, half curious. Moonlight shone through the foliage and tinted her pale skin green. She was so real, I almost expected her to move or speak.

But what she’d say, I couldn’t guess. She didn’t look quite human.

While Tink explored the room, I looked through a stack of paintings leaning against the easel. The same girl’s face stared out from two of them. In one especially eerie painting, she seemed to be trapped behind a glass wall, pressing her hands against it, as if she were desperate to escape. I had a feeling Great-Uncle Thaddeus had been trying to paint something very real to him but he hadn’t gotten it right somehow.

The other paintings were of strange moonlit forests, dark lakes, rushing rivers, caverns. In some, menacing figures peered from shadowy places. They were barely visible, and as inhuman as the girl.

I let the canvases fall back, raising a cloud of dust that made me sneeze.

Still hoping to discover a gold chalice, a ruby diadem, or, at the very least, a pile of silver coins, I took another look around the room. That’s when I saw the small glass globe. Revolving slowly in the lazy summer air, it hung at the end of a tarnished silver chain suspended from a hook high above my head. Like everything else in the tower, it was filthy, but under the dirt, I was able to make out a faint spiral pattern of colors. Cleaned up, it would look pretty hanging in my bedroom window.

While Tink watched, I climbed on top of a table and reached for the globe. But, stretch as tall as I could, it was still beyond my grasp. I gathered an armload of the thickest books I could find, piled them on the table, and climbed on top. Just as my fingers brushed the globe, the books slid out from under me, and I almost fell. Startled by the commotion, mice scurried about madly and the pigeons flew out a broken window, their wings clapping like sheets of metal.

Unfazed by the ruckus, Tink stared steadily at the globe, his ears pricked, his tail twitching.

Determined to get the globe, I grabbed a rickety old chair and hefted it onto the table. After making sure it was strong enough to hold me, I stood on the seat and tried again to reach the globe. Grabbing it at last, I climbed down carefully and wiped the glass with the bottom of my T-shirt. I turned the globe this way and that, admiring its spiraling pattern of green, blue, purple, and gold. Where all the colors con verged, I discovered a little spout, tightly stoppered with a cork. The glassblower must have put it there for some reason, but I had no idea why.

Tink rose on his hind legs and sniffed the globe. Dropping down on all four paws, he shivered and clicked his teeth as if he saw a mouse. But his eyes were on the globe.

“What’s so interesting?” I asked him.

He mewed and reared up to reach for the globe.

“Don’t,” I said. “You’ll break it.”

I hid the globe under my shirt and hurried down the narrow steps. It was later than I thought, and I was worried Dad would call me for lunch. Shoving the tower door shut, I tried to relock the padlock, but as I fumbled with it, the rusty old thing fell apart in my fingers. Not knowing what else to do, I left the padlock on the ground and sneaked out of the bushes. With Tink bounding ahead, I ran
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