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Chapter One


The voices echoed against centuries-old stone walls. Samantha Gordon strained to hear her new employers, Mr. and Mrs. Roth, speaking simultaneously. Their echoing voices getting lost with the added caterwauling coming from upstairs. She hardly knew where to look. 
“Children! Stop that racket now!” Mrs. Roth turned and shouted, giving two bickering kids the mom glare as they made their way down a long, curved staircase.  
The boy punched the girl's arm. “I told you!” 
“I’m the one who told you.” She pinched him. 
He reached to pinch her back when Mrs. Roth slapped his hand down.
“Samantha, these … unruly children—”
“We aren’t children,” the girl said in protest.
Mrs. Roth’s eyes rolled up as she sucked in a slow breath. “This is Archie, and this is Evie. This is Samantha. She’ll be filling in for Jillie.”
“Please, call me Sam. It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Sam said, shaking the kid’s hands.
“Do you believe in ghosts, Sam?” Evie asked.
“There’s no such thing Evie,” Mr. Roth said. He shoved a set of keys into Sam’s hand. “Front door, carriage house, attic and—”
“Dungeon!” Archie interrupted in a fit of laughter.
“Basement,” Mr. Roth said. He sighed and continued, “I’ve labeled them for you.” He looked expectantly at Mrs. Roth, who was rubbing something off Evie’s cheek with her thumb.
“Oh, yes.” Mrs. Roth handed her a couple of sheets of paper, stapled together. “Here are the house rules, numbers for emergency, and activities I’d like them to do. This is a cell phone for your use. We do have a land line but it’s in the most useless location, so we use this as the house phone. Please keep it with you at all times.” 
Sam tried to reposition the items so as not to drop anything.
“We expected you yesterday, so I’m afraid Edward, our estate manager, and the chil—kids, will have to help you get sorted.”  Mrs. Roth maneuvered around Sam to a coat stand, grabbing her purse and slipping on a honey colored, Burberry trench coat. 
The canceled flight from Barcelona to London wasn’t Sam’s fault, but she let the jab pass. 
“Wait,” Mrs. Roth stopped buttoning her coat. “Edward is off today, so it’s just you and the kids until tomorrow.” 
“We’ll be fine,” Sam said. Her gaze fell on the suitcases.  Four large suitcases, a carry-on version, tote bag and a make-up case, in addition to a purse and briefcase. This seemed like a lot for a business trip. Were they running away? 
“We’re taking a holiday after the business is completed.” Mr. Roth explained.
He pulled up the handle on the last case, hoisted the tote bag over his shoulder, and grabbed two handles in one hand before releasing them again. 
“Almost forgot… You’ll need these.” He produced another set of keys, holding them out for her.
Sam recognized the leaping cat logo immediately. Jaguar. A car horn sounded outside. 
Mrs. Roth squealed, “That’ll be the taxi.” She turned to the kids with her arms extended. “You be good for Samantha.” She gave Evie a big squeeze, handing her off to Mr. Roth and grabbing Archie in a big bear hug. “No monkey business. You understand?” She kissed his forehead and released him to his father’s embrace.
Sam watched with a tinge of envy. She’d been orphaned at thirteen, then raised by her aunt and uncle. She loved them dearly, but it was different, and she was touched by the genuine affection between the parents and kids. 
The taxi horn beeped again. The Roths quickly grabbed all their luggage and hurried toward the door as they shouted back random thoughts. 
Mrs. Roth yelled, “Don’t forget to show her the pantry.”
Mr. Roth handed their bags to the driver. “Don’t spend all day watching TV.”
“Or playing video games.” Mrs. Roth slid into the back seat.
“I’ll make sure they don’t. Have a good trip,” Sam called out from the doorway.
“Bye, Mummy! Bye, Daddy!” Evie and Archie waved. 
As soon as the taxi pulled away, the kids yanked Sam inside and slammed the door closed, talking excitedly over each other.
“One at a time,” Sam said.
Archie went first. “Our house is haunted.”
Sam was amused that they referred to this as a house, when it clearly had been a castle. It was smaller than most castles she’d seen, so maybe it wasn’t an official castle. But as far as Sam was concerned, it was a castle. She raised her brow at Archie’s statement and drew out the word.
“Real-ly?”
Evie added with bated breath, “Yes. And we can hear the ghost from our rooms. It bangs on the walls and sometimes even groans.”
Sam smiled. She’d been a tutor, a nanny and a substitute teacher. She knew when kids were trying to pull one over on her. Okay, I’ll bite, she thought.
“Help me with my bags and show me to my room. Then you can show me where you’ve heard the ghost.”
Archie eagerly grabbed her suitcase as Evie took Sam’s tote bag, leaving her with just her purse and the handful of items the Roths had given her. They walked down a hall, further into the castle. Small windows positioned high on the wall cast long, twisting shadows of shields, swords and other centuries old armaments that hung on the walls. They reached a spacious kitchen. Now fitted with modern appliances, the centerpiece was the wood burning oven, set into the wall of stone. Sam followed Evie down a short set of steps.
“The pantry is just to the left.” She pointed without looking. 
Sam peeked. “Your Mom was right. The landline is in a useless spot.” 
“It’s perfect for clanstine calls,” Archie said, letting the bottom of the suitcase bounce down the three steps. 
Sam giggled. “Do you mean clandestine?”
“Yeah, secret phone calls,” Archie said.
“And why would you need to make a secret call?” Sam asked as they continued down another hall. The walls were a cream plaster, with a set of pastoral paintings hanging on either side. I must be in the servant’s quarters. They turned into an alcove that had a very modern elevator. Evie pressed the call button and the doors opened immediately.
“Wow!” was all Sam could say as they all piled inside.
“Daddy had it built after we moved in because Mummy said she was going to move into the living room if she had to go up and down the front stairs every time she needed any little thing.” Evie had an affected tone mimicking her mother. 
Sam hid a smirk. The doors opened and they spilled out. “What floor are we on?” Sam didn’t notice if either kid had pressed a button when they entered.
“Top floor. Ghosts, ghouls and guests,” Archie proudly announced. Evie giggled as they turned into the hallway, and Sam followed. 
“This, is your room.” Archie extended his arm with a flourish. 
Sam stepped inside a spacious room. Her eye fell on the king size bed centered on the left side wall. The tufted blue velvet headboard, framed in an indigo paisley drapery. She would definitely need the step stool tucked neatly to the side. 
“This is your wardrobe and dresser,” Evie said, setting the tote bag on top of a mahogany dresser with inlay woodwork. 
Sam walked over to the wardrobe and let her hand smooth over its aged surface. “This room is …” Sam trailed off. She turned around, taking in the rest. “Is this Jillie’s room?’ 
Archie guffawed. “Nah, her room is downstairs. Just past the lift. This guest room is just for you.”
“Mummy says this is the piece of resistance,” Evie said, skipping to the French doors. 
“I think you mean piece de la resistance,” Sam said as she walked. Her gaze drawn upward by the floor to ceiling drapes that flanked either side of the French doors, to the oak vaulted ceilings.
“Open and see,” Archie said.
Sam opened the French doors onto a balcony. She stepped out. It overlooked a perfectly manicured English garden. “Your mom is right.” She leaned over the chest-high balcony wall. The trimmed hedgerows flanked a dirt path leading to a circular maze. “I think a game of Hide-n-Seek will find its way on to this week’s schedule,” Sam said. 
“Come see our room.” Evie yanked on Sam’s hand, pulling her away. Archie took Sam’s other hand and led her down the hall to a set of wide double doors propped open to a suite of rooms. 
“This is your room?” Sam stepped through the broad doorway into an open, common space.  The center area had faded miniature furniture pushed off to the side, two bean bag chairs facing a full-size entertainment center sporting a big screen TV. 
“Wow! You have your own mini living room,” Sam said.
“Come see my room first.” Evie tugged her to the left. 
“You could roller skate in here!” Sam said. 
Evie giggled. “We have!”
“I better give you my cell number in case I get lost,” Sam teased. In addition to a full bedroom suite of furniture, there was a desk with a laptop and printer and a bookshelf lined with items ranging from stuffed Teletubbies and Paddington Bear to friendship bracelet supplies and an Insta-Max for mini-Polaroids.
“Evie, your room is fantastic.” Sam wandered to a door on the same wall as the fireplace. “Where’s this go?”
“That’s the loo,” Evie said. 
“We share it. Look.” Archie ran over and opened the door.
The bathroom was magazine ready. The marble counter went the whole length with center double sinks and a dressing area on each end. The shower walls were stone and there were two shower heads. The top one was flat and wide, while the lower one was traditional and could be handheld. Sam imagined it would feel like showering in a waterfall. The separate tub was a clawfoot and might have been part of the original bathroom.  
“How old are you?” Sam asked.
“Eleven. Why?” Evie answered.
“Just wondered,” Sam said, sure they weren’t old enough to appreciate such a fabulous bathroom.
“We’re twins. Did you know that?” Archie opened the door to his room.
“I did.” Sam stepped into Archie’s room. It had the same bedroom suite and desk set up; however, his bookshelf housed stacks of comics, a mix of DC and Marvel from what Sam could see and several different electronic gaming consoles and games.
“This is impressive.” Sam picked up a Game Boy sitting next to a PlayStation.
Archie went to the back wall and patted it. “We heard the ghost in here.”
“Hmmm.” Sam studied the wall, walking slowly toward it as she looked up at the old beams and through the picture window that overlooked a wooded area behind a pond. “Why do you think it’s a ghost and not a noise from outside or the creak of the house settling in for the night?”
“Because…” Evie leaned and conspiratorially whispered, “they’re trying to talk to us.”
“Plural?” Sam looked at both their faces. If they were pulling her leg or trying to get one over on the substitute nanny, they were expert level. 
Evie and Archie nodded, eyes wide and pleading, earnest in their belief. 
Sam clapped her hands together. “Meet me in front in fifteen minutes.”
“Why?” Evie asked.
“You’ll see,” Sam said and walked out of the room.
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