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PROLOGUE
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A SHADOW MOVED THROUGH AN empty house, a deeper smudge of darkness in the gloom of unlit rooms. Many rooms, but not countless ones. The number was important. Details were important, and there were as many details as there were grains of dust on the mantelpieces or seconds of silence in the night. Or raindrops, whispering against the windows from the last of the bitter winter storms.

Icicles hung like fingernails from the pipes in the cellar, the heat running through them as fast as it could to escape upward. They would not melt, not ever. Other shadows lurked there, ordinary ones, the strange shapes caused by objects abandoned when the last residents had left. The shadow hadn’t wanted them to leave. It trembled and slipped up the stairs. The ground floor was only cool, the conservatory keeping a secret of spring that it would soon tell. In the kitchen the pantry was empty, the oven the coldest thing in the room. Nobody ate in the kitchen, or read in the library, or relaxed in the sitting room.

Up more stairs, nobody dreamed in the bedrooms. The shadow shimmered and melted in the warmth of them, almost stifling, as it moved from one to the next. Soon, soon the rooms would have beds, and the beds people. Soon someone would come and dust the mantelpieces, clear the junk in the cellar, make the house their home, one they wanted to live in.

The shadow oozed its way up one final corkscrew to the attic, slid across bare floorboards to a curiously shaped window.

Trees surrounded the house in every direction, the forest sliced in two by a long driveway, which led to a road, which led to a town, which led to a city, which led to the rest of the world.

That was one way to get there.

There were others.

The house shivered and groaned beneath the shadow. It had been empty much too long. Far below the window, a sign swung from a wooden post, lashed, thrashed by the storm.

The shadow grinned, and by the flash from a bolt of lightning, a man stepped from where the shadow had just been. His suit was old, musty, creased, his hair wild. It was time for him to leave—temporarily, of course. He would return soon, but for now it wouldn’t do to be late to supper. He brushed his lapels and descended the stairs as noiselessly as he had come, glided past the empty bedrooms, slid away from the clatter of rain on the conservatory’s windows, slipped out the front door and under the swinging sign.

SOLD, it read.

The man smiled his way down the long drive and became a shadow once more.


CHAPTER ONE

A House but Not a Home
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THE HOUSE KNEW. IT KNEW, gazing down at her with its droopy window-eyes, that Amelia hated it. It knew with its wide, crumbling, scowling face that she was scowling right back at it, and she had a tongue she could stick out, which she did, as far as it would go. She was better than the house. It might be big and old and in the middle of a forest, but she was still better. She didn’t only have a tongue; she had shoes for kicking at the driveway and a big dictionary full of insulting words she could hurl at the bricks.

Really, her glower had little to do with the house, which Amelia had to admit looked interesting—and in her opinion interesting was far more of a compliment than nice. Deep down, she knew it wasn’t the windows or the wood or the slate tiles on the roof. She didn’t want to be there, but it was more, just, well, all of it, and she would get in trouble for sticking her tongue out at her cousins. Especially since another thing she knew deep down was that this whole situation wasn’t her cousins’ fault. What had happened was very sad, and Amelia felt very sad for them, but she could be just as sad in her own room, in her own house.

So this one, in front of her, was a safer target for her annoyance.

You don’t like me now, little girl, but you will learn to. Come inside, the house seemed to say. In her imagination the house sounded like a wheezy, whispering old man. Amelia stretched her tongue out as far as it would go.

“You’ll freeze that way,” said her mother, dragging a bursting suitcase from the car. It had dents in the side from where Amelia had been wedged against it for the whole of the long journey.

Good, thought Amelia, though her mother was wrong. It was much too warm here for anything to freeze. The latticework of leaves surrounding them was lush and green, the trees holding the heat in cupped wooden hands. A month from now, perhaps, the edges of the leaves would begin to turn gold. Two months and they’d cover the ground on which Amelia Howling stood.

She didn’t want to be here that long. It had already been too long.

She wanted to go home.

Voices came through the open door. Quiet voices. The accident had turned down the volume on Amelia’s life. The ringing phone had been the last loud noise, the call that made her mother go silent and pale. It wasn’t surprising that the silence had fallen here, too. It had started here. Or, to be precise, it had started on the road leading to the town, on a night booming with thunder and crackling with lightning and slick with sheets of rain. A scream of twisting metal, and then a hush that had spread all the way to Amelia’s house.

An old, curly-haired woman stepped out onto the porch, wiping her hands on a cloth before waving at Amelia and her parents. Amelia did not wave back, but Mrs. Howling did. Mrs. Howling had dropped the phone after that awful call and rushed here, stayed here while Amelia finished school and Mr. Howling packed boxes every evening after work. The old woman, a housekeeper of some sort, had agreed to look after Amelia’s cousins these past few days while Mrs. Howling returned to help with the last bits and pieces.

Amelia ran up the steps and darted past the woman into the entrance hall. A rack there still held coats too large to belong to her cousins, too small for the housekeeper, and none of them were her mother’s. Amelia tiptoed across the floor to peer into the sitting room, ignoring the conversation that started behind her.

“Hello,” said her eldest cousin, Owen. He was ten, just a week older than Amelia herself, and that made her angry. It had never bothered her before, when she’d seen him at Christmases or family holidays, but a lot of things were different now. This house was different; they’d lived somewhere else the last time she’d visited. Owen was different. It had in fact been a few years since she’d seen him; his hair was darker than it had been, darker than hers, and he had more freckles than she remembered. Perhaps he’d always had that many.

“Hello,” answered Amelia, so late it seemed Owen had forgotten he’d said it first. He’d gone back to some silly game on the gadget in his lap. She had one too, and was probably better at the game than he was.

The other two, Matthew and Lavender, were younger. Eight and one. More than once Amelia had overheard her father say that Lavender, at least, probably didn’t grasp what had happened. Matthew was staring at a spot on the ugly striped wallpaper, and Lavender wore a smile frosted with crumbs.

Amelia did understand what had happened. She was plenty old enough, thank you very much, even if she wasn’t oldest anymore. That was the most excellent thing about being an only child: She got to be the oldest and the youngest, all at the same time. She understood that her aunt and uncle had died, and now her parents had to be Owen, Matthew, and Lavender’s parents too.

Not that they ever would be, of course, not truly. Amelia knew someone had to care for them—she wasn’t stupid—but she didn’t understand why it needed to be like this. She’d offered to share her room at home, but apparently that house still wasn’t big enough for everyone. She’d suggested that the old woman could look after them all the time, and Amelia and her parents would just visit, but that wasn’t all right either. The woman wasn’t even staying. She was only ever meant to be temporary, and wanted to retire. Mrs. Howling said she’d clean the house herself—with help from Amelia’s father and the children, of course. It figured that no matter how far she moved, Amelia couldn’t escape chores.

“We’re sorry, Amie; we know it’s a big change,” her father had said, taping up a cardboard box in her old living room.

“We really don’t have the space there, but this house is very large,” her mother had said on the phone when she’d called to wish Amelia good night. “It only makes sense. Besides, they’ve already been through so much. We can’t take their home from them too.”

But it was perfectly fine to take Amelia’s home. Her perfect little house on its perfect little hill, with her very best friend right next door, and the pond at the bottom of the garden, and Mrs. Frenkel at school to give her interesting books.

Oh, yes. It was fine to take all that away.

Beyond the sitting room a conservatory filled with underwater light and wicker furniture spread the fresh scent of plants and flowers. And there was Mum’s computer, set up on a little table so she could do her work. Amelia paid no attention to Owen following her as she wandered through the glass room, into a kitchen that took up most of the back of the house. A plate of cakes sat on the enormous table, which explained Lavender’s mess. Through the windows Amelia saw a large garden, bright with even more plants and flowers and, past them, more of the trees that encircled the whole place.

Owen was still watching her, and it was too much. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She felt so very sorry for him and just couldn’t find words for it under all the sorry she felt for herself, so it was better to say nothing at all. She ran back the way she’d come, past her parents still talking to the housekeeper in the doorway and up the wide, curved stairs that creaked like an old man’s bones under her. The first thing she felt when she reached the top was stifling heat, and the first thing she saw was a closed door, and being on the other side of it seemed like a very good idea.

“You can’t go in there,” said Owen as she reached for the knob. “You’re not allowed.”

Amelia stopped, turned to face him. “Is that your room?”

Owen shook his head. “No. It’s where my dad does his work.”

Not anymore, thought Amelia, but it was a sad thought, not a mean one.

“Then you can’t tell me what to do,” she said.

“That’s yours,” he answered, pointing at the room beside the office and backing away, descending the stairs again. Someone—the old woman, surely, because Mrs. Howling knew Amelia better than this—had made an effort to decorate Amelia’s room in a way that would surely be described as jolly, and anything described that way is the exact opposite, always. Little wooden letters, each a different color, spelled out her name on the door.

If Amelia were to be sick on the rug after eating too many sweets, it would be in precisely those colors.

It was tempting to do so. In fact, she did feel slightly ill. It was too warm up here, far warmer than even the summer day outside should allow for.

And being sick might distract her parents from bringing the suitcases into the house.

Instead she swallowed and stepped inside the room. It wasn’t a bad room. Not as nice as her old one, obviously, but it was larger, with a big bay window and its own fireplace. Since it was summer, the hearth was dark, full of sooty shadows that stole what light they could from the rest of the room.

It had a window seat, too, and someone—this time it probably had been Mrs. Howling—had piled one end high with books. Amelia’s own books, sent ahead in the boxes her father had packed in a big van.

Well. They wouldn’t get her to like it here that easily.

You will like it here, insisted the room, the fireplace, the surrounding forest. You will.

A gust of wind blew from somewhere, rattling her windows, slamming her door. Downstairs, suitcases crashed and bumped into the front hall. Amelia wondered if maybe she should help, if only so as not to get in trouble later, but her cousins weren’t helping either, far as she could hear with the door closed, so that settled that.

The bed was comfortable, which was deeply irritating. Complaining that it was lumpy, that she wouldn’t sleep a wink on it, that she missed her old one . . . that would feel like something. A protest against the strange, welcoming feeling tickling at the back of Amelia’s neck. The house wanted people in it, and even inside her own head that sounded an odd way to put it, but she could think of no other description. The long driveway had drawn them in, through the two wide swathes of trees, to shelter them inside the clearing that held the house.

Shelter. That was the word. Amelia’s large dictionary wasn’t one of the books on the window seat—she’d insisted on keeping it with her, and it was still in the car—but she knew if she checked it, she’d be right. Shelter was definitely the proper word. Beyond the trees there were roads and cars and cities and life, creeping up to the edge of the house’s surrounding land but not daring to infringe upon it. It was so quiet, the house, so proud. It stood tall in its own gardens and didn’t need any other houses around it to tell it what it was.

Well. Amelia could tell what it wasn’t. It wasn’t home, and it never would be.

•  •  •

A clock ticked on Amelia’s nightstand, but its rhythmic noise wasn’t what had woken her. She didn’t know what had, until Lavender let loose another screeching wail, which was quickly followed by the sound of Mrs. Howling trying to comfort her. This had happened every night of the two weeks since Amelia arrived, and now she was too annoyed to simply roll over and fall back to sleep.

It was twelve minutes to midnight, a pleasing symmetry, and Amelia had kicked off all her covers, the room still too warm. She felt as if she’d been asleep for only a second, though her father had come in almost three hours before to kiss her good night and turn off the lamp. He’d tried to close the curtains, too, but she’d stopped him, and now the moon shone into the clearing, into Amelia’s room. It chilled the floor with its cold, white light, bleaching the floorboards to more bones that groaned; if the stairs were the house’s spine, these were its ribs.

The hairs on the back of Amelia’s neck rose. The window seemed even more like an eye from inside than it had when she first saw the house. It stared out through the gaps in the trees to spy on the rooftops of the town. Amelia hadn’t been to the town yet; all she knew of it was what she’d seen when they drove through on their way here, and she’d been too squashed in with the suitcases to pay much attention. The suitcases were empty now, tossed down into the cellar.

She was really staying here.

For fourteen days she’d been trapped in this place. Most of the time had been spent reading on her window seat and avoiding her cousins, though her parents had some very firm rules about mealtimes, especially supper. Three times a day, she slunk sullenly to the kitchen and ate in silence while her mum’s lips got thinner and thinner and her dad’s fork clanged too heavily against his plate. When she was finished, she would disappear back to her room, and at some point one of her parents would come to tuck her into bed, saying little except they hoped she’d sleep well.

Now she was wide awake, kneeling on the window seat, looking out at the trees. The leaves and the spaces between them played with the dark of the night and the light of the moon, making shapes and faces. An eye winked at her and rustled back on the wind to ordinary treeness. Lavender had stopped crying, and a hush, a real hush, which is a special kind of silence, fell over the house once more. It was disturbed only by the ticktock on the nightstand, the hands neatly sweeping away every last speck of Amelia’s old life.

It was just . . . it was just silly that it could be quite so simple. That everything she’d known could vanish so easily and leave her with nothing but memories. Silly and wrong.

Her bedroom was still too hot; her throat stuck to itself. The house was quiet, and carefully, so as not to start Lavender’s cacophony up again, Amelia crept to her door and opened it, tiptoeing past the sickly colored letters and down the stairs for a glass of water. Voices came from the kitchen, her mother and father talking. Amelia inched up to the door and peered inside. Mrs. Howling had Lavender balanced on one hip.

“She needs time,” said Mr. Howling, messing up his usually very neat hair with his hand.

Lavender needed time to go back to sleep? Amelia couldn’t remember being only a year old. Maybe she’d been the same way.

“I know,” replied Mrs. Howling, “but this isn’t making the situation any easier. I’ve tried to talk to her, even offered to take her shopping for some new books, just the two of us, but she’s having none of it. I think she’s still angry with me for leaving the two of you and coming here, but what choice was there?”

Amelia’s heart skipped. They weren’t talking about Lavender; they were talking about her. How dare they talk about her behind her back, but that was what parents did, wasn’t it? And it was true she’d told Mum she didn’t want to go to the bookshop.

It was true that she was still angry, too.

“There wasn’t a choice,” said her father, kissing her mother’s cheek. Ew. “Of course you had to come look after these three, and Hugo and Marie would have done the same for Amelia, if something had happened to us. We’re all adjusting. A new house, more kids around, my new job. We’ll make it work, darling.”

Amelia slipped back upstairs, thirsty and thinking. She hated it here, but at least she still had her parents. Her cousins must feel much worse. She could try harder to be friends with them. A few days earlier, Amelia had overheard Matthew telling Owen he wanted their mum and dad back.

Well, Amelia wanted them to have their mum and dad back too.

She was overhearing quite a lot these days, but it wasn’t her fault. The house was so big and wonky it was impossible not to find herself in a forgotten room or around a corner, on the few occasions she left her window seat. And if she pressed herself a little deeper into the shadows and strain her ears, as she’d done at the kitchen door, well, that was just a very sensible mistake.

There was nothing to overhear now. The hush had fallen once more. The clock ticked and a new noise joined it: a branch tapping at the window. Good grief, how did anyone ever sleep here, where even the silences were loud? And where the trees cast tall, creepy shadows on the walls like skeleton giants, waving their arms around their heads?

She got into bed and closed her eyes. She was going to sleep, and she was going to dream of something pleasant. That time she and her very best friend, Isabelle, had found that cave by the seaside, perhaps, or last Christmas, when Mum and Dad had given her the dictionary she’d wanted, after asking her at least a dozen times beforehand if she was certain.

Of course she’d been certain. Or, according to the thing itself, she’d coveted the dictionary. It was thick enough to make a convenient step when she needed something too. Amelia liked things that were good for more than one job.

She may have dreamed of sand or pine needles, roaring oceans, or glittering, multicolored baubles. She may have dreamed about the time she and her parents had gone on holiday to the desert and ridden actual camels, but when she awoke in the morning she couldn’t quite remember dreaming anything, which was strange, but not. At home Amelia had always remembered her dreams and told her mother about them over breakfast, but here, in the comfortable bed in the too-warm room, they disappeared the moment she opened her eyes. Maybe she would’ve remembered if Owen hadn’t knocked on her door, startling her from sleep. He didn’t even wait for an answer before barging in as if he owned the place. It might be his house, and quite frankly he could keep it, but this was her room.

Yes, it is your room, and you should protect what is yours, the room whispered inside her head, gathering itself around her. The voice chased away any sympathetic thoughts she’d had in the middle of the night.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I was only wondering if you wanted to come outside with me and Matthew. There’s a frog.”

“There were tons of frogs in the pond at my old house. A million frogs. Frogs are boring.”

“Suit yourself, then.”

“And stay out of my room. I know you’ve been in here. Yesterday my dictionary was under my bed, and I didn’t put it there.”

He glared at her—an admission of guilt if she’d ever seen one—and shut the door harder than was strictly necessary. She would suit herself. She’d suit herself right after breakfast.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” said her mother. “You slept late; are you feeling well?”

“Yes. My room is still too hot, though,” answered Amelia, taking her seat at the long wooden table and looking at the half-empty butter dish, the bottle of syrup with a sticky drip running down its side. “Are there pancakes?” By daylight, with just her and Mum in the kitchen, it was easy to push aside her anger, and pancakes buy a lot of forgiveness.

“We’ll get you a fan or something. Ours is warm too, and the basement is freezing. We’ll get someone in to look at the heating soon. Old houses can be so odd. There were pancakes,” said her mother, frowning. “We didn’t have as much milk as I thought; I’m not used to shopping for six.”

So there were no pancakes, and it wasn’t even just her and Mum in the kitchen. A grubby-faced Lavender peeked out from behind a cupboard, fist full of soggy mush that Amelia was sure had once been her breakfast.

“How about toast?” asked her mother.

“I’m not hungry,” said Amelia. Her stomach growled under the table, loud as a begging dog.

“Oh, Amie, I am sorry.” Mrs. Howling put two slices of bread in the toaster anyway. “I’ll make whatever you like for dinner.” But Amelia was already out of the kitchen and, because it was the closest door, clomping down the basement stairs.

She hadn’t been down here yet. It had taken her the first week to learn how not to get lost in the rooms above- ground, if only so she could get lost on purpose, otherwise known as hiding. The basement had seemed too obvious a place to hide, and the discovery of a library near the kitchen had rather answered the question for her, on the occasions she’d wanted to leave her room.

Mum was right; it was freezing down here. Pipes, white with filigreed frost, ran along the walls, and huge icicles hung from the seams where one joined another.

Something rustled in a corner. She whirled around. “Hello? Owen? Matthew?”

No answer came, and she didn’t think they’d be lurking to scare her on the off chance she’d decided to come down here. Probably a mouse, though why it wouldn’t choose to live upstairs in the warmth was beyond her. Mum should keep the ice cream down here—if her cousins hadn’t already eaten it all—next to the assorted junk that always gathers in basements. This one was no exception: rusted bicycle frames and tins of paint on rickety shelves too ugly to be on display in the rest of the house. Atop an old, shabby dresser sat a broken Christmas bauble, a grubby tobacco pipe, a single child’s shoe. There were boxes, too, but they hadn’t come with Amelia and her parents in the car, or in the hired moving van that had made the journey ahead of them.

Owen, Matthew, and Lavender had only lived here since February, and it was just the beginning of August now. It looked as if their parents hadn’t even had a chance to fully unpack before the accident. She peered into the top of a box that turned out to hold winter coats, unused since they’d arrived. It simply didn’t make sense that Amelia had to live here; it wasn’t as if her cousins had grown up here or anything, not like she had in her house.

Another box held old photographs. Someone should move them upstairs; they were being damaged by the cold. Half the ones she could see had turned a pale gray, with only the faintest outlines of their original subjects showing. She’d tell Mum later, if she remembered.

It was too cold to stay here. Whatever the basement seemed to think, it was summer outside, and she was only wearing a T-shirt and shorts.

Whatever the basement seemed to think. That was a curious way to phrase it, but it felt like the right way. The right words, and a girl with Amelia’s dictionary would know. That was it.

Since the moment she’d arrived, the house had given her the feeling it could think for itself.


CHAPTER TWO

Pasts & Presences
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THE FEELING DID NOT GO away. Amelia checked her dictionary. The feeling did not dissipate. That was a good word, one she’d temporarily forgotten, though she was struggling with some of the others. If her mother or father decided to ask, she’d have difficulty describing exactly what it was about the house that gave her such a strange tingle at the back of her neck, the sensation of constantly being watched. She’d duck into the nearest room to hide at the sound of Owen or Matthew’s approaching footsteps and have to check that Lavender wasn’t hiding behind the furniture, so sure was Amelia that she wasn’t alone.

But Mum and Dad wouldn’t ask; they were too busy. And even if Amelia could answer, they’d surely tell her it was just because she wasn’t used to the house yet. Which was true, but irrelevant. The house was weird.

“Mum, there’s some pictures in the basement that are getting ruined by the cold,” Amelia said that night at dinner, pleased with herself for remembering something that wasn’t a word.

“Oh, thank you, Amie. I’ll try to find the time to move them tomorrow.”

Amelia’s father finished chewing a bite of spaghetti, which was not the “whatever you like” Amelia had been promised to replace the missed pancakes. If she’d wanted to eat worms, she’d have eaten actual worms. She had, once, dared by the now-faraway Isabelle. “I’ll double your pocket money for the month if you help out your mum by moving them to the attic,” he said. “You could buy a thesaurus.”

He said it with a smile, but it was not, in fact, a terrible idea. Neither was annoying Owen across the table. His mouth was open, still full of food, and she could just tell he was about to take the offer instead. Owen probably didn’t want a thesaurus, but his eyes were glinting at the thought of extra pocket money.

“Will you take me to a bookshop?” she asked.

“On Sunday,” said her father.

“All right, then.”

Owen’s freckles bunched together as he scowled, then filled his mouth with another whole plateful of spaghetti, because boys were disgusting. Amelia grinned. Ha.

“I’d get something better than a poxy book,” he said later, trailing her up the stairs at bedtime. “A new game, or flashing lights for my bike, or—”

“Good thing I’m not you, then, isn’t it?” A new video game would have been Amelia’s second choice for her newfound riches, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. At least he wouldn’t want to borrow her thesaurus. “I want a book. You probably can’t even read.”

“Hey! I can too.”

“Sorry,” she said, not really meaning it.

“There’s a library full of books downstairs, seeing as you seem to like ’em more than people.”

“More than some people. And I know.” Aunt Marie and Uncle Hugo, Owen’s parents, hadn’t found time to unpack their photographs after moving here, but they’d put thousands of volumes carefully on their shelves. That made Amelia like them, even if she hadn’t known them very well. Every other Christmas and a handful of summer afternoons weren’t really enough to get to know people, but clearly they’d had their priorities in order. “Why did you move here?” she asked, annoyed with herself for letting the question slip out. It didn’t much matter why they’d moved here; what mattered was that she’d had to.

But she did want to know why anyone would choose a huge, rambling, crumbling old house in the middle of nowhere, with only a sleepy little town nearby pretending it was a real place people wanted to be.

“Dunno.” Owen shrugged. “They didn’t really tell us. I just remember them being all excited about how special it was; apparently houses like this are hardly ever for sale. Because they’ve all fallen down already, I expect.”

“You don’t like it? Do you think it’s creepy too?”

He shrugged again. “It’s a house. It’s all right. I miss my friends from where we used to live. Least your parents let you wait and finish school; I had to switch right in the middle, and I didn’t know anyone. Mum and Dad loved this house, though, the moment they saw it. Wanted to move in right away.” His eyes turned sad, and Amelia remembered.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Thank you. D’you know, these are the most words you’ve said to me since you got here? Hey, remember the time I got that remote-control car, and we drove it in the snow and it got stuck?”

“That’s not true,” said Amelia to the first part, but she knew it was. All of it was true. They had wedged the car into a snowdrift, and Izzy, her best friend, had dug it out with her hands, and Mum had needed to dry the insides with her hair dryer before it would go again. She considered adding more words, another question, but he might get the foolish idea they were friends or something, and she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to hear that he thought the house was watching him too. Or worse, he’d laugh at her. “Good night,” she said instead, running for her room and shutting the door behind her.

She stubbed her toe on a box. Mum hadn’t nagged her to unpack them yet, had only looked pointedly at the stack every time she’d come to tuck Amelia in or put away clean socks. Unpacking, finding a home for each of the treasures inside, meant something. It meant they were truly staying.

Perhaps one box wouldn’t hurt. Just the one she’d kicked, mind you. The house was full of things that belonged to everyone else, and as the voice in her head had reminded her that morning, this was her room. Even if it wasn’t as good as her old one.

The box contained everything that had been on Amelia’s dresser back home: a snow globe from a holiday; a miniature rocking horse won at a fair; a photograph, protected by a silver frame, of her and Isabelle on their first day of school; a fancy hairbrush Amelia had never used on her very ordinary hair. It had once belonged to her grandmother.

She set each object carefully in its place on her new dresser. They didn’t look the same here; the color of the wood was all wrong. It would have to do.

The door opened behind her. “Oh, that’s nice,” said her father. “I’m glad you’re getting settled.”

“May I write Isabelle a letter?” Amelia asked, looking at the picture.

“Of course.” Mr. Howling was a tall man, and he had to lean down to peer inside the frame. “You miss her, don’t you?”

Amelia didn’t answer.

“I know it doesn’t feel like it now, but you’ll make new friends here, Amie. There’s Owen, of course, and it will be even easier when school starts. Still, it’s always good to keep in touch with the old ones. Do you want to use my computer?”

“Real letters are better,” said Amelia, shaking her head.

“You know, I agree with you. You write the letter; I’ll put a stamp on it and post it on my way to work.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

An eardrum-piercing shriek came from across the hall. Lavender wasn’t a Howling—she had a different last name—but she was howling. Amelia’s father grimaced. “I’d better go help with that,” he said. “Goodness, it’s been a long time since we had such a young child.”

Amelia frowned. “She’s not your daughter.”

“Oh, Amie, you’re our daughter, but Lavender, and Matthew and Owen, are family as well. We all have to be one big family now.” He kissed the top of her head and left her to change into her pajamas. Amelia put the photograph in the bottom of the drawer and got into bed without brushing her teeth.

Nobody noticed.

They didn’t notice that she stayed awake far too late either, hiding under the covers with a flashlight she’d dug from one of the remaining boxes, bright like a sun in the night of the little tent she’d made. Her pencil scratched like the whispered conversations she and Isabelle used to have on nights just like this one, with a breeze blowing outside and no school to worry about in the morning. She told Izzy about the stupid house and the stupid feeling it gave her, and her stupid cousins, and the thesaurus she was going to get with her extra pocket money. She asked how the pond at the bottom of the garden was doing, technically on Amelia’s side, but there was no fence, so it had just been one big place for them to run around.

She was so tired by the time she finally switched off the light that she didn’t notice the tree casting its long, thin shadow on her wall, that of a man waving wild arms around wild hair. And she was still so sleepy when Mum woke her for breakfast that she didn’t look in the drawer when she grabbed her socks, or at anything much, really.

It would be some time before she’d dig to the bottom of that drawer again, by which time it would be too late. She’d know exactly why the photograph in its silver frame had turned a pale, ghostly gray.

•  •  •

For now, however, she did not know, and was sure that by lugging the boxes from the freezing basement to the much warmer attic, she was saving the contents from any further damage.

And earning herself a thesaurus.

It was actually rather nice up here. Cooler than Amelia’s sweltering bedroom, with a scent in the air that tickled the edges of memory with fingertips of recollection. She sniffed deeply and was transported to last November and the bonfire they’d had in the garden of her old house. They’d built a huge one, her and Mum and Dad, and Isabelle and Isabelle’s parents. They’d roasted marshmallows on long sticks.

The attic smelled of burning leaves. It was too early in the year for anyone to be starting a fire outside; the trees surrounding the house were all too green. Amelia thought she’d read somewhere that smells could trigger the strongest memories, and, closing her eyes, she was right back in her old garden, watching sparks dance and pop in the air.

She wished this room could be her bedroom, but Mum and Dad would never allow it. She already knew what they’d say: that it wouldn’t be fair to the others. As if living here at all was fair to Amelia. She liked the walls of worn red brick, the bare boards that creaked as she carried the boxes of photographs one by one to an empty corner. Most of the attic was empty. Sunlight streamed in through an oddly shaped window, making strange patterns on the floor.

The light wasn’t the only unusual thing. Someone had made markings below the windows in blue chalk. Amelia went for a closer look, careful not to smudge them with her socks.

Smudging might have made them easier to read. As it was, she could find no sense in the illegible scribbles. That was a 5, maybe? And that a two? She couldn’t be sure, even without the added complication of not knowing what the numbers would mean if she was right.

It was probably just Matthew, anyway. She’d seen him outside, scribbling on the paved portion of the driveway with chalks of all different colors, including blue.

The silence up here was lovely, another proper hush. She couldn’t hear Lavender crying or babbling, depending on what moment of the day it was. She couldn’t hear Owen shouting at his video game or Matthew begging to be allowed a turn. Amelia had noticed that Owen always gave in, in the end, handing over the game just when Matthew’s frown got a little too deep.

She sat in the corner next to the boxes, savoring the quiet, and looked again in the top of the nearest. The undamaged pictures all showed her aunt, uncle, and cousins looking happy on holidays or at the home they’d lived in before this one. Amelia recognized the living room, a Christmas tree, one of her own old socks on a foot sneaking into the edge of the photograph.

It was a bit sad, really. Not the accident, which was very sad, of course, but that Amelia hadn’t known them better. She’d always left them talking to her parents and played with Owen, or by herself, because grown-ups were boring, especially when you got a bunch of them together. Judging from the books in the library, they’d been very interested in history, but she didn’t know what they had done for jobs or for fun.

These thoughts only made Amelia feel more alone. She could ask anyone in the house and they’d know more than she did, except for Lavender, and that was only because she was too young. On all the floors below, her parents and cousins were getting on with the business of trying to be one big family and didn’t need Amelia’s help.

A shadow slid over the wall and across Amelia’s toes, which suddenly felt very cold. She kept seeing them, tall, thin shadows with profiles of grinning faces. The photograph in her hand was pulled from her fingers—or had she simply dropped it? She jumped and ran to the window, where the sun was high in the sky and no trees stood near enough.

A shiver ran through Amelia like the beginning of a terrible flu. She fled across the attic and down the stairs as fast as she could, past the sound of yelling and a slamming door, into the kitchen. Mum raised her head from her hands, elbows on the countertop.

“This house is haunted,” said Amelia. It was perfectly clear to her now. The house had read her mind when she first arrived, and put the welcoming voice in her head, and everywhere she looked she saw shadows shaped like people. She’d read ghost stories before. It was obvious. Haunted houses were always old and crumbling and weird.

Mrs. Howling’s face dropped back down, and when her voice came, it was muffled. “Enough, Amelia. I know you don’t like it here, but I won’t have you making up stories to try to get us to leave. You aren’t the only one having a difficult time. What with you making it clear this isn’t your home, and Owen reminding me I’m not his mum . . .”

Mrs. Howling was crying. Amelia could hear the tears, though she couldn’t see them.

“Well, that’s all true . . . ,” Amelia began. It was precisely the wrong thing to say, even if she hadn’t meant it quite the way it had sounded.

“Go to your room, Amelia, now. And don’t come out until you’re ready to be helpful.”

Irritation sparked all through Amelia’s bones like the bonfire she’d been remembering, five seconds from blazing. She stomped from the kitchen. She had been helpful. She’d taken the boxes to the attic, hadn’t she? And been roundly frightened as a result, though anger was doing a fine job of chasing the fear away. What was the point of being helpful if no one noticed? Pointing out this creepy house was haunted was pretty helpful too, in Amelia’s opinion, but nobody wanted to listen.

She didn’t go to her room. Let them find her and punish her if they cared to. Books had always listened, always understood her. Thousands—all right, probably only hundreds, but a lot—lined the walls of the library. They swallowed all the noise from outside and, soon, all of Amelia’s annoyance and lingering traces of fear.

It was difficult to hate anyone who’d owned this many books, and she didn’t truly hate her aunt and uncle. The accident hadn’t been their fault. It was an odd sort of joke, that the people she currently liked most in the house were the lingering ghosts of those who didn’t live in it anymore.

Ghosts. Amelia startled. Was that who she’d seen in the attic? She couldn’t say why, but it had felt like a man. Her uncle? Was that the feeling the house gave her?

She turned her head to the side and moved slowly down the walls of shelves, reading the spines. They must have had something . . .

Aha. A whole section, just like in a proper library. She pulled out one of the books, chosen because it was the thickest and oldest-looking. Ancient Spirits of the Islands. Its spine was cracked nearly in two, its pages thin as winter skin.

Aside from the books, the best part of the library was the furniture. Amelia curled up in an armchair so red and soft she might have been inside one of the roses in the conservatory. Her fright was entirely gone now; this room was too comforting for anything to bother her here. She was safe here.

She began to read.

The book wasn’t only about ghosts. All manner of monsters, spirits, fairies, sprites, and general creatures with wings jumped out from the paper, but none of them caught Amelia’s eye as the thing she’d seen. None of their descriptions captured the feeling she got from the house. So either it wasn’t there or the author had gotten it wrong.

Or she was imagining things.

Which was possible, she supposed. Mum had accused her of making up stories, and she wasn’t, but her mind could be tricking her. The thing about imagining, though, was that she usually knew she was doing it. She and Isabelle used to come up with all kinds of mad stories, or pretend an old sled in the garage was really a spaceship, but they’d always known it was only pretend.

They had once . . .

Amelia frowned. They’d once . . . It had been on the first day of school; they’d done something. . . . Her brain was too full of the book in her lap to remember exactly what. But it had been fun.

“Amie?”

Amelia slammed the book, tummy hot with a rush of guilt. She was supposed to be in her room, but her mother smiled a bit as she came into the library, closing the door behind her.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you, darling. I do know this is difficult for you, and you’re doing the best you can. Just try to remember it isn’t easy on any of us, all right?”

“I’ll try,” said Amelia, deciding not to repeat what she’d said earlier. Mum might not take it any better a second time. Besides, everyone else in the house got to know things she didn’t. Why shouldn’t she have a secret too?

“Thank you,” said Mrs. Howling, gazing around the room. “They loved books, like you do.” Tears filled her eyes again. “Put them back when you’re done?”

“I will.”

“Good girl.” Mrs. Howling slipped from the room, leaving Amelia alone with the heavy tome on her lap. Tome was her favorite word for “book,” but the answers she needed weren’t in this one. She went back to the section where she’d found it, looking up and down the shelves. A promising one sat high up, far over Amelia’s head, beyond her reach even if she stood on tiptoe.

Huffing, she dragged the nearest chair over to the shelves, shifting it an inch at a time. Even standing on the seat didn’t get her as high up as she needed.

Very carefully, she placed her knee on the back of the chair and hoisted herself up, fingertips gripping the edge of a shelf to keep her balance. She hadn’t moved the chair close enough, but she could reach if she leaned forward. . . .

Her stomach flipped over the instant the chair began to tip. She was going to fall and there was nothing she could do about it. Her hand let go of the shelf and her arms wheeled as she threw herself back, hoping the chair would right itself, but it didn’t, and she was falling through the air, about to hit the floor with a bone-crunching thud.

But she didn’t.

They felt like arms, the things that caught her at the shoulders and behind her knees. Warm, solid arms that set her gently on her feet. Her heart pounded; the empty room spun around her.

Amelia screamed.


CHAPTER THREE

The Thief

[image: Images]

AMELIA INHALED, TAKING A FULL, deep breath of the familiar. She hadn’t recognized much of the town, having only driven through it once, and what little she remembered wasn’t much to look at anyway, but the bookshop was the same kind there’d been back home. The signs telling people where to find fiction and cookbooks and travel guides were exactly the same. There was a corner stocked with toys next to the picture books, just like the one she’d played in while Mum and Dad browsed when she was younger.

Owen ran past her, presumably to find the newest book in the series he’d been reading; he’d talked about nothing else in the car. Of course he’d decided to interfere with Amelia’s outing, which was supposed to be her and Dad, asking if he could come before Amelia had even put her shoes on. And Dad had said yes! Amelia had almost decided she didn’t want to go to the bookshop after all, but she’d needed to. And now she was glad she’d come. It was just like home.

Mr. Howling put his hand on Amelia’s shoulder. “The dictionaries and thesauruses are over there,” he said, pointing. “Do you want help picking one out?”

“No, thanks, I can find what I need,” said Amelia. She wanted to look around for a bit first anyway.

And she wasn’t getting a thesaurus anymore.

“Okay,” said her father. “Find me when you’re ready.”

She waited until he was eagerly browsing a shelf of the mystery novels he loved so much. Owen was busy reading the first few pages of something.

The people who worked here looked like the ones at the bookshop back home. They weren’t the same people, obviously, but they wore identical shirts, and so she knew what to look for. “Excuse me,” she said, hoping they’d be as helpful as the ones back home too.

A man stopped putting new books on a shelf and turned around. He had a very long beard, and his arms were covered with tattoos revealed by rolled-up sleeves. He looked a bit like a pirate from a story Amelia had read once, but the pirate had been a friendly one, and the man smiled at her. “Can I help you?” he asked. “Children’s books are over there.”

“I know,” said Amelia. “I need a book about ghosts.”

The man crossed his arms, a thinking sort of expression crossing the bits of face that weren’t hairy. “Like, ghost stories?”

“Only if they’re true. I need to know how to catch one.” Catch, like it had caught her when she’d fallen from the chair.

“Do you think your house has a ghost?” he asked, smiling.

“I think my house is a ghost,” she said. It was the only way to explain it. Yes, she’d seen something, a shadow of a man, but the whole house had feelings.

His eyebrows rose. “Oh. Well, follow me. We do have a small supernatural section over here. . . .” He led her to a low, double-sided bookcase and bent down, searching. “I see people buying this sometimes,” he said. Its glossy cover caught the light. Haunted? the title asked. Amelia liked the question mark. She had a lot of question marks herself. Such as why the ghost had saved her from the fall, and why, after making two appearances that day, first in the attic and later in the library, the ghost hadn’t shown itself at all since. Below the jaunty title it read: How to Discover Malevolent Spirits and Set Them Free.

She took the book from the bookseller and flipped through the pages. Yes, this seemed perfect. “I’ll take it,” she said. The man nodded. Her father had given her the promised double pocket money before they’d left the house, and she fished for it as she followed him to the till. A moment later a glossy bag hung from her hand.

Dad was still looking at the mysteries, but Amelia wanted to get back to the house now. She had an actual mystery to solve. “I’m ready,” she said. He saw the bag and humphed in surprise.

“Which one did you get?”

Amelia didn’t really want to show him. Mum might’ve told Dad about Amelia saying the house was haunted, since her parents were so keen on talking about her when she wasn’t around. But not showing him would make him suspicious. Reluctantly, she gave him the bag and held her breath as he withdrew the book from it.

“This isn’t a thesaurus,” he said. Her dad was very clever, and spent all day at work doing very clever things with computers, but sometimes he could be very silly.

“I know that,” she said. “This is the book I want.”

“Are you sure? It looks like it might give you nightmares. It would give me nightmares.”

“It won’t,” Amelia insisted. She hadn’t had any nightmares since the ghost revealed itself.

She hadn’t had any dreams at all since she moved into the house.

“If you’re sure,” said her father. “Owen, time to go.”

She read her book all the way home, even though it made her feel a bit carsick, squinting at the small letters as the they moved through the traffic. She read it while climbing the porch stairs, and as she stepped into the library, and as she settled herself in her favorite chair. The one she’d fallen from was still near the shelves; Mum hadn’t noticed she’d moved it. Mum hadn’t heard her scream that day either; all that paper had swallowed the noise, and Mum had been somewhere else in the enormous house.

She’d only been scared for a minute. Now she was determined to get to the bottom of this.

The library door opened. Amelia quickly looked up, not entirely sure who—or what—she expected to see, but it was only Owen, carrying the book he’d run off to read at the shop. He flopped down in one of the other chairs. Amelia marked her place in her own book with her finger.

“Did you buy that?” she asked. “I didn’t see you buy that.”

“None of your business,” he said, glaring at her.

Amelia gasped. She knew he hadn’t bought it, and stealing a book was about the most wrong thing she could think of. “I’m telling Mum.”

“Go ahead.”

Mum and Dad were sitting at the kitchen table, drinking coffee, when Amelia stormed in. “Owen has a book he didn’t pay for,” she said. Both looked up at her in surprise, and a frown of disappointment creased her mother’s lips. Good, let them be disappointed in him. “He stole—”

“I bought it for him, Amie,” interrupted her father. Amelia’s angry insides popped like a balloon, only to reinflate again. Wait one second. How was that fair? She had to earn extra pocket money by heaving boxes up three flights of stairs, and he got a book for doing nothing? But she knew if she said so, her parents would remind her how much Owen and Matthew and Lavender had been through, blah blah, and she knew that was true, but still, couldn’t anything just be fair for once?

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m going outside.”

“Stay on the property, please,” said her mother, a little sadly. Amelia left the kitchen as quickly as she’d come, though she did not immediately go outdoors. She turned in the entrance hall and ran up the stairs two at a time to her room to fetch the notebook she kept on her bedside table.

It wasn’t there. With a fresh wave of annoyance at Owen or Matthew, one of whom was still messing with her things . . .

She looked at the cover of the book in her arms. Perhaps it wasn’t one of them after all. Not that she would apologize to Owen for accusing him of that, either.

“All right, ghost, where did you put my notebook? I need it.”

It didn’t answer. She hadn’t expected it to. Apparently it was helpful enough to stop her from breaking bones, but not helpful enough to tell her where her notebook was.

Eventually she found it neatly tucked away on a shelf, and with it and Haunted? she ventured outside.

It was a lovely day; she hadn’t really noticed on the way to the bookshop, but all the days here so far had been. Long hours of sunshine, with the merest hint of crispness whispering of chilled nights and frosted mornings to come. Soon it would be Amelia’s favorite time of year, and that made this almost even better. A held breath that would soon release, blowing cool wind across the treetops. Soon it would be her favorite time of year, and she’d be forced to spend it here. All right, it would probably be quite something when the leaves began to turn; there were far more trees here than back home. She could fit twenty of her perfect old house and its garden inside the rotten brick walls that ran around the veritable—that was a good word—forest that surrounded her new, horrible, haunted house.

She stood in the shade of the trees right on the line where the verdant—she’d read the V section of her dictionary recently—lawn ended and the woods began, and looked up at the house. Fine, it wasn’t horrible, it was really rather curious and unusual-looking, but it was pretending to be something it wasn’t.

It was pretending to be a normal house, all innocent windows and blameless bricks.

Amelia squinted at it. “I’ll discover your secrets, you know,” she said.

Again, no answer came.

The trick was to be clever. She knew all about investigations; she and Izzy had solved all kinds of mysteries. Mysteries they’d made up, true, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that she simply needed to look at the problem sensibly. Her new book advised making a list of all unusual occurrences, looking for patterns in the haunting. Amelia sat against a tree, facing the house so she could see it quite clearly, and opened her notebook.

House appears to be haunted.

Some of the rooms are freezing and some are hotter than that holiday we took in Greece.

No matter where you are, it doesn’t feel empty.

Serious investigations called for. Recommended: Inspect every room and make detailed notes. For accuracy, start in the basement and work upward.

She was going to need a warm jumper. And possibly a snack. She and Izzy had discovered years ago that the most important part of any adventure was to do it on a full stomach. There was nothing more rubbish than having to stop for food right when things were getting exciting. Breakfast lingered in her belly from before the trip to town, but it wasn’t a small house. Looking at it now, it loomed over her in precisely the same fashion it had when she’d first arrived. Knowing she didn’t want to be here. Knowing she didn’t like it.

And it knew her better than it had that first day, so it seemed to say more now, with its door-mouths and window-eyes half hidden by winking shutters.

Come and find me, smirked the hateful house. You’re a clever girl. Come and discover what I’m hiding.

Just as she had when she’d first stepped reluctantly from the car, stretching her aching legs after the cramped miles, she stuck her tongue out. She would, thank you very much. Oh yes, she would. It was only a pile of bricks and wood. She was a pile of brains with nothing better to do.

“Back so soon?” Mrs. Howling asked. Amelia had made all the notes she could think of outside.

“I wanted a jumper,” she said. “And an apple.”

Surprise crossed Mrs. Howling’s face. “I didn’t think it was chilly. I suppose it’s that changeable time of year. Get whatever you like, sweetheart. There are apples in the pantry and”—her voice dropped to a whisper—“some of those biscuits you like tucked behind the cereal.”

Finally, something was unfair in Amelia’s favor. “Thanks, Mum.”

The door to the basement was firmly closed to keep the cold down there, or it’d freeze the whole house. Amelia reached for the knob . . . and stopped. She closed her eyes and felt the house around her. It gusted its breath across the back of her neck, blowing the hairs there straight on end. She waited until Mum was clattering pots and pans, which clatter no matter how carefully they’re arranged in a cupboard, and turned the handle.

Wintry air swirled around her. Amelia quickly flicked the light switch before closing the door. She wasn’t afraid of the dark, but she didn’t want to be smothered by it down here where it was damp and cold as well.

The stairs creaked. She knew that. She’d been down here before.

What was odd . . .

What was odd was . . .

Amelia turned sharply on a step in the middle of the staircase. Her bottom half was colder than her top half, but that wasn’t what sent a spider-legged shiver up her spine.

The steps creaked, yes. But steps don’t usually creak a second after they’ve been trodden on. Perhaps the cold made the wood act different. Perhaps.

She placed a foot on the stair below. It creaked, but softly, as if it had an opinion but wasn’t sure it should share it.

Two steps above, that stair creaked too.

The air in the basement smelled of the hour before snow. Amelia remembered the first time last year she had . . . There wasn’t a word for glimpsing something with your nose, was there? If there was such a word, that’s what she’d mean: glimpsing a whiff of this exact scent a few moments before bed, awaking to a blanket of snow. She and Izzy had immediately turned it all into snowmen and snowwomen and forts for them to live in. None of their masterpieces had been very large—it hadn’t snowed that much—but they were masterpieces nonetheless. When their fingers were numb and their noses red, Izzy’s mum had made them hot chocolate with marshmallows.

The basement smelled just like that. Amelia ran down to the bottom as fast as she could, the creaks coming at almost the right times. Fumbling the pencil in her cold hand, she scribbled her observations in her notebook. She poked around a bit to see if there was anything else worth writing down, but everything she saw or felt could be filed under cold or creepy, and she’d covered those pretty well already.

It was important to be thorough. It was also important not to freeze to death.

Back upstairs the ground floor felt like the first spring morning after endless long, dark months. Pleasantly warm, but not hot. Mum was still in the kitchen, baking fresh bread. Mouth watering, Amelia took the long way round to the conservatory, through the entrance hall and the empty sitting room.

There might not be a word for glimpsing something with your nose, but there was a word for this: petrichor. The scent of the earth after rain. Mum must have watered the plants this morning.

Besides the library, this was the room Amelia liked most. Not that she liked anything about the house, but she hated the conservatory and library the least. They were the friendliest rooms. And though she felt just as watched here as in any of the others, it worried her less, for some reason.

She sat on one of the wicker chairs. The green glass windows filtered the sun, made her feel as if she were just under the surface of the clearest, bluest ocean. Plants and miniature trees cast spiky shadows on the flagstones. That peace lily was a bird in flight, that cactus a woolly-haired man, waving his arms.

•  •  •

That night Amelia slept with the light on. Her notebook sat on her nightstand, filled with observations about the house. She’d gone all the way up to the attic.

And was sure the ghost had followed her the entire time.

“Poor thing,” said her father, drawing his hand back from the switch on the lamp. “I knew that book would give you nightmares. Do you want me to take it downstairs?” It was on her nightstand too.

“No, it’s all right,” said Amelia.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

She wasn’t afraid of the dark.

Shadows were a different story, and while there were still odd shapes around her room and on the walls, she could at least see what they were. There are different kinds of darkness, and they can hide inside one another, turn an innocent bedroom into a puzzle box of fright.

The moon had begun to fall by the time her eyelids fell with it, and in the morning she was as tired as if she hadn’t slept at all. Matthew and Owen were being very loud in the sitting room, but the kitchen was quieter. Lavender babbled softly to herself on the floor.

“No more ghost stories for you,” said Mum, setting a plate of toast down in front of Amelia. “Your father told me you needed to sleep with the light on. You look exhausted, Amie.”

“Has he left for work already?”

“Yes. He told me to tell you he loves you.”

“There’s something in this house,” Amelia said. “It’s not just because I don’t like it here. Haven’t you noticed that the basement is freezing as winter, but our bedrooms feel like the desert?”

“It’s an old house, Amelia. The heating was probably put in before I was born, let alone you. You’re right, though, that we still need to get someone in to look at it.”

“You don’t feel like the house is always watching you?”

“I haven’t had a moment alone in weeks; someone’s always watching me. But I don’t think it’s the house,” said Mrs. Howling firmly, “and neither should you.”

If Amelia said she kept seeing shadows shaped like people, Mum would have an explanation for that, too.

“If it would make you feel better to read about the house, Hugo did say it’s mentioned in a book somewhere. He told me on the phone when they were buying it. I don’t know if you remember, but your uncle was an architect. That’s someone who designs buildings for a living.”

“I know what an architect is, Mum. I’m all the way up to the Ws.” Amelia yawned.

Mrs. Howling smiled. “Right. Well, apparently the house has some unusual features, but he didn’t tell me what they were, just that they were why he and Marie wanted the place. The two of them were very excited about it. It’s sad they didn’t get to live here very long.” Amelia’s mother stopped and pressed her fingers to her eyes.

“What book?” demanded Amelia, jumping up from the table, ready to run to the library and search for it.

“I’m not sure. I don’t even know if it’s here, Amie, but I’ll try to find it for you, I promise. It might be in the room upstairs he used as an office. For now, finish your breakfast. We need to go out.”

“Where?”

“I need to take Owen and Matthew to speak to someone. When you suffer a loss like they have, it can help to speak to a person, like a friend, who knows about these things.”

“I can stay here,” offered Amelia. “I just want to read. I’ll even watch Lavender,” she added, hoping this would convince her mother.

“I don’t think so. Eat up.”

Amelia was finishing the last bite of her toast when Mrs. Howling bustled back into the kitchen, looking for her keys and shooting Amelia an exasperated look that Amelia did not deserve. She hadn’t hidden them. But she wanted Mum to look for the book later, when she had time, and so Amelia helped with the search, eventually excavating them from under a pile of Lavender’s toys.

The front door stuck when they tried to leave. Mrs. Howling checked twice that it was unlocked, huffing and wrenching the doorknob with one hand while she clutched Lavender to her hip with the other. A gust of wind blew in when the wood finally relented, whipping up the trees as far as Amelia could see down the long driveway.

Owen ran past her to take the front seat. Matthew followed him because Matthew often did. Amelia was the last to step outside, the last to leave the house. The door slammed so suddenly behind her that she only narrowly got her fingers out of the way. She stood on the step and considered running back inside for her notebook. It was worth writing this down.

The house was angry.

She thought back. There had always been someone here, at least since she’d arrived. This was the first time the house would be completely empty.

“Amie, stop dawdling; we’re going to be late!” called Mum from the car.

“We’re coming back,” Amelia whispered to the bricks.

The house shuddered in the wind and . . . relaxed. That was the only word for the feeling, and a feeling for which Amelia had no word filled her. It was almost pride, but not exactly. She was the only one who knew there was something odd about the house; she was the only one who would have thought to soothe it.

Amelia glared at the back of Owen’s head, hating him anew. The front seat had always been her spot when it was just her and Mum in the car. Pressed against the window, far as she could get from Matthew in the middle and Lavender in her special car seat, Amelia felt the house growing smaller and smaller behind her.

Her eyes fell shut.

Dreams chased one another through the landscape of sleep, bright and detailed as oil paintings. A touch jolted her awake as she moved from one to the next, Mum’s hand on her shoulder. The glass building to which they had come was dull in comparison to the lingering pictures in Amelia’s mind, even as it gleamed in the sunshine. She paid no notice to it, or to the long white corridor, or to her mother offering to take her and Lavender for ice cream after the boys had been shown inside a small room filled with toys.

When she woke again, they were back at the house. She was almost too awake now, and a suspicion itched at her as she fidgeted behind her mother. It was taking too long for Mrs. Howling to open the door, and Amelia needed to get inside, needed to get to her new book. She ran inside the second she could, up the stairs two at a time, past the horrid letters on her bedroom door. The book was where she’d left it.

Her eyeballs scanned the pages so quickly they began to ache. Please, let it say something.

It did.

. . . One of the most reported observations is that of sleep disturbance. Residents of dwellings where Presences are suspected frequently note sleeping far less or more than usual, as well as being awoken from deep sleeps by unexplainable noises, and varying types of dream interference . . .

Amelia slammed the book shut with such a snap it echoed around the room. If it had been anything but a book, she would’ve thrown the object in her hands against the wall.

The house thought it had been angry when everyone left it. The house had nothing on Amelia.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Door to Nowhere
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THE HOUSE—OR SOMETHING LURKING inside it—was stealing her dreams.

She couldn’t say so; it would sound ridiculous to everyone else. Mum already had an explanation for all the strange things, even if those explanations were assuredly wrong.

Investigations were called for. Furious as she was, Amelia flopped back onto her pillow and resolutely closed her eyes.

But sleep wouldn’t come, as sleep often doesn’t when it’s a wanted thing. A sly fox that can’t be trapped, but must venture of its own accord near enough to be caught.

Well, it couldn’t hide forever, and that night Amelia would know for certain what she already knew for certain, deep inside.

The house was stealing her dreams.

Houses could not speak, or feel, or wish, or steal; they were piles of bricks and wood and glass. This was all ridiculous. And yet the house was glad to have them home, that Amelia had kept her promise made on the doorstep.

She was sorry she’d said it, now.

Matthew and Owen were talking in low voices behind Owen’s closed bedroom door. Amelia raised her hand to knock, then thought better of it. They might laugh at her if she asked. Or they might say they were dreaming just fine, thank you, and she’d have to wonder why it was only her.

“Give me my dreams back, stupid house,” she muttered under her breath, and turned for the stairs. If she couldn’t find out more about the dreams, she could learn more about the house.

“Shhh,” said Mrs. Howling from the sitting room as Amelia reached the bottom. Lavender was asleep on the couch, the green air from the conservatory wafting gently across her face.

Of course, she hadn’t needed to be woken when they got out of the car. Mrs. Howling had carried her inside, special little Lavender, who got to be held whenever she wanted. Amelia watched her, scowling. She couldn’t remember at what age her own dreams had begun, but she knew the exact date they’d stopped. The same day she’d arrived here. Was Lavender dreaming now? Was it truly just Amelia’s that had gone missing, like old socks and favorite marbles?

“Mum, will you find that book for me, please?”

“I will in a bit, Amie, all right?” her mother answered, leaning back against the cushions. “I’d love five minutes of quiet. It’s probably in his office. Where are the boys?”

“They went upstairs.”

“Good. They might need some time to themselves too. Please, go amuse yourself for now.”

She said it as if Amelia had done anything but amuse herself since she came here. Not once had she played with her cousins or asked Mum to climb one of the many trees with her, and Dad didn’t get back until almost dinnertime every evening.

Fine, she would amuse herself. Back upstairs she went, creeping past Owen’s bedroom to a door she’d not yet opened. She’d been told not to. The house gathered itself around her, waiting. A living, feeling house, breathing with its conservatory-lungs, thinking with its library-brain. Although if the library was its brain, it was in the wrong place. The library should be in the attic, which was empty of all but boxes and sunlight. And strange chalk markings on the floor.

Inside Uncle Hugo’s office was the kind of stillness where seconds last as long as minutes, minutes as long as hours. The kind of stillness that hadn’t been disturbed in a long time. Probably not since the night the silence began. Pens were still scattered haphazardly across a large wooden desk, though also on the desk was a fairly ugly mug that was clearly supposed to hold them. There was another, funny-looking desk, its top at an angle and its legs tall enough that Amelia had to stand on tiptoe to see the paper spread on it.

As she’d reminded Mum, she knew what an architect did. It was no surprise, then, that the drawing on the paper looked to be of a house. Hard lines defined each room, with little notches in most of them for doorways. Her finger hovered over what was clearly a staircase, careful not to smudge the pencil.

The curtains were mostly closed; the room was dim and full of shadows. Amelia squinted, looking for faces, and thought, replaying her days in her mind.

It wasn’t odd that her uncle had a drawing of a house on his funny desk; that had been his job. It was odd that he had a drawing of this house. This house was already finished. Had he meant to built another exactly like it? There was enough room on the land outside, if some of the trees were cleared away, but why?

The drawing was only of the ground floor: the conservatory that smelled of petrichor, the kitchen where she ate with Mum and Dad and the others, the library where someone had caught her from a fall. There were the stairs to the basement, which creaked out of time.

Amelia lifted the corner of the paper. Yes, there was another beneath, showing the bedrooms and bathrooms and the room she stood in at that very moment. The fire of anger had dimmed slightly in her belly, distracted by her mission, but it reignited at the sight of her room, a rectangle right under her finger. She was supposed to have dreams in that room, and the house was stealing them.

She needed to find that book. Books always held the answers. Her new one, from the bookshop, was helpful, but it didn’t know everything. Sometimes she needed more than one, like when she read a word she didn’t know and had to use her dictionary to help her understand the story.

Before she moved her hands from the papers on her uncle’s desk, something else on the drawing caught her eye. The door through which she had come was closed behind her, a clear line on the page, a notch like all the others.

And there was another. She looked up at the wall. Sure enough, there it was. Right between the windows, half hidden by the nearly closed curtains, was a door, which made no sense. This room was upstairs, and there was no balcony on the other side. Maybe once there had been, and something had happened to it?

Slowly, as if the door would blow open and suck her out to fly through the air, Amelia approached, reaching out for the handle. It turned easily. Well-oiled hinges opened without a single creak. Disappointed, she frowned at the plain bricks on the other side. Just an ordinary door, then, that had perhaps once led to something but since been walled off.

“What are you doing in here?” yelled Owen. Amelia jumped, spun in the air to face him. He stood in the doorway to the hall, glaring. She glared right back.

“I was looking for something,” she said, as if she had to explain herself to him.

Owen’s knuckles gleamed white on the doorknob. “I told you that you weren’t allowed in here,” he said, his voice shaking. “This is my dad’s. All his things are here.”

“I’m not hurting them,” said Amelia, who didn’t want to lie and say she hadn’t been touching them at all. “And I live here too. I can go anywhere I want.”

That’s right, said the house’s voice in her head. This is your home now. You belong here.

“Shut up!” said Amelia.

“You shut up!” shouted Owen.

“Oh!” Amelia blinked. “No! I didn’t mean you. It was . . .” She didn’t want the voice. She didn’t want this to be her home. She didn’t want the house stealing her dreams. And she didn’t want Owen telling Mum she was being mean to him when she wasn’t, not this time. She hated the house more than she hated him, and she needed to know everything about it in order to hate it properly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was looking for a book.”

Owen was not in a forgiving mood. “Oh, because you don’t have enough of those,” he answered, sneering. “Finished reading your dictionary, have you?”

Now she did want to tell him to shut up. She bit her tongue. “My mum said this house was in a book somewhere, and she thought it was in here. You could’ve told me when I asked if there was anything weird about the house, you know. You could’ve told me about the book, or that funny door that doesn’t go anywhere.”

Owen shrugged, still scowling. “So it’s a strange old house. I don’t know why you care so much; it isn’t your house. If I show you the book, will you leave my dad’s things alone?”

“Yes.”

He released the doorknob and stomped into the room, plucking a book from the top of a teetering pile on a stool near the big, flat desk. “He showed me once. I didn’t read it. I didn’t want to move here either, but Mum and Dad made us.”

“Thank you,” said Amelia stiffly. It wasn’t easy to make her mouth form the words. “You really didn’t want to move here?”

“It’s a stupid house with a stupid name and I had to leave all my friends. So I know how you feel.”

He sounded more sad than angry, and Amelia’s chest twinged. “I don’t know how you feel,” she said.

“It’s horrible. I wouldn’t even wish it on Trevor at school, and I hate him. I feel . . . I feel like I’m forgetting them already. You should hope you never know what it’s like. Now get out.”

“All right.” She was torn between asking him more questions and finding more answers, but he made the decision for her. As soon as she was out of the office, he closed the door and ran back to his own room. Amelia took the book to her window seat, staring at the cover. Unusual Homes of the British Isles, it said, with the author’s name underneath. She opened it and began to search.

Nudiustertian House, in the south, is another one of these architectural oddities. Built sometime in the mid-nineteenth century, it follows the same pattern as the other so-called calendar houses that have been discovered either by accident or because clues to their nature were left in obvious places. Like all the others, its design is entirely unique, though once you are aware of the details you’re looking for, the similarities become obvious. Not as much research has been done on Nudiustertian House as some of the others, due to it having been almost continuously occupied since it was built, but there is certainly no doubt that it is a calendar house. Signs show that at some stage, residents have modified the design, removing the formal dining room and adding a conservatory. However, accidentally—or perhaps not—the important number of rooms was preserved after this change. The twelve main spaces are there to represent the months of the year; the four floors, including attic and cellar, clearly encapsulate the seasons. Other numbers that have significance in the passage of time are quite obviously in existence; indeed, if this particular house could be fully scrutinized, it may well be found to be the most complete calendar house still standing, perhaps the most complete ever constructed. It is said too that the property contains exactly three hundred sixty-five trees, but to date no one has managed to count them all with any degree of certainty.

What remains from study of these unusual homes is that scholars still do not know why they were built, what architectural craze it was that led to this becoming a fashion. . . .

Amelia raised her eyes, scanning the trees outside. How many leaves were on three hundred sixty-five trees?

A calendar house. She reached for her dictionary, hefted it onto her lap.

Nudiustertian meant “of or relating to the day before yesterday.” “A stupid house with a stupid name,” Owen had said, but the name meant something. It was as tied to time as the house itself, and the explanation of the house in the book was the first thing that had made any sense since she arrived. A floor for every season: That was why the basement was freezing cold, her bedroom burning hot. It was why the conservatory leaked the scent of spring into the kitchen and sitting room and library, and why the attic smelled of burning leaves. Mum was wrong; it had nothing to do with it being an old house with old, clunky heating, and they didn’t need a repairman to look at it.

She’d tried investigating before, but she hadn’t known enough. Now she did. Amelia found her notebook and flipped to the page where she’d written down her questions. With the help of Unusual Homes of the British Isles, she wrote down every number she could think of that had something to do with a calendar. There were seven days in a week, and four or five weeks in a month. Twenty-eight, thirty, or thirty-one days in a month too, twenty-nine every fourth February. Fifty-two weeks in a year, and twelve months. Four seasons, but she already knew where those were in the house. And the book said there were twelve rooms, but she’d count them for herself.

She wouldn’t count the trees, at least not yet. That was going to take a long time, and she’d have to figure out a way to make sure she didn’t count any of them twice, mark the trunks somehow. Chalk would work, so long as it didn’t wash off in the rain before she was done.

The notebook tumbled from her lap. On her knees she crawled along the window seat, pushing books out of the way, searching.

There it was. Smudged by the movement of the curtains, small enough so as to go unnoticed. 41.

Someone had counted the windows. Uncle Hugo, when he was making his drawings?

There was plenty to be getting on with indoors. Sixty seconds in a minute and minutes in an hour, twenty-four hours in a day. More numbers than she’d ever thought of, really, but then she’d never much cared to think of them. Words had always been friendlier to Amelia, full of meaning.

That was then. These numbers had meaning, each measuring out important details, and that made them the same as words, didn’t it? The right words and the right numbers for the right things

Her uncle’s drawings were still in his office; she could simply go and count things on them. They didn’t show everything, though, and anyway, actually exploring the house was more fun. That made it more of an investigation.

Pencil behind her ear, Amelia left her room, deciding once more to begin at the very bottom of the house and work upward, and already wearing a warm jumper to protect her from the basement’s wintry cold.

That was one part she didn’t understand: the four floors for the four seasons made sense, but how had whoever constructed the house fixed it so each was the right temperature?

The faces, and the arms that had caught her, were the other parts she didn’t understand. Nowhere in Unusual Homes of the British Isles did it mention calendar houses being haunted, and nowhere in Haunted? did it mention calendar houses at all.

But she had one piece of the puzzle. One thread, and if she pulled, the mystery would unravel. One day, someone would write another book about unusual houses, and she would be named as the person who had fully studied Nudiustertian House, discovered it to be the most complete calendar house there was.

It would be a good idea, sometime between now and then, to learn how to properly pronounce it.

Amelia stood with the frozen pipes and shivering shadows at her back and counted the stairs back up to the ground floor. The number she wrote down in her notebook didn’t seem to mean anything, but there were more stairs in the house and a few outside leading up to the porch. Perhaps they added up to a certain number. She counted the library and the sitting room, peeked into the kitchen, where her mother was leaning over something at the counter while Lavender chewed on a brightly colored book at the table.

“Amelia!” called Mrs. Howling, and Amelia jumped, stumbled through the doorway. Mrs. Howling jumped too, her hand over her chest. “Oh! You were right there.”

“Um, yes,” said Amelia, relieved that her mother didn’t actually have eyes in the back of her head. That was just a thing they said about parents.

“You have a letter,” said Mrs. Howling, a smile on her face. The thing she’d been leaning over was a stack of envelopes, and she took the one from the top, holding it out to Amelia. “I think it’s from Isabelle.”

She’d answered! Both Amelia and Isabelle had been told they were allowed to use the computers to write each other, but as Amelia had told her father, getting proper letters was so much more exciting. Plus, no one else could read them this way, and letters should be private things.

Amelia took the letter, dodging Lavender’s grabby, sticky hands as she sat at the table to read it. Impatiently, she tore open the envelope, pulled out a sheaf of pages. The first part of the letter was all about going back to school, who her new teachers would be and who she was going to sit with at lunch now that Amelia was gone. A great sadness filled Amelia’s chest at all the names she recognized and a few she didn’t, new people Izzy had met at the swimming pool or the park over the summer. Tears began to prickle her eyes, and so the words on the next page were a blur. Amelia blinked several times to get them to come into focus.

She wished she hadn’t. She wished she hadn’t opened the letter at all.

. . . The pond is full of frogs, but I don’t know how much longer I’ll be allowed to visit them. The new family moving into your house has a little boy, and I overheard them telling Mum they’ll have to put a fence round it so he doesn’t fall in. Why does a boy have to move in next door? He’s not even the right age to play with. Mum said your mum and dad were lucky to sell it so quickly in this market, whatever that means, and that I don’t get to choose who lives there. I think that’s rubbish.

New family. Amelia dropped the letter, her hands as hot as if the paper had been on fire.

“Amie?” said Mrs. Howling, looking up at the sound of the letter hitting the floor, pages scattering in different directions. Lavender grabbed one of them and tore it cheerfully in half. “Amie, what is it?”

“You sold my house!” yelled Amelia. “How could you? How could you sell my house?”

Mrs. Howling’s face fell. “Oh, Amie. I’m so . . . This isn’t . . . Come back; let’s talk about this properly.”

“No!” Amelia was almost at the stairs. “I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to anyone! Leave me alone!”

She ran, up, up, counting the stairs forgotten, running just to get as far away as she could from Mum, from that horrible letter, from her father’s key in the lock, home from work. The scent of burning leaves hit her nostrils as she slammed the attic door behind her. Too much had happened today; it couldn’t possibly have all fit into the hours since she awoke from a terrible night’s sleep. She flung herself to the floor beneath the oddly shaped window, tears spilling onto her knees.

Something moved. A rustle, a crunch. A shadow in the corner was the shape of a man with wild hair.

“Are you all right?” it said, and the voice came inside her head, the same voice that had spoken to her since the day she first arrived. It cleared its throat. “Are you all right?” it repeated, the voice sounding normal this time, coming from the shadow itself. That wasn’t normal at all.

Amelia opened her mouth to scream.

And changed her mind. She was tired of being surprised. Surprised by the house, surprised by her parents, and they hadn’t been good surprises either. She wasn’t going to give in this time.


CHAPTER FIVE

A Shadow Comes to Life
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THE SHADOW GREW, AND FROM it stepped a man, solid and real. The scream stayed on Amelia’s lips, just in case she needed it. There should not be strange men in her house, and this one was really quite strange even without him being able to turn from a shadow into a man. He wore a dusty suit of some thick, old-fashioned material she couldn’t name, and black shoes with pointed toes and silver buckles, and on one finger a heavy ring set with an amber stone. Beneath the wild hair, which hung down past his collar, his face was young and his eyes were very, very old.

“I knew it,” whispered Amelia, folding her arms, swallowing the last of her tears. It was a lie, and she suspected he could perfectly well tell it was a lie. She had known there was something odd about the house, yes, and she had guessed it was haunted, and she’d found some of the clues, but she hadn’t put them all together. If she’d tried, she wasn’t sure she would have put them together in the shape of him.

“You thought I was a ghost,” he said. “I am not a ghost. Don’t be afraid. You’ve been looking for me, the only one in the house clever enough to see there was a mystery, and now that I’m here, you want to scream?”

It wasn’t the first time Amelia felt the house could read her mind. It was the first time she was certain of it. She still wondered whether she ought to scream, but if she screamed, he would disappear. Mum might come running, and she would listen to what Amelia had to say and then think Amelia was making up stories about the house again because she was upset. Upset because Mum and Dad had sold her house. Amelia gritted her teeth.

“What are you, then, if you’re not a ghost?”

The man—and, nonsensical as it seemed, he was a man, not the shadow he’d been moments before—paced the attic floor. He stepped over to the oddly shaped window. “There is no precise word for what we are,” he said. “I have seen the books you have been reading, left out in the library or by your window. Ghosts and bogeymen and all manner of things. I am not a ghost, and I am not a bogeyman, either, but if it is helpful for you to think of me as akin to those, you would not be far wrong.”

“Wait,” said Amelia. “‘We’?”

“You are clever, aren’t you? Good. Yes, I am not the only one, but we will get to that later. There is no sense in your learning their names before you learn mine.” He turned from the window and stretched out an arm in its old, dusty sleeve. “Miss Amelia Howling, my name is Horatio. It is a pleasure to properly meet you.”

Amelia shook his hand, out of politeness or reflex or fear, she wasn’t entirely sure. His skin was cold, the silver ring colder. “You’ve been watching me, though,” she said. “Are you a . . . bad man?” Her parents had told her not to speak to strangers, but Horatio didn’t feel like a stranger.

He felt like the house.

Horatio looked horrified. “No, Amelia. I am not here to hurt you, I promise you that. I am here to tell you about my house.”

“How can it be your house?” Amelia asked. “My aunt and uncle bought it. It’s their house, or it was. I don’t know who owns it now, but if they sold it to you before they died, why are we still living in it?”

Horatio began to pace again, fingers on his chin. Thinking. Aha, thought Amelia. He has no answer to that. It wasn’t his house at all.

And, yet, it felt like his. Like him. It felt as if he’d been here since the beginning, or at least since Amelia arrived.

“When your parents buy you a birthday gift,” he began, “who does it belong to?”

“Me,” said Amelia, with absolutely no idea what that had to do with anything.

“But they bought it with their money.”

Amelia did not like where this was going. “It’s still mine,” she insisted.

“All right. Then we are agreed that just because you have paid for something, that doesn’t make it yours. It is not precisely the same as a birthday present, in fact it is somewhat the opposite, but the house is mine. Other people may buy and sell it to one another, but it is mine. I built it, and I don’t ever leave it for long.”

“So you have been living here while we have,” said Amelia. “You are the shadow I keep seeing. You caught me when I fell.”

“Indeed. Well done.”

Amelia had lots of questions, but, as was almost always the case in her experience, one rose above the others. “Why?”

A wooden creak answered for him, a foot on the bottom step of the staircase up to the attic.

“Amelia?” her mother called.

Amelia looked from the doorway to Horatio. She watched as he turned from man to shadow, his finger at his lips. As if she hadn’t shouted at her mother enough today, and perhaps she hadn’t, for she was still simmering with anger, now Mum had gone and frightened Horatio away. But she didn’t shout. Horatio’s gesture of silence had been clear, and he would almost certainly know if she disobeyed it. If she told, he might not come back to answer her question, or any others she might think of. She was on the brink of having a secret far bigger and better than the one her parents had kept from her. A secret that would make her more special than Owen or Matthew or Lavender.

Horatio was gone. Amelia cast a last look into the corners of the attic, searching, not finding any of the telltale signs. She was certain he had not gone far, and the faster she got Mum to leave her be, the sooner he would come back.

She met her mother on the landing below, allowed herself to be steered into her bedroom, where her father was waiting. Lavender could be heard fussing from her bed across the hall, but for once Amelia’s parents didn’t run to her. Downstairs, Owen and Matthew were playing loudly. Amelia perched on her window seat. From the corner of her eye she saw the tiny 41 scrawled on the wall. She did not look at her parents.

“We’re sorry, Amie,” said her father.

“All right.”

“It’s too difficult and too expensive to keep two houses at once, sweetheart, especially when one is so far away,” said her mother.

“All right.”

“And we were waiting until we were absolutely certain before we told you.” Mr. Howling ran a hand through his hair. That’s what made it stick up all the time. “We simply didn’t realize Isabelle would mention it in a letter.”

Well, she had.

“It’s time for another family to be as happy there as we were, Amie,” said her mother. “And for us to be happy here.”

“Fine.” Amelia’s eyes darted into the corners of the room, into the fireplace, searching for hints of Horatio.

“We know it’s taking a lot of getting used to. Do you want to talk more about it?”

Amelia shook her head.

“Would you like to come downstairs to eat?”

Amelia shook her head again. She still didn’t look at them, her eyes darting around the room and into the fireplace for hints of Horatio, but she let them hug and kiss her good night. It was actually much too early for Amelia’s bedtime, but they seemed to guess that she didn’t feel like returning downstairs, and this once they didn’t press the issue. They collected Lavender and went to check on the boys, whose voices became mysteriously quieter.

So did Amelia’s. “I’m alone,” she whispered, though she was somehow quite sure that Horatio didn’t need to be told about anything that happened inside the house. His house.

Did she believe that? That it belonged to him?

When she and Isabelle had done their experiments and solved their mysteries, the answer had not always been immediately obvious. Sometimes more information was necessary. The information she’d been trying to get by asking why, before her mother had called for her.

“Because,” said Horatio, leaning on the mantelpiece as if he had always been there, and possibly he had, “I need people to live in my house.”

Amelia jumped, but once again she refused to let surprise overwhelm her. Especially not when she was so frustrated. It was a very frustrating thing to get a question answered and still not understand.

“One thing at a time,” said Horatio. “I believe I must explain things in the correct order, as they were explained to me, long ago. You will come to know everything, Miss Amelia Howling; I promise that. First I will show you what the house is, and then I will show you what the house does, and then I will show you how the house does it.”

•  •  •

Amelia waited.

And waited.

Horatio had said the best time to show her was when everyone else was out, so they might freely roam and talk through all the rooms. She already knew Mum would never agree to leave her home alone while she took the others somewhere, but Amelia had a plan.

Plans were excellent things. She had lots of practice from making them with Isabelle.

Finally the time came.

“What are you going to do today?” Mum asked over breakfast. “It’s one of your last free days; back to school soon.”

Amelia dropped her spoon into her third-favorite kind of cereal. Owen and Matthew had polished off her first and second favorites. She’d completely forgotten about school, which was unlike her. Then again, before now she’d always been going back to her old school, like an old friend. This time she’d be somewhere new, and that really didn’t bear thinking about.

Nevertheless, she would soon have much less free time. She had only a few days to let Horatio show her the mystery of the house, and as he’d said, she’d been the only one clever enough to work out that there was a mystery.

“I was thinking we could play outside,” said Amelia, looking at Owen and Matthew. “All of us.”

They were surprised, but not half as much as Mrs. Howling was. “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” she said. “Go have fun.”

“You too, Mum,” said Amelia.

“I need to get all your things ready for next week, Amie. Everyone’s things. I’ve never done so much ironing.”

“Please, Mum? Hide-and-seek is always better with more people.”

Mrs. Howling put down the sponge she’d been using to wipe the counter. Lavender had made it sticky somehow. Lavender made everything sticky. She smiled. “Oh, all right, then. The ironing can wait, and Lavender could do with some fresh air.”

Amelia smiled back.

Minutes later she was leading them into the woods. Which was foolish, probably, since Owen and Matthew almost definitely knew them better, but that only mattered if she was actually trying to hide. Amelia didn’t stop in the first clearing she found, nor the second, but at the third she turned and grinned. “Here,” she said, in a tone someone else might describe as bossy. She would describe that someone else as needing to mind their own business.

Mrs. Howling had put Lavender into a kind of rucksack, so that Lavender’s eyes peeked over the top of Mrs. Howling’s head. Giggling, she reached a tiny hand out to touch the bark of the nearest tree and drooled happily into Mrs. Howling’s hair.

“Who starts?” asked Mrs. Howling. She hadn’t yet noticed the drool. Owen had, Amelia saw, and was trying quite hard not to laugh. Amelia remembered the time they’d visited for Christmas, when Owen and Matthew were younger and Lavender not even born yet. Mr. Howling had gotten gravy on his nose, and she and Owen had giggled together at the table, waiting for her father to notice.

“Owen can,” said Amelia. “He’s the oldest. Except for you.”

“Hey,” said Mrs. Howling, but she ruffled Amelia’s hair. “That all right with you, Owen?”

“Yes, Aunt Susan.”

“All right. Some rules. Don’t go off the property, and if you aren’t found in five minutes, go back to the house. These trees are thick in places, and I don’t want anyone getting properly lost. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Matthew and Owen together.

“Yes, Mum,” said Amelia, pleased. Her plan was going swimmingly so far.

“Count to thirty,” she ordered Owen. “If you know how.” He stuck his tongue out at her and covered his eyes.

The ground was soft with earth and leaves too green to crunch, all the better for sneaking away without Owen hearing which direction she’d gone in. She waited to see where Matthew headed, and her mother with Lavender, then ran off away from all of them. Now that she was deep inside the forest and having a proper look for the first time, she saw it had fewer trees than it seemed from the outside. When she sat at her window seat and watched them wave in the wind, it felt as if there must be thousands, but now she could see that it wasn’t their number that made the forest appear so vast, but their size. They must have been growing forever. Maybe there were exactly three hundred sixty-five. She’d ask Horatio.

One of them had a split in the trunk that was, yes, just the right size for Amelia to fit inside.

She strained her ears and heard Owen shout that he was coming to find them. Holding her breath, staying as quiet as she possibly could, she waited.

And thought of Horatio, the shadow-man. She couldn’t go back to the house quite yet, but soon, and she hoped he would be there when she did.

Owen’s footsteps weren’t as quiet as her own. Only another few seconds. If he found her too easily, he might complain to Mrs. Howling that she wasn’t playing properly, even though the game had been Amelia’s idea. Then again, if he took longer than the five minutes, everyone would have to go back to the house, and that would be terrible.

Amelia sneezed. Whoops.

“Found you!” Owen crowed. Amelia put on her best disappointed face and followed him back to where Mum, Matthew, and Lavender were waiting. Owen had found Matthew first, so it was his turn next, and again Amelia made it just exactly difficult enough for him to find her. Then it was her turn, and she found Mum and Lavender first, thanks to Lavender cackling excitedly at a bird.

“I’m very proud of you, Amie,” said her mother, as she followed Amelia around looking for the boys. “This was a good idea; we’re all having fun together.”

“Thanks, Mum,” said Amelia, pushing the leaves of a fallen branch out of the way and pulling a playfully scowling Matthew out. Owen was nearby, pressed flat against the bark of a tall, wide oak.

They’d all had a turn, now, except Mum, who wouldn’t mind. It was time. “Mum? I’m actually not feeling well,” said Amelia.

“Oh, dear, what’s wrong?”

“I heard her sneezing,” said Owen.

“And I heard her coughing,” said Matthew.

Well. Maybe they could be helpful. Sometimes.

Mrs. Howling reached out and touched the back of her hand to Amelia’s forehead. “You don’t have a fever,” she said. “All right, let’s go back and get you into bed.”

Owen and Matthew decided to be helpful again, though they didn’t know it. Their faces fell, and Amelia shook her head. “I can go by myself,” she said. “I’ll just get in bed and read a book. Why don’t you keep playing?”

Mrs. Howling frowned. “I don’t know . . .”

“You’re right out here, Mum. I’ll be okay by myself, and I won’t touch the stove or anything, promise.”

“Are you sure, darling?”

“I’m sure,” said Amelia.

“All right. We’ll come back in an hour and check on you. It will be lunchtime then; I’ll bring you some soup.” Mrs. Howling covered her eyes, ignored Lavender clutching her hair with sticky fingers, and began to count to thirty.

Amelia walked until she was out of everyone’s sight, and then she ran as fast as she could to the house, the trees thinning as she neared the garden. She had an hour. Would that be enough for Horatio to tell her the house’s secret?

He was waiting for her in the kitchen, not a shadow but his suited, proper self. “Well done, Amelia,” he said.

“Will you tell me now?”

“I will show you. Come, we do not have much time.” Horatio strode from the kitchen and opened the door to the cellar. The stairs creaked and the bitter-cold air stung Amelia’s lungs. The icicles on the pipes glinted in the light from the high, thin windows that were almost at the ceiling. “Winter,” he said, spreading his hands.

“I know this part,” said Amelia. “It’s a calendar house. The ground floor is spring, which is why it smells of petrichor, and the bedrooms are summer and too hot to sleep in, and the attic is autumn that smells of burning leaves. How does it work? How did you do that?”

Horatio stared at her, impressed. “We will come to that,” he said.

“Could you make my bedroom a little bit cooler so that it’s easier for me to sleep?” Sleep. There was something about sleep. “And why don’t I dream here?”

Horatio’s eyebrow twitched. “Goodness,” he said. “You are observant. Follow me.” He took Amelia back up the stairs, into the entrance hall. “I assure you all the answers will come, when you know enough to understand them. I will see what I can do about a milder summer. You know the seasons; have you counted everything else? The twelve rooms, the seven fireplaces, the stairs and bannister railings and tiles around the doors?”

“Someone counted the windows,” said Amelia, “but it wasn’t me. There are markings underneath them; I’ll show you.” It was her turn to lead, to point out the 41 by her window seat, the 52 below the oddly shaped window in the attic. The number was more legible now; some things are easier to see when you know what they are.

“Your uncle,” said Horatio, “before his untimely death. He believed he knew what the house was, but he viewed it, and the others of its kind, as an architectural curiosity, a thing built without purpose or reason.”

“But there is a reason,” said Amelia, looking away from the smudged blue chalk and into Horatio’s ancient eyes.

“Oh, yes.” Horatio smiled. “You know about calendar houses from your book. Well, welcome, Amelia, to mine. To anyone who knows what they do, and there are very few such people, I suppose there is only one way to describe them that you would understand.”

Amelia did not at all like Horatio’s patronizing tone. “I’m quite clever, you know,” she said. “I can understand a great many things.”

“I did not say you weren’t, Amelia. I have seen your intelligence and curiosity for myself, and it is for that reason that you are the one I have chosen. You are a far better candidate than your cousins—the elder two, at least, and I do not wish to wait to see what kind of mind the baby has. I am merely saying that you are human, and thus I must use human terms, even if they are not precisely the right description, even if they do not fully capture the essence of the thing. The house, Amelia, is a time machine.”


CHAPTER SIX

The Twenty-Fourth Door
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SHE DIDN’T BELIEVE HIM. OF course she didn’t believe him. Amelia sat on her window seat, eating the soup her mother had brought up, very studiously not believing him. Time machines weren’t real, even if he’d been careful to explain that time machine wasn’t precisely the right term. Using the wrong descriptions for things annoyed Amelia, but maybe she could allow it when the right ones didn’t exist. Or maybe, since he’d obviously made up the story about the house, he should have put in the effort to make up a name for it as well.

The thing she didn’t understand was why. It seemed an odd story to invent, and she said that as someone who had, alone and with Isabelle, invented a fair number of odd stories in her time. Mum and Dad hadn’t believed most of them, just as Amelia didn’t believe this one. It was fun, though, on those occasions when she could get Mr. and Mrs. Howling to think, for a moment, that there really was a dragon at the bottom of the garden. And a dragon at the bottom of the garden was as likely as this house being able to travel through time.

Or a man being able to turn into a shadow and back again.

There was something strange about him. Several somethings, if Amelia counted the feeling that he was the house, and that he knew everything that happened within it. Everything that happened in the forest outside too, unless he had been playing hide-and-seek with them. If he had, he’d been playing it very well.

Still, the house simply couldn’t be a time machine. She wondered if she should tell Mum that there was a man living in their house, when Mrs. Howling came back upstairs to collect Amelia’s soup bowl, but there were too many good reasons not to. For one thing it would look as if she cared about the house, or thought of it as hers in any way, and she didn’t. The faraway house on the faraway hill was hers; it didn’t matter that her parents had gone and sold it to someone else.

Anger bubbled anew in Amelia’s belly, much hotter than the soup, not as hot as her bedroom. She hated it here. She hated her parents for not even asking her if it was all right to give her home away. She hated that she’d had to pretend to want to play with her cousins.

That was the other reason not to tell Mum about Horatio: He might be a silly secret, a lying secret, but he was her secret, and she would keep him. None of the others deserved to know about the shadow-man.

“You’re not really sick, are you?” Owen barged in without knocking and threw himself on the end of Amelia’s bed, nearly upsetting the empty soup bowl. It had been his running into the house that had scared Horatio away before Amelia could ask more questions. She narrowed her eyes at him.

“Of course I am,” she said.

“No, you’re not. I know what a fake sneeze sounds like.”

“Oh yeah? Well, then why didn’t you tell on me?”

“Because I’m not a tattletale like you,” he retorted, folding his arms. “What were you doing here, all by yourself? Were you messing with my dad’s things again?”

“No,” said Amelia. That was true; she and Horatio hadn’t gone into Uncle Hugo’s office.

“Probably just wanted to read your dictionary in peace, then, I expect,” he said, teasing.

A smile twitched on Amelia’s reluctant lips. They used to have fun playing together. It wasn’t the same as her and Izzy—she hadn’t known him nearly as well—but he’d always been up for an adventure.

That had been when she’d known he was leaving, or she was going home again, and she’d have her house and her parents to herself. The house that wasn’t hers anymore, and the parents who weren’t only hers anymore.

“Go away,” she told him, and pretended to be asleep when Mrs. Howling came in to take the tray away. A moment later a hand shook her shoulder.

“I know you’re awake,” said Horatio. Amelia startled.

“How?” she demanded. She thought she’d been doing a very good job.

“You are not dreaming,” he said.

Amelia sat up. She was in just the mood to yell at something. “That’s because I don’t dream in this house,” she said. “The house steals them. You steal them.” She folded her arms across her chest and glared at him. Maddeningly, Horatio smiled.

“It was necessary,” he said. “And I will show you why, but perhaps it is not so anymore. You will dream again tonight, if you wish, but your dreams are not our biggest problem. You do not believe me, Miss Amelia, and so I must prove to you that the house is what I say it is. Unless, of course, you don’t wish to see. I may fade back into the shadows if I like, and you will never see me again. And if you try to tell anyone about me, no one will believe you.”

There was a crackle of challenge in his old, dry voice. A breeze of fear and excitement raised the hairs on the back of Amelia’s neck. “H-how will you show me?”

“The only way there is,” he said. “I will prove it. Your mother thinks you to be asleep. We have some time—not enough for a truly grand adventure, but enough for this, I should say.” Horatio appeared to think for an instant, then smiled wider and nodded to himself. He snapped his fingers. A fire bloomed to life in the fireplace, though there had been no logs in the grate. Amelia jumped, both from the surprise itself and from the extra blast of heat in the too-warm room. “Come with me,” said Horatio, as if what he had done was in no way out of the ordinary. Perhaps, for him, it wasn’t.

He led her next door, to the room that had been her uncle’s office. Somehow, the moment they stepped inside, Amelia knew they weren’t here for any of the books on buildings or the smudged blue drawings on the angled table. “The door,” she said. The one that went nowhere.

“Oh, you are clever,” said Horatio, who looked extremely pleased. “Do you know how many doors are in the house?”

“Twenty-four,” said Amelia. “I counted them. This is the last one.”

“Very good. I’m still not entirely sure why I put it in this room; it seemed like a wise idea at the time. I was young, still learning. No matter. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” said Amelia. It may or may not have been a lie, but it couldn’t be a bad lie, not when she didn’t know the real answer. Her stomach fluttered.

“Close your eyes.”

She heard the doorknob turn, felt a rush of fresh air. A dry, withered hand took hers, guiding her forward, and it was only then that Amelia remembered that the room was on the second floor of the house. Was she about to drop a long way to the ground?

No. But her feet were suddenly very cold and very wet. Amelia opened her eyes.

Winter. Winter everywhere, in the snow on the ground and the ice turning the trees to silver and the frost on the windows of her little house on its hill. If she ran around to the garden, she knew for sure the pond at the bottom would be frozen over. She had seen it happen every year of her life, watching the cold start at the muddy edges and creep slowly to the middle as Christmas came closer and closer.

Someone had hung a wreath on the front door. A different wreath from the one her mother had packed in a box and put on the truck that had carried Amelia’s whole life away.

She didn’t need to ask where they were. “When are we?” she asked instead.

“A much better question,” said Horatio. One he didn’t answer. “Would you like to go inside?”

“May we?”

“Of course. We will not be seen.”

Amelia’s socks squelched as they walked up the slippery, wet path. She cast her eyes back and forth, landed them on Isabelle’s front door. Izzy! She could go and say hello! Or not, if Horatio said nobody would be able to see them.

A great sadness washed through her, carried into her skin by the bitter wind. The door was unlocked; Horatio turned the handle and Amelia followed him inside, keeping her eyes open this time, open enough to see that the carpet wasn’t the green one she’d always known.

A small boy, maybe two or three years old, played on the floor of the living room. A woman sat at a computer, so they hadn’t gone very far in time, even if they’d gone quite far in distance. A man sat in an armchair, reading a newspaper, the date printed clearly at the top. It was almost Christmas, but not just any Christmas. Next Christmas.

“So, you see,” said Horatio. “Would you like to visit your former room? I believe humans are very attached to such things.”

Amelia shook her head. Her face was wet with tears, wetter than her socks. These were the people to whom her parents had sold her house, a few months earlier according to the date on the paper. The people Izzy had told her about in the letter she sent in August. Amelia didn’t want to look at them for another second.

She didn’t want to look at anyone.

•  •  •

Amelia stayed in her room. Well, it wasn’t her room, and she hated the stupid letters on the door, as if marking it with her name made it hers somehow whether she wanted it or not, but it was better than venturing out into the rest of the house. She still didn’t want to see anyone, and at least she had a good excuse. A most curious thing had happened. When they arrived back at the house her feet had been bone-dry, and yet the shivers ran all the way from her toes up, up to the top of her head. Within an hour she was sneezing, and of course Mrs. Howling didn’t want Amelia breathing her germs on the boys right before school was due to start. It was tempting to go and find them just for that reason.

That wasn’t fair, however, and she knew it. Every time she began to think like this, she had to remind herself that it wasn’t their fault their parents had died, and it wasn’t even their fault she had been forced to come live here. But hating her cousins for those reasons wasn’t fair, so she had to come up with other ones. Owen was older and thought he’d learned everything she didn’t know in that one week before she’d been born, and Matthew was just younger enough to be annoying, and Lavender was too young to be fun. Those were good reasons.

Her parents were a different story. It wasn’t their fault her aunt and uncle had died either, but it was their fault she had to be here. It was their fault they had sold her house to that other family, who looked so happy in it. Happy enough to change the carpets and sit reading the paper as if nothing in the world were wrong, though from the ones she had read, newspapers seemed to show everything in the world that was wrong.

They didn’t have any headlines about a homesick girl, so they didn’t know every tragedy.

The only good thing, the only one, was this house itself. Horatio had been telling the truth, or he had performed an impossible kind of magic, one even less likely than traveling through time. Could that be it? Had he shown her something that didn’t really exist? Clearly he could do some very bizarre things. The fireplace was dark and cold once more, but Amelia stared at it from her bed and remembered the flames bursting to life.

It felt as if he was telling the truth, strange as it was. And it was a truth he had shared only with her, not with her stupid cousins or her mean parents. Horatio was the only person she wanted to see. She wanted him to show her more of what the house could do, take her somewhere else in time that wasn’t as painful as her old house.

Next time she would remember to put on shoes, and perhaps a jumper. At least she would ask him what the weather would be like wherever they were going. She’d ask him the next time she saw him, which she hadn’t for three days now. There hadn’t been the faintest whispering of a shadow except ordinary ones, no matter how hard she peered into the corners of the room.

A knock came. “Amie?” said her mother, opening the door without waiting for an answer. “I’m taking the others into town to buy school supplies. Are you feeling well enough to come?”

Amelia shook her head. Mrs. Howling’s shoulders fell. “All right. I’ll pick up things I think you’ll like. Your father’s outside doing some gardening if you need him.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Amelia through gritted teeth. It came out rough, hoarse, but her mother either didn’t notice or put it down to Amelia’s sore throat, smiling sympathetically and closing the door. Her father used to do the gardening at her old house, trimming the weeds around the pond and tending to the flowers at the edge of the grass. Now another family lived there, and their little boy would probably stomp all over the lawn. They might even get rid of the pond out of fear the boy would drown in it. And her father was busy making the garden here look nice, as if nothing had changed and this was their home, when it wasn’t and couldn’t ever really be. It was Horatio’s home, if it was anyone’s; he only let them live here.

What had he said? He needed them to live here.

That was something else she needed to ask him about when she next saw him. A flicker of hope tickled at her. The house would technically be empty, apart from Amelia herself, and Horatio might be more likely to come if there wasn’t anyone else around to catch them. She listened impatiently, straining her ears through the door and down the stairs for the sounds of Mrs. Howling getting Owen, Matthew, and Lavender ready and bundling them into the car. The engine disappeared into the trees down the long drive, and Amelia glanced around excitedly, feeling better than she had in days.

Sunlight streamed through the window, glinting off the shiny covers of her books on the seat. She waited.

And waited.

He didn’t come. Not that day, or the next, when the house was full again and the boys were being unbearably loud, playing some stupid game in the sitting room. Fed up with staying in bed, Amelia hid herself away in the library, looking up after every line she read for a hint of Horatio.

Now she was angry at him, too.

“Amie!” Matthew shouted, bursting into the library. Owen was right behind him. “Want to come and play hide-and-seek again?” He plucked the book out of her hands, and a growling, snarling rage exploded from Amelia with a roar. She had tried to be nice to them, when she had to be, but how dare they? How dare everyone ?

“No! Go away! I hate you and I don’t want to play with you! And don’t ever call me Amie!”

Footsteps came in a rush from the kitchen. “What is going on in here?” Mr. Howling demanded.

“Don’t yell at my brother!” shouted Owen. Matthew had begun to cry. “I hate you too!”

“Everyone, quiet,” ordered Mr. Howling. “Matthew, Owen, please go back into the sitting room. No, you’re not in trouble—”

“Hey!” said Amelia.

“I said, quiet! Boys, go play, please. Susan?” he called louder. “Come here?”

Mrs. Howling passed the boys in the doorway as they left, Lavender on her hip. She looked from Amelia to Mr. Howling and quietly set Lavender down on the rug.

“What happened, Amelia?” asked her father.

Amelia scowled. “Matthew took my book away.”

“That one?” he asked, pointing.

“Yes!” said Amelia, angry at so many things, but this time that he didn’t seem to believe her. “He pulled it out of my hands.”

“All right.” Mr. Howling nodded. “I understand that made you angry, but that isn’t a reason to say you hate someone, Amie. Matthew and Owen are your family. I know it’s difficult, but you must learn to get along with them.”

“We thought you were doing better,” said Mrs. Howling, coming to sit next to Amelia, perching on the arm of the chair. “We all played together before you got ill.”

Amelia’s frown deepened. That had been before a lot of things; she’d had a very busy day that day. Before she got ill, yes, but also before Horatio had told her what the house was, and showed her what it could do, and taken her to see the new family living in her house. And before Horatio had disappeared, too. She’d only asked them to play as part of her plan.

Mr. Howling gave up waiting for an answer. “We may have pushed you too hard to adjust here,” he said. “Your cousins have needed a lot of our attention, and you’ve always been such a grown-up girl that perhaps we’ve expected too much from you. School starts in a few days, and maybe things will be better then. So”—he glanced at Mrs. Howling, who nodded in a way that made Amelia certain they had been talking about her behind her back—“we will make you a deal, Amie. We will leave you alone to get used to things in your own way, and give you our time when you ask for it. You will still have to eat supper with everyone, but we won’t force you into anything else. Apart from cleaning your room.” He smiled. “You still have to do that. In return, however, when you choose to join in and be a family, you must be kind. You have been through a great deal of upheaval, but your cousins have been through even more. Please remember that we are all trying to do our best with the situation.”

“Okay,” said Amelia, wiping her eyes. She hadn’t noticed herself starting to cry, and she willed the tears to stop. Crying was for eight-year-olds like Matthew.

“We love you, Amie,” said her mother, kissing the top of her head. “We’ll leave you to your book now, but if you need us, we’re here for you.”

Amelia nodded. She was so confused. She wanted to go home, but even if they could return, it would mean leaving the time-machine house. How could she like the house and hate living in it, all at once?

Thinking so hard gave her a headache; she was still a bit ill. But the answer came:

Because the house itself was the way to escape being stuck inside it. Her parents had basically just promised her they wouldn’t come looking to disturb her.

“Horatio?” she called, doubtful.

“Miss Amelia,” he answered, a shadow by the window. His dusty, heavy suit resolved into view, face becoming flesh.

“Take me somewhere else. Somewhere fun.”

He snapped his fingers.


CHAPTER SEVEN

When Are We?
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IN ALL THE BOOKS I’VE read,” said Amelia, “time machines take you to famous places at important times. Like when that big boat sank or whatever.”

Horatio laughed. “Those events are indeed interesting,” he said, “but I will tell you a secret: They are only interesting once. You see them and then life returns to normal. But this, for example—why, there are a thousand tiny things to grab our attention. Have you ever seen anything like it?”

Amelia hadn’t. She stared, agape at the scene in front of her. Horse-drawn carriages clattered over cobblestones; ladies in spectacularly fancy dresses wandered along under parasols to shield them from the drizzle that fell. The sky was a deep, dull gray. She’d made Horatio wait while she put on shoes this time, which was just as well, because the ground was utterly filthy. Filthy with what, exactly, was best not imagined. An ornate gas lamp a few feet above Amelia’s head illuminated the grime. A gentleman across the street was riding the most ridiculous bicycle. The front wheel was nearly as tall as Amelia, while the back one was something a hamster might run around in.

“When are we?” Amelia asked, because Horatio had been pleased by her cleverness the first time. He nodded approvingly at her.

“The year 1882,” he said. “More than one hundred years before you were born. Queen Victoria is on the throne, mourning her deceased husband. Your great-great-grandparents are younger than you are now. And though you have not asked, this is London. We may venture further afield next time, to other countries and other times, but I thought you might like to understand the words spoken around you, even if you can’t speak back.”

She had so many questions, each raising its little hand in her head to be called upon first. “I’ve never been to London,” she said.

“Well, then, an excellent place to start. Shall we?”

She could ask things while they walked. Amelia kept close to Horatio’s side as they ventured into a busy market, full of curious objects and ordinary ones that were curious too, because something as simple as an apple is a bizarre thing when your mind knows it’s more than a century old. The apples shone red, and so did the clusters of garnets on rings that would surely now be called antiques. Silver-scaled fish and silver candlesticks, green cabbages and jade necklaces, they were all treasures. Voices buzzed, busier than a hive of bees, and despite what Horatio had said, Amelia understood perhaps half the words she caught. They seemed to have different words for everything: coins were canary birds ; matches were scratchers. She could have listened to them all day.

Amelia stopped at a table to inspect a huge leather- bound book. A dictionary. Did it hold the same words as the one at home she prized so highly? She brushed her hand over the cover, felt the cracks with her fingertips. It was warm against her skin, unnaturally so, and only then did she realize she was cold, cold as she had been when they visited her old house in wintertime, though there was no snow on the ground here. If there had been, it would’ve turned quickly black with soot and muck.

“Why am I cold?” Amelia asked. Horatio tugged at the sleeves of his heavy suit. She’d never seen him wear anything else, even when he’d first shown himself in summer.

“Life creates warmth,” he said simply. “It’s been so long. . . . I’m sorry, Amelia; I should have thought to warn you. Dress warmly on all our coming adventures, all right? Right now, these people are alive around us, but we are not part of it, and so their heat doesn’t touch us. On the other hand, this means we are not touching them, either.” A wide smile on his face, Horatio winked and plucked the hat from the head of a passerby, tossed it up into the air. The man shrieked and grasped wildly for the hat. He caught it as it fell and looked this way and that for the source of the wind that had nearly stolen it.

Amelia laughed. “Okay,” she said, another thought coming to her. “But if nothing is really touching us, why did I catch cold from my wet socks? That’s not even an actual thing; it’s just what people say. Mum tells me all the time to wrap up warm and dry or I’ll catch cold,” she continued, doing her very best impression of Mrs. Howling. “My socks weren’t truly wet; I only thought they were.”

“Aha,” said Horatio, putting his fingers to his chin. “Can I tell you . . . ? Yes. Because you convinced yourself it was true, my dear, if only for a short time. Thoughts that are not real thoughts, not true thoughts, that we tell our minds are true thoughts . . . well, they are like poison. And poison makes you ill, does it not?”

“Yes,” said Amelia, “but isn’t that just imagining things? Imagining things is fun.”

“I do not remember imagination well,” answered Horatio, turning his eyes from her to stare out across the throng. “But I should think that even when you are pretending an old sled to be a spaceship, you know you are doing so. Besides,” he said, returning his gaze to her, “would you really wish to imagine yourself with wet socks?”

“Well, no.” They were still standing beside the dictionary, the stallkeeper carrying on his business as if they weren’t there—which, to him, they weren’t.

“Can we take things back with us?” she asked. It wasn’t the question she’d expected to choose next, but it was a necessary question.

“No,” said Horatio, shaking his head. “I am sorry; that . . . is difficult. And if we did so, why, my poor house would fill up to the ceiling with treasures!”

“Can they ever see us?” Amelia waved her hand right in the face of the man behind the table. He smiled toothlessly at a woman who had arrived to stand beside Amelia. “’Ow can I help, madam?”

“Right now you are a shadow, just as you see me sometimes,” said Horatio. “Most people aren’t observant enough to notice that much. You are an unusual child, Miss Amelia.”

Yes. She was special. Horatio had picked her, not Owen or Matthew. He hadn’t waited to see what Lavender would be like when she was older.

Another loud question joined the chorus in Amelia’s head, but she wouldn’t ask that one. She’d never ask it. What mattered was that she had moved to the strange house and that Horatio had chosen her to share his secret. It was odd, however, to think that at this very moment she was as insubstantial as a cobweb to the milling crowd around her. She felt perfectly normal, and when she looked at the hand she had waved in front of the stallkeeper’s face, it was as solid and real as it had ever been.

They left the market, slipping down a narrow street as crooked as a lie. Amelia was glad, for as interesting as the market had been, it was quieter here, thus easier to talk and be heard. “You haven’t told me the third thing yet,” she said as they passed an aproned woman hanging out what must have been a whole month’s worth of laundry. All right, it wasn’t technically a question, but it nonetheless demanded an answer. Horatio cocked his head to the side and stroked his chin.

“That is true,” he said. “I wonder, are you ready to learn? It is not the simplest thing in the world or all of time to describe, and even less so to understand.”

Annoyance flared once more in Amelia. How many times would she have to remind him how clever she was?

“I know you are clever, Amelia, I have said so many times. My reluctance has nothing to do with your intelligence, and everything to do with a question I have for you. You see, my dear, I did not reveal myself to you merely to keep you amused in my house, to which I know you wish you had never moved. I am not showing you its tricks to change your mind and make you love the home I built so carefully. I do hope you will come to love it as I do, but my reasons are much deeper than that. So, I will make you a bargain. Let us spend the rest of our time in this marvelous place seeing all of its wonders, and when we are finished, I will tell you what you must know, and ask you what I must ask. Would you like to see the queen?”

He was maddeningly just like her parents, making deals with her, but as with the other one, Amelia felt this was fair. He was right that this place—this time—was interesting, and she wanted to see all of it.

As their shadow selves they stepped between the bars of the gates around the palace and crept, unnoticed, into the room where the queen sat by a high window. Uniformed girls stood at the edges of the room, surely waiting to be called upon if their mistress needed anything. Someone else was there too, standing by a large box on a stand with three legs. It took Amelia a moment to work out what it was, and she was determined to work it out alone, without asking Horatio. He had something he wanted from her, and it wouldn’t do to make him think she was an idiot.

It was a camera. She knew what a camera was, of course. Her parents had always taken pictures of her—though not, now she came to think of it, since they had arrived at her cousins’ house, the calendar house—but their cameras didn’t look anything like this one.

“Stay still, Your Majesty, if you please,” said the man behind it.

“What do you think I’m doing?” she retorted. Her black dress made her wide face look very pale. The crown on her head caught the light, a thousand diamond sparkles.

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

Horatio smiled at Amelia. “One of the most surprising things,” he said, “is learning that even queens are much like the rest of us. I have seen more than my fair share, and believe me, they are all perfectly ordinary people. If slightly murderous, on occasion.”

“Wh-what?” asked Amelia.

“Not this one,” he assured her. “But in the earlier days, the barbarian kings, well . . . We may visit them at some point, if you like.”

She did like. She could go anywhere now, anywhere in all of time or space. And she thought she understood, a bit, how the time thing worked. She didn’t know exactly how Horatio achieved it, but going back and forth in time was, at least, a concept she could get her head around.

“How come we can go anywhere in the world?” she asked. “Wouldn’t it make more sense if we could just visit the house at different times? How can we move places, too?”

Horatio shook his head. “What did we agree about questions, Amelia? Later.”

They left the queen to her portrait, visited a museum and a library and a dressmaker and a hospital. That was gruesome. Amelia hadn’t ever been to London before, but she had been to a hospital to get her tonsils out, and she was fairly certain she would have remembered if they had come at her with any of those long, curved hooks. They had put her to sleep, however, so maybe she wouldn’t have remembered.

Either way, Amelia didn’t think being a doctor was in her future, the future she had over a century from now. She was clever enough, but blood was disgusting.

Outside, on the steps of the hospital, Horatio drew a watch on a long chain from a pocket on his vest. That was something else Amelia had never seen—not just his watch, but any one such as that. She craned her neck to get a proper look at it, but Horatio angled the face away from her so she couldn’t see.

“It is time for us to return, Miss Amelia. Which means it is time for me to ask you my question.”

“All right,” she said, curious, but disappointed that they couldn’t stay in the past forever.

Another smile twitched Horatio’s lips. “You don’t want to leave,” he said. “But that is exactly what I wish to ask of you. Would you like the ability to do this forever? To travel as I do? To live outside of time, as I do? The time has come for me to choose an apprentice, and I have chosen you. I can teach you all I know. I can make you into what I am.”

•  •  •

Horatio was gone. Amelia sat at the table with her parents and cousins, pushing food around her plate. It had been a whole day since she’d seen him, a day of little food and little sleep as his request spun around her head, bouncing off all her thoughts like a rubber ball that would never stay still.

It didn’t escape her that he had asked his question without answering many of hers, even at the end, which he’d promised. She suspected he’d done this on purpose, stunning her into silence and leaving her in her uncle’s office on this side of the twenty-fourth door. If that had been his plan all along, it had certainly worked.

Well. Amelia was excellent at making plans too. She wouldn’t give him an answer until he’d told her everything she wanted to know. And that wouldn’t be difficult, since she didn’t know what the answer would be.

Lavender had food all over her face. The boys were squabbling over who could fit more spaghetti in their mouths—quietly, so Mr. and Mrs. Howling didn’t notice as they talked about boring things like work and who would do the shopping this week. Mrs. Howling would be returning to work when Amelia, Owen, and Matthew began school in a few days, doing her job from the computer she had set up in the conservatory while Lavender played at her feet.

It was all so ordinary, so boring. What Horatio had shown her was extraordinary and exciting, and he had shown it only to her, not to Owen or Matthew or Lavender. She was the special one.

But what would happen if she said yes? She couldn’t very well just go missing; as busy and preoccupied as her parents were with her cousins and work and everything else, she was reasonably sure—she hoped—that they would notice if one day she simply wasn’t around anymore at all. They’d said they would leave her alone except for suppertimes; she still had to turn up for those. Mum wouldn’t drive off to the school without Amelia in the car, and neither parent would shrug and kiss her pillow good night if she wasn’t in her bed.

“May I please be excused?” Amelia asked.

Her mother set down her fork and eyed Amelia’s plate. “Are you still ill?” asked Mrs. Howling. “You’ve hardly touched your food.”

“Can I finish it?” asked Owen.

Amelia pushed her plate over to him. “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m just excited about school. I want to go organize the things you bought me.”

“Oh,” said Mrs. Howling, relieved. This was the Amelia she knew. “Of course, darling. If you get hungry before bed, come and get a snack. I’ll make sure there’s something.”

“I will. Thanks, Mum.” Amelia pushed her chair back and left the kitchen through the door to the conservatory. She wanted to smell the petrichor. Horatio was right, the spring of the house was everywhere on this floor, but he was also right that it was strongest here. Spring here, winter in the cellar, summer in the bedrooms, autumn in the attic with its curiously shaped fifty-second window.

She stood in the middle of the conservatory, this green, open space made of glass. She was counting. In her head she went through the rest of the house. Twelve rooms and seven fireplaces, four floors and—she had checked these earlier—sixty stairs with twenty-four railings going up each staircase. Twenty-four doors, fifty-two windows, probably other numbers she hadn’t thought of yet, all making up this house of months and years and days and hours.

At least one thing didn’t fit; there were supposedly three hundred sixty-five trees, they were outside the house itself. One house, one year, but still there should really be something indoors to mark each day of it. Asking Horatio, if she could get him to answer, would be easier than counting all the tiles in the kitchen and bathrooms put together, or whatever else it might be.

Quietly, because Mum and Dad thought she’d gone several minutes ago, Amelia went up to her room. The pile of school supplies sat on her dresser, not exactly what Amelia would have chosen for herself, if she’d had the chance. Pink wasn’t her favorite color. Maybe there hadn’t been much of a selection, or maybe Mum had been too busy with Lavender and the boys.

She left the pile where it was and went to her uncle’s office. The book with the picture of the house in it was on his desk; the twenty-fourth door was closed fast against the wall.

Hmmm. The first time she’d seen it and opened it, there’d been a brick wall behind, but that was before she’d known what the door could do, what it could hold on the other side. The rest of the world and all of time. Would it be different now?

No.

Her hand still gripped the knob as she stared in disappointment at the bricks. She wanted to be able to do what Horatio could do. Escape through the doorway to anywhere she wanted to go, whenever she wanted to be there. Get away from this house full of busy parents and annoying cousins.

“You lied,” came Owen’s voice. “I should tell on you.”

“They wouldn’t believe you,” said Amelia, turning to glare at him. “By the time they got here, I’d be in my room. Besides, I was only . . .”

She couldn’t—wouldn’t—tell him what she’d been trying to do, so she stopped and let the words hang there.

Owen scowled back at her. “I don’t care if your mum did say you could come in here. It’s my dad’s office, and I don’t want you to.”

Amelia still wasn’t cruel enough to say what she’d nearly said the first time they’d argued about this room, even though now it would be for a different reason. It wasn’t his father’s office, because it was Horatio’s house; he only let them live here.

Needed them to live here.

It could be her house, more than Owen’s or Matthew’s or Lavender’s. She already knew its secret.

Yes.


CHAPTER EIGHT

A Most Unusual Meal
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THERE WERE DIFFERENT KINDS OF years. A year could begin on the first of January, with snow on the ground and an empty nail hammered into the wall, waiting for the new calendar to replace the old. It could begin on a birthday morning, with one more candle on a cake than there had been twelve months before. Or it could begin like this.

Amelia stood beside her mother’s car, staring at the outside of her new school, which looked nothing like her old school, nervous butterflies made of cornflakes fluttering in her belly. Mrs. Frenkel wouldn’t be in there, and neither would Isabelle. The only familiar faces would be Owen’s and Matthew’s, and she didn’t want to see those. She clutched her bag tighter and tilted her head to let Mum kiss her cheek.

“Amelia, are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you since it’s your first day here? I can get Lavender out of her seat.”

“No, thank you,” said Amelia. She could figure it out on her own. Horatio probably wasn’t watching her now, but just in case, she didn’t want him to think he’d made a mistake, choosing her, if she needed her mum to hold her hand through anything scary.

“All right,” said Mrs. Howling. “Have a good day, everyone. I’ll be back to pick you up later.” She climbed back into the car and the engine revved to life.

“Follow me,” said Owen, turning away and starting up the path to the front doors.

“Why?”

“Because we’re in the same class, of course.”

The butterflies became huge, angry birds instead, full of claws and beaks. How had she not thought of that? Owen was only a week older than she was, a fact that had apparently greatly pleased her mum and her aunt when they’d both found out they were expecting children. Then Amelia’s aunt and uncle had moved away, and she and Owen hadn’t grown up as friends as their mothers had thought they might. They’d gotten along all right whenever they’d seen each other, but it was easy to get along with someone who’d be leaving you alone soon.

They were not friends now. Amelia stomped along behind Owen and Matthew, into the school and down a hallway. As in her old school, the walls were covered with artwork and posters telling the students what to do, and teachers stood in doorways calling, “Don’t run,” in bossy voices. Amelia didn’t mind teachers being bossy; they were supposed to be, and she had always done what she was told. She greatly minded Owen being bossy, though, so when he ordered her into the next classroom, she stuck her tongue out at his back.

“None of that,” said a woman with a face like a squeezed lemon and yellow hair to match. “Owen, it’s so good to see you again. How are you?”

“I’m all right, Mrs. Murdoch, thank you.”

“I was so sorry to hear, dear,” she said, eyes full of sympathy. “Please come to me if there’s anything you need.”

Owen nodded. “That’s my cousin, Amelia,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. The sympathy disappeared as Mrs. Murdoch turned her gaze once more upon Amelia.

“Yes,” she said, “I heard. Welcome, Miss Howling. I trust you will behave in my class?”

“Of course,” Amelia said sweetly, trying to show that she was a good student who always did her schoolwork on time and never whispered in the middle of a lesson. She’d never had a teacher dislike her before, and Mrs. Murdoch wouldn’t be the first. Which didn’t mean Amelia had to like her.

Mrs. Murdoch smiled so stiffly the temperature around Amelia dropped. She followed Owen inside and found an empty desk at the back of the room, tucking her bag neatly under it so there was scarcely enough room for her feet. Most of the other desks were full, boys and girls unpacking pencils and chattering to their friends after a long summer. One or two looked like kids Amelia might want to be friends with, but she didn’t know what to say. She and Isabelle had just always been friends, growing up as close as sisters, and Isabelle had done a good job of finding anyone else they needed for their adventures during recess. Finding in that case meaning Isabelle simply telling people what to do. She would probably be a teacher when she grew up.

Contrary to what anyone would likely think, the first day of school was not Amelia’s favorite, even at her old school. It was all too full of introductions and instructions; they didn’t actually learn anything. This was no different, and Amelia dutifully stood to say her name when asked, and wrote her name on sticky labels on the covers of battered schoolbooks, and let herself be swept up in the rush for lunch.

She ate alone. She’d never eaten a school lunch alone. On the days Isabelle had been home sick with a cold or, for two horrible weeks, chicken pox, there were others Amelia knew. Owen invited her to sit with his friends, but she knew he didn’t really mean it, and she was still angry. Stuck in the house with him for half the summer, now stuck with him at school, too. Matthew was across the room, but Amelia would rather have eaten a plate of slugs for lunch than spent an hour with a bunch of younger kids.

For that matter she would rather have eaten a plate of slugs, full stop. The food had been better at her old school. Everything had been better at her old school, just as everything had been better at her old house.

Except . . .

Except Horatio. Her old house hadn’t been a magic house, with a magic shadow-man living in it.

When Mrs. Howling fetched them from school after the last lesson, which couldn’t be called a lesson, in Amelia’s opinion, she climbed into the car beside Lavender and told her mother that the first day had been fine. Of course Mum wanted to know whether she’d made any friends or learned anything interesting. Amelia shrugged and watched as her mother tried to smile while she asked Owen and Matthew how their first days had been.

She had no schoolwork to do yet, so she shut herself in the library the moment they got back, curling up in her favorite chair with the book Matthew had tried to take from her. It wasn’t a very good book—she’d made a bad choice from the thousands on the shelves—but that wasn’t the point. She was reading it; she wanted to finish it.

And she hoped Horatio might come if she was alone. She’d kept her shoes on, just in case. The hours stretched until supper, when Amelia reluctantly dragged herself to the table and sat down in front of a lamb chop. Her stomach growled at the sight; she hadn’t eaten much at dinner yesterday, hardly any of the disgusting school lunch today. She wolfed it down, and potatoes, and the pile of broccoli, too, which made her father’s eyebrows rise almost all the way into his hair. He, too, asked Amelia how her day was, as if Mum hadn’t already told him what she’d said.

“It was all right,” she said, setting down her fork. “It’s just that I don’t know anyone there, and they never actually teach anything on the first day. Except I did learn where the fire exits are.” Hardly as interesting as history or English.

“The first day can be like that,” Dad agreed. “But you know Owen and Matthew; it isn’t true that you don’t know anyone.”

“They have their own friends,” said Amelia. “Owen did introduce me to our teacher, though. Thank you, Owen.”

“No problem,” said Owen around a mouthful of potato. Disgusting. She waited for one of her parents to tell him not to speak with his mouth full. Neither did. Mrs. Howling smiled instead at Amelia for being nice at the table, and gave her an extra scoop of ice cream when it was time for dessert.

“May I take it upstairs with me?” Amelia asked. Mr. Howling sighed, but nodded.

When she was excused, Amelia ran upstairs so she would be out of everyone’s earshot when she called for Horatio. He hadn’t come to her, so she would make him. Shout and scream if she had to, and beat on the twenty-fourth door with her fists. She put the bowl of ice cream on her uncle’s desk and ran to the door.

“I hardly think that’s necessary,” Horatio said as she raised her hand over the wood. “I am right here.”

“Oh,” said Amelia as he stepped from the shadows. “Hello.”

“Hello, Miss Amelia. Have you had a good day?”

Amelia frowned. “I don’t want to talk about my day,” she said.

“As you wish. Well, then. I wondered if you would like to accompany me to a rather special dinner.”

“I’ve already eaten. But I want to come!” she insisted as Horatio frowned.

“Excellent.”

“And I want you to answer my questions.”

“I will.” Horatio stepped over to join Amelia at the door. “You have my word.” He placed his hand on the doorknob and turned it, a creaking of bone and hinge.

“Where are we?” she asked, forgetting herself and what Horatio thought was clever.

“I told you: at a very special dinner.”

“All right.” Amelia huffed. “When are we?”

“Aha.” Horatio began to lead the way across the lush grass that now spread out before them. It was dark, but the lights of a house ahead shone with life. “A time,” he said, “outside of time.”

•  •  •

Candles in brackets on stone walls lit a long table covered in midnight-blue silk. Every chair, except one, was filled. Just as Amelia noticed this from her spot half hidden behind Horatio, the table’s occupants, perhaps twenty people, noticed them.

“Horatio!” they cried.

“And is this the girl?” asked an elegant woman in an old-fashioned, plum-colored dress, a matching hat dipping low over one eye. “Wonderful. Amelia, is it?”

“Y-yes,” said Amelia, stepping out into full view. “Good evening.”

“Manners,” said the woman. “I approve. Well done, Horatio. Felix, get the girl a chair.”

The youngest person at the table—a man who still must have been more than twice Amelia’s age—leaped up and dashed from the room, returning a moment later with a stool covered in a fancy, bumpy kind of fabric. Brocade, Amelia thought, remembering her dictionary. He placed it beside the remaining empty place, which was clearly Horatio’s. “There you are, Madame Roseline.”

“Thank you, Felix. Please, Amelia, do sit down.”

With a glance at Horatio, who nodded, Amelia sat carefully on the stool and cast her eyes up and down the table. Madame Roseline was one of those beautiful, rare women who could be anywhere between thirty and eighty. Amber earrings dangled from her ears. Felix was young. The others covered the spectrum of age, with Horatio somewhere in the middle, but it occurred to Amelia as she examined their faces that what they looked like might not mean anything. A time outside of time, and Horatio was certainly older than he looked, if indeed he had built the house. According to the book in her uncle’s office, the calendar house had been built in built in 1882.

Amelia’s eyes widened. Horatio had taken her to 1882. Had he been there, in London, while they were? Had there been two Horatios in that marketplace? Once again she couldn’t ask him about this, for the others were starting to introduce themselves, nodding at Amelia as they went up and down the table, giving their names.

“It’s very nice to meet you all,” she said.

Madame Roseline picked up her knife and fork. “Horatio tells us he has chosen you as his apprentice, that you will become one of us.”

So, they were all like Horatio. She had guessed this, because why else would she be here? “Yes,” said Amelia. “I think so, yes. Do you all have special houses of your own?” Horatio hadn’t answered so many of her questions, and she hadn’t asked half the ones she wanted to, but maybe the rest of them would tell her what he hadn’t.

“Some of us.” Madame Roseline laughed, a sound richer than butter or diamonds. “Klaus over there let his ambitions get the better of him. He has a castle.”

“And a fine castle it is, too,” retorted Klaus, tucking a napkin into his chin. He, too, wore an amber ring. Perhaps it was like a badge of some kind, and all the shadow-people wore the stone. “It works, that’s all that matters.”

Works. The castle let Klaus travel through time, as the house let Horatio. Amelia looked back at all the faces, one by one, trying to imagine what type of home each one had built. The plump, happy woman at the far end would have a cottage with a thatched roof, perhaps, and Felix a town house in the middle of a city.

She was so busy with this game that it took her much longer than it should have to realize something extremely odd, as if everything Horatio had done or shown her up to this point hadn’t been odd enough. Dropping her eyes, Amelia watched not their faces, but their plates, listening to the sounds of chewing and enjoyment, the clanking of silver on the finest bone china. As they ate, they spoke of their travels, the things they had seen. Which, as Amelia knew, was what people did when they returned from being away. More than once she had sat at the dinner table in her old house, crowded together with her parents and their friends as they talked about their latest holidays.

On those occasions, however, the plates had always been full of food.

“Horatio?” she whispered, tugging on his dusty sleeve. He paused in his conversation with the man on his other side to look at her.

“Yes, my dear?”

“Do they . . . Do they know they aren’t eating anything?”

But even as she asked, Horatio had taken a forkful of air from his plate and put it in his mouth, jaws working as if he were chewing the juiciest steak.

He did not laugh at her. “When you are one of us, Amelia, you will see what we are eating. You may be here because I have brought you, as you may visit all the times in the world if I take you there, but you are still . . . human. There are things you won’t be able to see, or do, quite yet.”

It was his use of the word human that sent a thrill of fear through Amelia. If she became what he wanted her to be, one of them who sat in this room, she would no longer be human.

She would be special. She would be a shadow-woman.

Or possibly . . . a shadow-girl. “If I become one of you, will I be ten forever?”

Again he didn’t laugh. “No. To begin with, you will not be ready for a while yet. There is more I must teach you, more I must show you. The process will not be fully complete until you have completed construction of a calendar house of your own, though you will be able to travel through time long before that. Apart from that, you will age until the last person who remembers you passes away. That is why some of us appear young, and some old, and some in the middle. Felix, for example, his parents died when he was scarcely an adult, and he had no other family, no friends.”

Amelia glanced at Felix. How sad it must be, to be forgotten, but he was laughing at a joke she hadn’t heard. She caught Madame Roseline’s eye, and the woman set down an empty wineglass.

“You must think us rude, Amelia,” said Madame Roseline. “I promise we are not; it is merely that we remember how overwhelming this can be. It is better to let you get used to everything and speak when you wish. If you are ready, I would dearly love to hear more about you than what Horatio has already told us.”

It felt a bit as if Amelia had traveled back in time a few hours, to when she was standing at her desk in her new classroom. It was, indeed, a day of introductions. But she told Madame Roseline, and the others who had stopped to listen, all about her little house on its hill, and about moving to live with her cousins, and that of all the rooms in the calendar house she liked the library best. Or she had, until Horatio had taught her the secret of the twenty-fourth door.

“Does everyone in all your houses stop dreaming too?” Amelia asked next. Felix dropped his fork, but Horatio began to juggle his—and his knife—over his empty plate.

“Dreams waste . . . energy, my dear. We want you all to save your energy for enjoying our houses that we took such care to build,” Horatio said. The cutlery flashed, catching the candlelight. “Next question?”

“I understand how the house lets us move in time—I mean, all right, I don’t understand it at all, but it does; I know it does. How can it let us move to other places, too? That part makes no sense.”

Farther down the table Klaus laughed. “It makes all the sense in the world, young Amelia, but you probably haven’t learned this yet. From a scientific perspective, you see, time and space are precisely the same thing. To move in one is to move in the other. Horatio, you shall have to take the girl to one of Einstein’s lectures.”

Einstein. Amelia had heard of him.

“You like words, details. You see the spin of things, how everything around us has meaning and importance. And you are more lonely now than you were when you were an only child.” Madame Roseline turned her gaze on Horatio. “An excellent choice, old friend. We would be glad to have her.”

Horatio smiled, clearly very pleased. He drew his watch from his pocket and angled the face away from Amelia. “I am elated you think so, but we must go.”

“We must all go,” Madame Roseline agreed, rising. “Do join us again, Amelia.”

They had come down a corridor of closed doors when they arrived, and they left the same way, out the front door and across the lush grass. When Horatio stopped, Amelia couldn’t tell what made this spot better than any other for Horatio to snap his fingers. Another door, a familiar door, appeared, and he opened it. “I bid you good night here,” he said, ushering Amelia back into her uncle’s office. “I will fetch you again soon.”

“Wait—” said Amelia, but he had gone, melted into the shadows. She should be used to this by now. Head spinning, Amelia crossed the room to go to her own, and froze, staring at her uncle’s desk.

When Horatio had taken her to see her house that wasn’t hers anymore, or to the London of the past, she had thought he’d brought her home before her parents had a chance to notice she was missing. That was why he checked his pocket watch.

That couldn’t be right. She picked up the spoon in the bowl.

The ice cream hadn’t melted.


CHAPTER NINE

Swords & Secrets
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BOTH THINGS COULD BE TRUE. Amelia sat in class, pretending to work on her multiplication. Horatio had said that the dinner was outside of time, so perhaps that was why the ice cream hadn’t melted. The other places they had gone weren’t outside of time, just at different times, so maybe for those he had been worried that her parents would begin to miss her. She hadn’t thought to check what the clocks said before they left.

Not that clocks were trustworthy things. The one on the wall of the classroom was moving far too slowly; she must have been sitting here for more than twenty minutes. A few feet away, Owen’s head was bent over his paper; his pencil was scribbling furiously. Hmph. Math was not Amelia’s favorite subject, but she wasn’t about to let Owen be better than her at anything. Quickly she wrote down all the answers, counting on her fingers under the desk, where no one could see. Then she went back to thinking about Horatio and Madame Roseline and the strange dinner where the plates had been bare and the glasses empty but everyone had eaten and drunk.

But they hadn’t been bare or empty to Horatio and the others. Amelia wanted to eat what they ate, drink what they drank, do what they did.

The final bell rang far too many hours later. Amelia was packing her books away when another girl—Amelia couldn’t remember her name—stopped beside her desk.

“I’m having a birthday party on Saturday,” she said. “Mum said to give you an invitation.” The girl dropped a folded card on the desk, a cartoon mouse on the front. Christina, that was her name.

“Oh,” said Amelia. “Um. Thank you. I might be busy that day, though.” She hoped she would be busy adventuring somewhere with Horatio.

“That’s all right. See you,” said Christina, sauntering away. Amelia stuffed the invitation into the bottom of her bag and ran from the school to the car, the bag banging painfully against her ribs, and waited even more painfully for Owen and Matthew to hurry up. They were so slow, lingering there by the doors, chatting to their friends. Amelia answered her mother’s questions about how her day had been without really listening to them. It was only school, and even though it had been just a few months earlier, she could barely remember the time when school had been the best, most exciting part of her day.

School was always the same place, the same time. Behind the twenty-fourth door could be anything, anywhere. Amelia was the first to jump from the car when it stopped at the top of the long drive, the first to run through the front door her mother hadn’t bothered to lock. Perhaps she thought she didn’t need to, the house being so far away from everything else.

Perhaps—although Mrs. Howling couldn’t possibly know this—Horatio protected the house and made sure no terrible harm came to it or inside it. And maybe that protection only stretched to the outer edge of the forest, because he hadn’t been able to stop what had happened to Amelia’s aunt and uncle.

“Amelia!” her mother called when Amelia was halfway up the precisely numbered staircase with its exact number of railings running from the smooth oak bannister. “Do you want a snack?”

“No, thanks! I’m going to do my homework.”

“Oh, all right, then. Come down for supper.”

“Yes, Mum.”

Amelia dropped her bag on her bed and left it there without opening it. Closing her bedroom door behind her, so that any nosy cousins or mothers who wandered past would simply think she was inside, she went into the office and stood at the door in the wall. “Horatio?” she called.

“Good afternoon, Amelia.”

She was expecting him, had called for him, and still it was a tiny bit of a surprise when he stepped from the shadows and became a man, because she couldn’t be certain, until he did, that he would come at all.

“I read a book once,” she said. “Well, I’ve read lots of books, but I read one with knights and castles and kings and queens in it. I want to go there.” Horatio came closer. The lines on his face appeared deeper in the gloom. “Do you sleep?” she asked.

“Not in the way you assume,” he said, reaching for the door handle. “I am tired, Amelia, and so I will need your help if we are to do this. I cannot take you to a fictional place, of course, so it will not be entirely like your book. I can, however, provide what I think you’re after. Are you dressed warmly enough?”

Amelia barely heard anything except “help.” Excitement bubbled in her tummy. This was it, wasn’t it? This was when he would begin to teach her what he knew, start teaching her how to be like him, or Madame Roseline, or Felix. “What can I do?”

“I need you to think of a memory,” he said. “Any memory will do, the more detailed the better.”

A million pictures flipped through Amelia’s mind like the pages of a photograph album. Every time she decided, she suddenly thought of a better one. She shut her eyes, concentrating. The first time she’d gone through the door with Horatio, he’d taken her to her old house at Christmas, the house that wasn’t hers anymore. But it had been. The image of a turkey, roasted golden and delicious on a table decked with holly and candles, pushed itself in front of all the others. The last one in that house, though she hadn’t known then it would be the last one. That had been an excellent day; she’d woken up when it was still dark, despite staying up late listening for the sound of reindeer hooves she didn’t completely believe in anymore. Her parents were still asleep, but she was always allowed to go to the living room and open her stocking. The stack of presents under the tree waited until everyone was awake, and her mother made hot chocolate to drink while they were opened and the floor became a mess of boxes and bright, glossy wrapping paper. She’d played with her new toys and read her new books until the scent of food became overwhelming in the little house. Surrounding the turkey were bowls of mashed potatoes and stuffing and green beans.

She felt Horatio take her hand, heard him inhale deeply and swallow. She remembered going outside, stuffed to bursting with the excellent Christmas dinner, to scrape snow from the bushes in the garden and form snowballs with her gloved hands. Isabelle and her parents had come out to join in the fight, continued until everyone was gasping in the cold air.

“Well done,” said Horatio. “Open your eyes, Miss Amelia.”

“Why did I do that?” she asked before obeying.

“A distraction,” he said easily. “To trick the mind. Now open your eyes.”

She did, and gasped just as she’d done in her memory. The castle before them was whole, every stone in place, not the ruins to which her parents had occasionally taken her on days out at the weekends. There was an actual drawbridge, a moat of dark, muddy water. People in strange clothing bustled about, with curious hairstyles or coverings on their heads, and a great noise came from somewhere behind Amelia. The sound of cheering.

“What was that?” Amelia turned. The castle sat atop a hill. At the bottom, where the ground flattened out, an arena of sorts had been built from thick wooden planks, festooned in massive embroidered tapestries that fluttered in the breeze. The stands were full of people, all chattering and watching the empty space in the middle.

“I believe we have arrived to see the games,” said Horatio.

“Games, like at school?”

“In a manner of speaking,” said Horatio mysteriously. “Remember your book, Amelia. Things were different . . . now.”

They moved toward the roar of people and, as they neared, the thundering sound of what could only be horses. Definitely not reindeer.

•  •  •

Unseen, Amelia and Horatio climbed the creaking steps into the stands, Amelia leading the way. Horatio moved slowly, following her. He still seemed tired, but when she glanced over her shoulder, he was smiling, the creases around his mouth deep with good humor. When they reached the top, Amelia looked up and down the packed rows for a place to sit, finding nowhere. It seemed almost everyone from the castle, and people from miles around, must have come for these mysterious games. It was a nice day for it, the sun shining, and were it not for the strangeness of the clothing and the pristine castle looming from the hill, Amelia could have been anywhere, anywhen. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt that; in fact, now that she thought about it, she’d felt that way in the old London, too, with people bustling about, going on with their lives. It had never occurred to her before that people were basically the same wherever, whenever, they lived. Nearby, two well-dressed ladies were complimenting each other’s gowns, and while the gowns in question were a great deal longer and more intricate than anything in Mum’s closet, the conversation was not very much different from ones Mrs. Howling used to have with Isabelle’s mum, the two women complimenting each other on jumpers or shoes or handbags. They would talk about their jobs, too, of course, and Amelia imagined that was one thing that was different; she remembered her book, that the ladies in it had mostly sat around sewing and waiting for the men to come home.

That sounded boring, so it was good some things had changed.

The crowd went silent, suddenly, as if someone had just turned off the sound on the world. Amelia held her breath as Horatio took her hand and led her to a little gap between the front row of crude wooden benches and the equally crude railing meant to stop anyone from toppling over into the arena. Her eyes tried to go in separate directions when they caught sight of the horses approaching the field from opposite sides. Her mouth dropped open, and she tugged the side of Horatio’s dusty jacket. One horse was an enormous beast, black and shiny as the chunk of obsidian on Amelia’s dresser, a memory from a museum gift shop after she’d spent hours looking at the rocks. Steam billowed from its nostrils as it snorted and stomped, impatient. It was draped in rich red fabrics, and the effect was an angry kind of beautiful, with the gleaming black of the animal and the silver of the armor on the man in the saddle. The man—Amelia was sure it was a man, though a mask obscured his face—raised a long spear thing. Around her the audience erupted in cheers.

“What’s that called?” she whispered to Horatio.

“You and your words. That, my dear, is called a lance. We are here for the joust.”

The other rider raised his lance in response, and the cheering swelled from loud to louder. His armor was the same silvery steel, but his horse was the color of a perfect autumn chestnut, swathed in deep purple. Directly across from Amelia, far on the other side of the arena, a man who could only be a king—because the crown on his head was a dead giveaway—stood and gestured to the men on horseback, who bowed deeply, a difficult trick on a horse; then he waved at the people around him, sleeves of the same purple flapping with the movement. He opened his mouth, and though he spoke loud enough to hear, Amelia could make out only a few of the words. His accent was thick, forming itself around unrecognizable syllables.

“What’s he saying? Aren’t we still in England?”

Horatio smiled. “We are, but languages change over time, Amelia. People did not speak then the way you do. He is welcoming his loyal subjects to the games, and explaining the rules.”

“What are the rules?”

“In essence, that the one who stays on his horse wins. Everybody already knows this, but it is part of the ceremony.”

It was Amelia’s turn to smile. That was simple enough. Like in hide-and-seek, where the winner was the person to stay hidden the longest.

The king took his seat once more, and another silence fell, an expectant silence. Just when Amelia thought neither she nor anyone else in the crowd could wait one second longer, a bell rang, echoing everywhere, bouncing off the walls of the castle above and the hilltops in the distance.

The black horse reared, red fabric rippling like blood from a cut finger. It lunged forward as the chestnut one kicked its hind legs and ran to meet it in the center of the rectangle of dirt, the purple knight raising his lance to take aim at the chest of the other. A thrust, a miss, a cry of disappointment from the gathered spectators. Amelia’s hand flew from Horatio’s jacket to her mouth, covering her tiny scream. Beside her, Horatio joined in the clapping and jeering as the knights circled their mounts and aimed for each other a second time. He whistled loudly, all traces of his earlier, obvious tiredness gone now, and a thrill of fear that he would be heard shot through Amelia. She tore her eyes from the joust; the people around them were paying no attention. Indeed the grubby, apple-faced woman directly behind Amelia was watching right through her, eyes bright with excitement and stubby fingers at her lips. As Amelia whipped her head back to the game, the woman produced an ear-piercing whistle.

The horses charged again. The black one was several inches taller, wider at the shoulders, hooves the size of dinner plates carving circles in the soil, but the chestnut one was lighter, nimble on slender legs. Graceful, it danced along the earth, seeming to obey its rider’s thoughts as much as his whip. For one desperate instant it looked as if they would race right past each other, until the purple knight swung his arm in a graceful arc and the tip of his lance caught the red one square in the chest. The great black horse reared, and the knight flew from its back in a much less graceful arc, crashing to the ground, sending up a spray of soil. Immense cheers and whoops erupted all around; even Horatio was clapping.

“Is he all right?” Amelia asked, but even as she did so, the fallen knight stood, obviously dazed, to give the king a stumbling bow. The king beckoned to him. “He’s not about to be beheaded for losing, is he?”

“No.” Horatio chuckled. “This is simply for fun, and for the competitors to earn prizes. Of course, the skills they display here are valued in battle, too. We cannot stay too much longer, Amelia. Would you like to continue watching, or would you like to see some more of the castle before we must leave?”

Amelia frowned. She wanted to do both. “Why do we have to leave at all? I saw the ice cream.”

“Ice cream?” Horatio asked, wrinkles shifting into confusion.

“When you took me to meet the others, I left a bowl of ice cream in the house, and when I came back, it hadn’t melted at all.”

“Come.” Horatio took her hand again and moved to leave the arena, but Amelia pulled away.

“No. You keep not answering my questions and then I forget to ask them again. I want to know.”

“I was going to answer,” he said, his shoulders slumping. Amelia wasn’t quite sure she believed him. “I can do it right here, if you insist.”

“I insist.”

Horatio’s lips moved, but barely any sound came out. Amelia thought he might have said clever girl. He’d called her that before, and she was clever. Sometimes cleverness meant asking the right questions and stomping her foot until she found out what she wanted to know. “You are right,” he said. “When we are on our travels, no time passes in the world you know. It is as if we have hit pause on one of those television contraptions humans have become so fond of.” Suddenly the tiredness Amelia had noticed before returned to Horatio’s dark eyes. “Nonetheless, we can’t leave that world paused forever. We will run out of time.”

“What do you mean? You control time. Your house does. Your name even means ‘time.’ I looked it up.”

“Why am I not surprised?” His mouth quirked into a smile. “Naturally you did. How do I explain this? I’ve never tried before. All right. You awake in the morning and you have breakfast, yes?”

“If my cousins haven’t eaten all the pancakes.”

“Indeed. Well, after you’ve eaten breakfast, you have enough energy to do all the things you need to do in the morning, but then before long you get hungry again, don’t you?”

“You’re saying you get hungry . . . for time?”

“A little like that, yes.”

In the arena two new horses, one yellow and one gray, with two new knights atop them, were preparing to run at each other. This time the knights held swords. Amelia folded her arms across her chest and thought. “Was that what you were eating at dinner? Was that why I couldn’t see it?”

“That is the easiest way to explain it, yes.”

“Oh. What does it taste like?”

“Sometimes, I suppose, it tastes like pancakes.” A hint of the twinkle came back to Horatio’s eyes. “Let us go explore, and next time I shall do what I can to keep us on our adventure for longer; how’s that?”

This time Amelia let him take her from the stands, and she followed him back up to the castle.


CHAPTER TEN

A Visitor Arrives

[image: Images]

SOMETHING WAS VERY WRONG WITH Mr. and Mrs. Howling.

For starters, her father hadn’t left for work yet, and it was only Friday. Tomorrow he’d be home all day. Usually he kissed Amelia good-bye while she was in the middle of breakfast, but she’d already brushed her teeth and put her schoolbooks into her bag and he was still milling around the kitchen, sipping tea from his favorite mug and winking at Amelia’s mother. And her mother kept winking back! It was obvious they had a secret of some kind; this sort of behavior was usually reserved for Amelia’s birthday, which wasn’t for months yet. She didn’t think it was any of her cousins’ birthdays either, though she couldn’t remember when Matthew’s or Lavender’s were. And they kept looking at Amelia.

She tied the last bow in her shoelace and stood, staring at both of them. “All right,” she said. “You two are up to something. Why hasn’t Dad gone to work yet?”

“We don’t know what you mean,” said Mrs. Howling, eyes wide with innocence.

“I have an important appointment today,” said Mr. Howling.

Amelia stomped her foot. “What’s going on?” Matthew asked, walking into the kitchen.

“They’re being parents,” said Amelia.

“Oh. Um,” said Matthew. Mr. Howling roared with laughter, and Mrs. Howling held up her hands.

“All right, all right. Amelia, we’ll have a surprise for you this weekend.”

Ohhhh. It all made sense now. They used to do this kind of thing sometimes, surprise her with a trip away to a zoo or museum or the seaside. Excitement rose in her throat and stopped on her tongue. Horatio had promised her more adventures this weekend, good ones. They’d better be good; he hadn’t taken her anywhere in quite a while now, and she was getting more and more annoyed about it. He was busy, he said on the occasions he’d come to say hello. He was going to have a big surprise for her soon. On the other hand, she’d have Mum and Dad to herself again if they took her someplace.

“Where are we going?” she asked. “Who will look after Owen and Matthew and Lavender?”

Her parents exchanged glances, their smiles a little muted now. “We’re not going anywhere, sweetheart, though we might perhaps go away somewhere soon, all of us.”

Amelia barely heard the second part. If they weren’t going anywhere, she could still adventure with Horatio. Excellent.

“Okay,” she said cheerfully. “So what’s the surprise?”

“You’ll see it later. Time to go to school.”

The old Amelia would have spent all day wondering what the surprise was, although the old Amelia also would’ve felt guilty for not paying attention to her teachers. The old Amelia had stayed behind in her old house, and she was a new Amelia now, one who spent the day thinking about where she and Horatio would go next and didn’t feel guilty about it at all.

In fact she didn’t even remember about the surprise until they were on the way home, but all Mrs. Howling would do when Amelia asked was smile mysteriously. Fine. Amelia had a secret too. A better secret.

Nonetheless she couldn’t concentrate on her homework, and she’d been in her room for hours and Horatio hadn’t appeared. She tried calling him, though he hadn’t told her when this weekend they’d be going through the twenty-fourth door, and it was only Friday afternoon. The autumn wind whispered through the leaves on the three hundred sixty-five trees outside, their edges turned with the reddish gold of a bonfire. The sun was setting earlier now, and it was low in the sky when Mrs. Howling stood at the bottom of the stairs and called for Amelia.

She dropped her book and ran from her room; it must be time for her to find out whatever her parents were keeping from her. “Yes?” she said excitedly, jumping the last few stairs and landing at the bottom with a thump.

“Careful,” her mother chided her. “Could you set the table for me, please?”

Amelia’s anticipation turned to annoyance. “Why can’t Owen or Matthew do it? They’re right there,” she said, pointing into the living room. Why did Mum have to call her all the way down from upstairs? Oh, right, because her cousins had been through so much already.

“I’m almost at the end of my level,” called Owen.

“And I’m watching my show,” said Matthew.

“Please, Amie, come and do it,” said Mrs. Howling. Grumbling, Amelia followed her mother into the kitchen and waited as Mrs. Howling got cutlery from a drawer.

“If this is my surprise,” said Amelia, “it’s rubbish.”

Mrs. Howling laughed. “It’s not. Here you go.”

One by one, Amelia put the knives and forks down in their places, circling the long table. When Mum had her back turned, stirring something on the stove, Amelia licked Owen’s fork, just for fun.

“Mum, you gave me too many.” Amelia held up the extra silverware. Lavender was much too young to use real ones; she had special plastic ones that she mostly used to hammer loudly on the table. Any food Lavender actually managed to get into her mouth was purely accidental.

“Did I? Oh,” said her mother, back still turned. “Why don’t you put them next to your place for now.”

Puzzle pieces clicked together in Amelia’s brain. “Who’s coming to dinner?” she asked. For the briefest moment she imagined it might be Horatio, sitting there as he had at the supper outside of time, gesturing with his arm in its dusty sleeve. But of course it wouldn’t be him. Only she knew about him.

“I think you’re about to find out,” said Mum, cocking her head to one side. “Your father’s back.”

Amelia dropped the last knife and fork on the table with a clatter, ran to the front door, and threw it open. Sure enough, there was Dad’s car, with an extra shadow in it in the gathering darkness. A pair of dirty sneakers emerged as the door opened, then a very familiar red head, and Amelia felt her smile grow as wide as the door frame in which she stood.

Izzy.

•  •  •

“We would’ve been here earlier, but Mum and Dad said I had to go to school today,” said Isabelle, sitting beside Amelia at the table. She looked as if she thoroughly disagreed with her parents’ decision, but shrugged. “Then your dad came and picked me up right after and we drove all the way here. Mum and Dad said they’ll fetch me on Sunday, so we have two whole nights!”

“We thought you girls might like to see each other,” said Mr. Howling. He looked tired from spending all day in the car, but he smiled gently at Amelia.

Amelia grinned back. “Come on, Izzy,” she said. “I want to show you my room.” She jumped up, looked at her parents as an afterthought. “May we be excused?”

“Of course, girls,” said Mrs. Howling. “Come down in a little while; there’s an apple crumble in the oven, and I got ice cream to have with it.”

Izzy and crumble. This had turned into a very good day. “Don’t eat it all,” she said to Owen and Matthew, putting on her best stern face.

“You’d better hurry up, then,” said Owen. Amelia stuck her tongue out at him and remembered she’d licked the fork in his hand. Ha.

Isabelle followed Amelia from the kitchen and stopped in the entrance hall. “This house is enormous,” she said. “Do you ever get lost in it?”

“A little bit, at first,” said Amelia. They clomped up the stairs and into her room, past the letters on her door. She kept meaning to ask Mum if she could take them down, but somehow she always forgot.

“This is nice,” said Isabelle. She stood in the middle of the room and turned in a circle, taking in the window seat and the fireplace and all of Amelia’s new furniture.

Amelia jumped on her bed and sat cross-legged, patting the space beside her. “It’s okay,” she said, “but tell me everything about home.”

There was quite a lot for Izzy to tell, it seemed. Amelia listened to everything that had happened to their old friends since she’d moved away, and about all the new friends Izzy had made, even though she’d mentioned most of this in her letter. Her one letter. Amelia had only written once in all the time they’d been apart too, but she had good reasons, like the house and Horatio and their adventures. There was news for Izzy to share: Mrs. Frenkel was having a baby, and soon she’d be leaving the school for a little while to look after it. Izzy didn’t know who the new librarian would be, though she hoped it would be somebody nice. The new neighbors were nice too, the ones who’d moved into Amelia’s house, but they didn’t seem interested in becoming friends with Izzy’s parents. Which was fine with Izzy, who didn’t want to be running around after a little kid all the time.

Amelia knew the feeling. Not that she ran around after Lavender much, but she babbled all the time, when she wasn’t crying, and her crying was the only noise in the world shrill enough to be heard throughout the entire house.

Mrs. Howling knocked and entered with two bowls of crumble and ice cream, rescued from the boys. They thanked her and waited until she’d closed the door again. It was just like it used to be, the two of them tucked away in Amelia’s room, or Izzy’s, ready for a sleepover. They’d stay up far later than they were supposed to, whisper-giggling under the covers until they couldn’t keep their eyes open anymore. Amelia’s parents and Izzy’s parents had long ago given up putting a spare bed in the room on such nights; in the morning the girls were always found together, because it was easier to talk really quietly in the same bed.

“So, what’s it like living here with your cousins?” Isabelle asked, and it all came back to Amelia with a rush. How much she’d hated it to begin with, how alone she’d felt even in a more crowded house than she ever had before. How scared—and intrigued—she’d been when she first started to think the house was haunted.

And how she’d been right, in a way.

Horatio. She’d almost forgotten about Horatio since Izzy had arrived. But how much could she tell her? Amelia looked at her friend and remembered all the secrets she’d ever told Izzy that Izzy had never repeated to anyone. Everything. She could tell Izzy everything.

“Well,” she began.

The shutters outside her window came loose from their fastenings and slammed closed, rattling the glass. Izzy jumped. It was just the wind, Amelia told herself. The wind could get strong here, what was a slight breeze in the town gathering speed over the treetops as it rushed to Nudiustertian House.

“It’s . . .”

The light in its fixture overhead flickered. Amelia swallowed. An old house, with wonky heating and wonky wires.

“There’s—”

Silence, Amelia, said the house’s voice inside her head. Horatio’s voice. Hold your tongue.

Fear tingled up Amelia’s spine. He’d never sounded so angry with her before. She took a deep breath. “There’s good things about it,” she said. “It’s not so bad.”

The shutters banged open.

•  •  •

There was a foot in Amelia’s face. At some point in the night Isabelle had completely flipped around in bed, and she must have been too warm, too, because she was atop the covers, snoring. Amelia turned her head, saw the shape on the wall. It raised a hand, curled its fingers like someone making shadow puppets, beckoning her.

She climbed from the bed, pausing, breath held, as Izzy turned over. Another snore filled the room, and Amelia left it, following Horatio across the landing, up the stairs to the attic. As many times as she’d seen him turn into a man, it never stopped being a little bit weird. The early-morning sunlight streaming through the oddly shaped window was weak and thin, but it caught his amber ring, made it sparkle and glow.

“Amelia,” he began. He did not sound as furious as he had the night before when he’d spoken inside her head, but there remained an edge of something in his voice.

“I know what you’re going to say, and Izzy wouldn’t tell anyone.” Amelia glared at him, arms folded over her chest. He wasn’t the only one who could get angry.

“I am not concerned by that, so much,” said Horatio. “Who would believe her? Who, besides her, would believe you? No, Amelia, that is not my worry. My worry is that I have made a mistake.”

“What mistake?” Amelia said. Her voice shook, and she didn’t want it to.

Horatio paced the bare wooden floor, skirting around the boxes of photographs Amelia had moved up here. “A mistake in choosing you,” he said. “I thought you would be strong enough to do what we do. I thought you would want the life that we have.”

“I do!” said Amelia. She wanted to travel time forever, to build her own calendar house and be magic like Horatio and Madame Roseline and Felix and all the others.

“Are you certain?” he asked, cocking his head.

“Yes!”

“You need to be certain, Amelia. You need to understand that when the time comes, you will leave all of this behind. You will no longer have human friends in whom you can confide your secrets, at least not for a long time. Perhaps, one day, you will do what I have done and find an apprentice, but until then you will only have the others of your kind for company. They will become your friends, your family, because they are there and they will understand. They won’t be people you choose.”

“Is that why you wanted an apprentice? So you could choose someone? Have a family?”

“It is the only way I can,” said Horatio, staring out the window. “But I fear I have chosen someone who is too attached to her world and her time, who won’t be able to give it all up in order to gain the whole world and all of time. I have seen what happens to those of us who cannot let go, who find our life unpleasant. It is not a thing I’d wish upon anyone. Nor do I understand it, for this is the greatest existence there is.”

“Who?” demanded Amelia. “Who doesn’t like it? Have I met them?”

“That is not my story to tell; I doubt you will ever hear it. My point is, my dear, you need to be willing to let everyone forget you.”

Amelia swallowed. “I am,” she said, too loudly.

“Who are you talking to?” Izzy asked, stomping up the stairs. In an eyeblink Horatio was a shadow again, and then he was gone.

“Nobody.”

“I could’ve sworn I heard you talking.”

“Not me,” said Amelia, forcing a smile onto her face. She’d never lied to Izzy before, not once. “Maybe you’re still dreaming.”

“D’you know, I can’t remember what I dreamed. Oh, well. Breakfast! I can hear your Mum downstairs.”

Amelia trailed Izzy all the way down to the kitchen, her mind whirring. So Horatio didn’t believe she was good enough, and if she wasn’t good enough, he’d stop taking her on adventures. He’d disappear back into the shadows for good, and she’d be left alone, even more alone than she was before he showed himself, because she’d know he was there, ignoring her.

They’d been planning another adventure this weekend, before Izzy arrived. And she could still go, with Izzy here, time pausing in the house while Amelia and Horatio went somewhere wonderful, but she was positive he wouldn’t take her now, not until he was sure she’d meant what she’d said in the attic.

She would have to prove it to him. Prove she was willing to forget all about Mum and Dad and Izzy and everyone to become his family instead.

Deep in thought, Amelia took her place at the table. For once, Mum had made plenty of pancakes, a giant stack of them dripping with butter. Lavender thumped her spoon and plastic cup happily on the table. Amelia ate in near silence, mumbling thanks when Matthew passed her the bottle of syrup.

“I want to go outside,” Isabelle declared when she was finished. “We drove through all those trees when I came, but it was too dark to really see anything.”

A sick feeling swirled in Amelia’s stomach, oozing like the melting butter. She knew all too well that once Isabelle had made up her mind about something, it was almost impossible to change. “I don’t,” said Amelia. Izzy blinked at her.

“What’s got you in a grump?”

“Nothing,” Amelia snapped.

“Girls—” said Mr. Howling.

“Fine. Maybe Owen wants to come outside.”

Owen shrugged. “Sure. Matthew can come, too. We’ll show you where we found the frog one time.” Amelia bit her lip. How dare he be so happy to steal her friend! He had friends of his own; he didn’t need hers. But she couldn’t leave Izzy with no one to play with or show her the forest.

“Excellent. Frogs are awesome. Come on!”

The front door slammed a moment later, joining in with Lavender’s gleeful banging. “What was that about?” Mrs. Howling asked Amelia. “Did you two quarrel in the night?”

“No,” said Amelia. “I just don’t feel like playing outside today.”

“Isabelle came all this way to see you, Amie, and your dad drove all day to fetch her. Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want.”

“I know.” She did know. She wanted to be outside with Izzy and the others, running around, looking for frogs if that’s what Izzy felt like doing, but instead she was in the kitchen with Mum and Dad giving her strange, worried looks.

“You know how it goes, Susan,” said her father to her mother. “At their age I went from best friends to enemies to best friends again in five minutes. Give them a bit of time; they’ll sort it out.”

“You’re right,” said Mrs. Howling. “Okay, sweetheart, if you’re not going outside, you’re going to help me with the washing up.”

“Fine,” said Amelia. Mum fetched her a stool and she stood at the sink, scrubbing syrup from the plates as she looked out the window into the garden. Izzy and Owen were doing handstands in the grass; Matthew was trying but kept falling over. Through the glass Amelia heard Izzy’s laughter when Matthew stood up for the third time, his face covered in dirt. A tear dripped from her chin and plopped into the soapy water. Her mother dried and put away the last dish and Amelia stepped down from the stool, kept walking all the way to the library. From here she couldn’t hear them playing without her.

“See?” she said, not knowing if Horatio was bothering to listen. Perhaps he had completely given up on her. “I can do it.”

“I see,” he said, emerging from the shadows. “And you will tell your parents you don’t want her visiting again?”

Another tear beaded at the corner of Amelia’s eye. “Yes,” she said, “but can I go play with her, just for now? I promise when the time comes I’ll say good-bye.” Suddenly she didn’t understand how Owen or Matthew ever smiled or laughed at all. Sure, they were still sad a lot of the time, but they were happy sometimes too. And they hadn’t known they were saying good-bye to Uncle Hugo and Aunt Marie until after it happened. They’d had no warning.

Horatio nodded. “Yes. Once she has gone, we shall go on our next adventure. Well done, Amelia.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Pirates

[image: Images]

HE HADN’T ASKED HER WHERE she wanted to go, which was a good thing. Amelia had a vivid imagination—the adventures she had with Isabelle were proof of that—and she couldn’t have thought of this. Well, she could have, but not as quickly as Horatio did, leading her to the twenty-fourth door and opening it onto the most incredible thing she’d ever seen. Reading about these things wasn’t the same; when she was curled up with a book, she had to pretend she could hear the ocean or wrinkle her nose just at the thought of the barrels of fish lining the docks. Now she was close enough to touch their glassy, slimy eyes if she wished.

She kept her hands to herself, and her thoughts. There would be no more adventures with Isabelle, would there?

People crushed around them, dressed in salt-crusted rags, and there was shouting, so much shouting. Again Amelia didn’t understand what they were saying, but that was less surprising here. They were not only in a different time, but clearly a very different place, too. Never had the difference been so marked. The first time Horatio had taken her anywhere, it had been winter, and every other time the people they’d seen had been in suits, long gowns, armor. Here, people’s arms and legs were bare, their clothing thin, and they were trying to cool themselves with huge, folding fans, or their hands if they didn’t have those. What skin she could see on faces and arms was shiny with sweat. Clearly it was as hot as on the holiday she’d taken with Mum and Dad in the desert, perhaps hotter.

Amelia shivered in her jumper.

“Do you know what they’re saying?” she asked. “My mum speaks a lot of languages; it’s what she does for a job.”

“But of course. I’ve had ample opportunity in which to learn every language ever spoken, and some that haven’t been invented yet in your time. I can see the question on your face, Amelia. I bring you to the past more than I take you to the future because where we come from is often more interesting than where we are going. Look, for example, at that.”

An enormous ship rose from the water, a black flag strung from its tallest mast. A gust of wind blew as she craned her neck; the flag billowed, and the sunlight shone off the white skull and crossbones.

“I thought that was a thing they made up for stories.”

Horatio twitched, annoyed, as if one of the hundreds of stinging, buzzing bugs floating on the humid air had flown into his ear with her words.

“We have company today,” he said, pointing through a gap between two people. Madame Roseline and Felix waited at the water’s edge, Madame Roseline’s pale face shadowed by a dainty lace parasol. She did not look to be dressed particularly warmly; perhaps she was used to the cold after all this time. “Good morning, dear friends.”

“Horatio, and Amelia! It is lovely to see you both,” said Madame Roseline. “Felix, say hello.”

“Horatio,” said Felix, bowing. “Amelia, are you well?”

His stiff politeness made Amelia laugh. “Yes, thank you,” she said, in the poshest voice she could muster. She’d never been very good at doing the voices. Dad was; when he read her bedtime stories, he always did the voices, each one sounding different from the last, but her father hadn’t read her a bedtime story since they’d moved to Nudiustertian House. For an instant it felt as if a cloud had passed over the sun, and then came the first warm thing she’d felt, brought by Madame Roseline taking her hand.

“Thank you for helping,” Horatio said to her. Amelia’s eyebrows creased, and she looked up at Madame Roseline, who waved Horatio’s thanks off with a gesture of her elegant hand.

“Anything for you, and this charming young girl, who will be joining our number soon enough. Isn’t that right, Amelia? Has Horatio been showing you all the wonderful things you can see and do if you become one of us?”

“In fact, we were just discussing that,” said Horatio. “I believe I have mentioned that Amelia here is a great lover of books, of words. Imagine, Amelia, if you could understand every word ever spoken, read every book in every language. Know even more than your mother. And you would have the time to do so.”

Amelia closed her eyes, felt the sun turn her eyelids orange-pink. The library at the house was full of books, more than she’d be able to read in a normal lifetime.

Horatio was offering her far more than a normal lifetime. “That sounds brilliant,” she said.

“Excellent. Now, let us have a grand old time. Horatio, are we staying on land, or shall we take to the high seas?”

Horatio winked. “I believe that’s up to Amelia.”

Amelia turned back and forth, looking from the island to the water. Fear flickered in her belly, down to her toes. Playing at the seaside was all right, but she’d never told anyone how frightened she was of the ocean. Wide, deep, black waters with anything lurking beneath the surface. Mum and Dad had wanted to go on a trip on a boat once, but Amelia had begged them to visit the top of a mountain instead. Sharks and giant squids couldn’t get her at the top of a mountain.

Felix leaned down, an odd smile on his face. “You can’t get hurt while you’re with us,” he whispered, too quiet for Horatio or Madame Roseline to hear him. “I was afraid of it too.”

“You promise?”

“Promise.”

“The boat,” said Amelia. Despite Felix’s assurance, she clung tight to Madame Roseline as they slipped through the crowd of people who didn’t know they were there, along the busy dock, and onto the deck of a ship whose captain had no idea he suddenly had four extra passengers. Horatio led the way to the prow, but Amelia stopped, staring at a man who had a hook where his hand should be. Another thing she’d thought they made up for stories.

There was a word for what they were. Stowaways. At home time was frozen, frozen at the moment when Matthew was playing a computer game and Owen was doing multiplication homework and Lavender was covering things with sticky fingerprints. Her father had been sweeping the first fallen leaves from the driveway, her mother sorting through a pile of papers. Normal, ordinary, boring things.

And Amelia was stowed away on a pirate ship. She clapped, her lingering fear of the water forgotten, and ran over the wet, slippery deck to join the others. Horatio twirled and leaped up onto the railing, teetering over the water. Amelia gasped, peeked through her fingers as he danced along. Surely he was going to fall, but of course he did not, and soon she was giggling at his elaborate steps. Even Madame Roseline allowed herself a delicate laugh. Finally he jumped back to the deck, and Amelia moved toward him, skidding on the treacherous wood. Felix caught her, swung her up, and sat her on the very edge of the railing, her feet—in shoes, which she wore all the time now, unless she was in bed, just in case—dangling over the depths. Behind her Horatio and Madame Roseline were now discussing plans for their next dinner party. Would Horatio take her with him?

“Do remember it is your turn to bring dessert, Horatio.”

“Yes, I know. Perhaps this is not the right time to discuss it, however.” His voice sounded strange, but Felix had such a tight grip on her shoulders Amelia couldn’t twist enough to see Horatio’s face, so she looked at Felix’s hands instead. They were bare, the fingernails chewed and ragged. He did not wear an amber ring.

“We’re moving,” said Felix. The lace at his cuffs tickled Amelia’s chin, and she turned her face back to the ocean. There was nothing to see, no land except that behind them, but everything was out there. Amid shouts that were clearly commands in the foreign language, and the snapping of sails in the wind, and running footsteps, one voice boomed. It came closer. The hook caught the railing right beside Amelia. The grinning, toothless face of the man it belonged to stared right through her as he waved his other hand in the air. The hook was cleaner. Amelia held tight; the ship gathered speed. She trusted Felix, and he wasn’t letting her fall, but it was still all so difficult to believe.

It was like being in a book. All of it had been, except the first time, when Horatio had taken her to her own house, or what had been her house, in the future. Old London, a castle and a joust, a pirate ship leaving an island halfway across the world. Places and things she’d read about, never for a moment thinking she would get to see them with her own eyes.

She could see them forever, and when she ran out of places she could think of, she’d read about more. She wouldn’t look old, like Horatio, or possibly as young as Felix, though she wasn’t certain about that. Horatio hadn’t told her exactly how long it would take to make her one of them. Maybe she would end up like Madame Roseline, once everyone who had remembered her had died: Mum and Dad, Owen and Matthew and Lavender. It was a sad thought; she didn’t want any of them to die, but it wouldn’t happen soon, and that made it all right, didn’t it? Yes. She would be as elegant and well-spoken as Madame Roseline, traveling through time from her own calendar house. It would have turrets and hidden staircases, fireplaces, and a library better even than the one at Nudiustertian House, which she could still only pronounce in her head, where there was no one to tell her she’d gotten it wrong.

She’d give her house a better name, and nice people would live in it while she went on adventures just like this one.

•  •  •

Across the vast ocean a shadow shimmered on the horizon. Not a shadow like Horatio, but actually, it was a bit like that. A shadow at first, but as the ship sped toward it, it became something else. Another ship, maybe even larger than the one on which Amelia sat on the railing. Ropes whistled, and shouts from the crew swelled behind her like the rising waves below her dangling feet. They weren’t slowing down; they were speeding up. If they didn’t stop soon, they were going to run right into the other ship.

Amelia remembered where she was, the books she’d read. A pirate ship.

“Oh!” said Madame Roseline. “Excitement. Amelia, will you be frightened?”

“No,” said Amelia, not entirely sure if that was true, but still sure that if Horatio or Madame Roseline, or even Felix, thought she was too much of a scaredy-cat to handle their adventures, they wouldn’t make her one of them.

“Good girl—however, Felix? Perhaps lift her down; there’s a dear.” Just as Madame Roseline spoke, the ship pitched to one side, Amelia’s stomach tilting along with it. Felix set her down easily on the deck, holding her shoulders until he was certain Amelia was steady on her feet. She didn’t protest.

Besides, now she could see everything happening on the deck. The pirates were running everywhere, barking orders in gravelly voices, sliding stones along blades that already looked sharp enough to slice the very air in two. Their clothes were filthy rags, ill-fitting and badly stitched, but they kept their knives like new. Amelia understood that. Her room could be messy, her jeans muddy, but she never let anything happen to her books.

Four of the men heaved and pushed something enormous across the spray-slicked wood, its rusted wheels creaking. A cannon.

“They won’t use it unless they have to,” said Horatio. “They don’t want to damage their quarry.”

“They want the boat,” said Amelia. “Right?”

“Yes,” Felix agreed. “And anything on it, but the boat itself would be prize enough. Take a proper look around, Amelia.”

She thought she had when they’d first stepped on board; it wasn’t fair that Felix assumed she hadn’t just because she was young . . . or just because she was human. Even as she prepared to argue, though, she squinted, saw the signs of wear on the deck, the frayed ropes, the bedraggled sails. They were close enough now to really see the other ship, new and whole, all its woodwork shining in the sun. It was much nicer, much larger, a better home on which to live on the seas.

But that was something else that wasn’t fair. “It’s their boat,” she said. “Taking it just because the pirates want it isn’t . . . It isn’t right, is it?”

Madame Roseline’s eyes darted to Horatio, who swallowed deeply. He kneeled down so his face was level with Amelia’s. “Sometimes, Amelia, it is necessary to take the thing you need in order to stay alive, or to fulfill who you are. You have read books about pirates, yes? What about books about animals, like lions or tigers?”

“Of course,” answered Amelia, who didn’t see what that had to do with anything.

“Then you know that lions or tigers have to hunt other animals for food. They chase down the antelope. Even humans do this. For a lion to do otherwise would make it . . . not a lion. It is part of its very nature. So too with these pirates. This is the life they know, likely the only life they have ever known. Many of them will have been raised on rum and mayhem from the time they were infants. It is not in a pirate’s nature to see a thing he does not have, a thing he may need or want, and not attempt to take it for himself. Oh, sometimes the attempt will fail, but that will only make him smarter, wiser the next time. This ship we stand on would have been obtained the same way, and the one before that. Like a hermit crab, moving to a bigger shell each time it grows, this crew, ably led by their captain, must move into a larger, better ship in order to survive. It is who they are, Amelia. It is what they must do, and therefore it is right.”

Horatio’s dark eyes were sparkling once more; he didn’t look tired at all today, like he had when they were at the castle and the joust. Amelia looked to Madame Roseline, who nodded in eager agreement with Horatio’s words, and Felix, who smiled and turned quickly away to watch the men load the cannon.

“How does it end?” she asked. “Do they get it? Have you been here before?”

“Watch and see.”

The water played tricks on her eyes. The other ship seemed close enough to touch now, though she knew if she reached out, she would topple into the waves, sink down to the sharks and giant squids and whatever else flicked its fins or gnashed its giant teeth in anticipation. They were close enough for the captain, a few yards from Amelia, to raise an odd kind of horn to his lips and speak through it, his counterpart on the other ship shaking both his head and his fist in response. Everywhere, on both decks, the men were preparing to fight, one crew to take, the other to defend.

A man at the top of a mast high over Amelia’s head threw down a rope that whistled past her ear. Another man caught it and ran, sure-footed on the slippery deck. He leaped over the railing and flew over the depths, swinging on the rope as she’d done from tree branches once in an adventure park. All at once a dozen others joined him, jumping from the ship and letting go of the ropes when they were at their highest, dropping down, their blades out before they’d landed on their feet on the other ship. Amelia blinked, the captain shouted, Madame Roseline clapped her hands in glee. Something—and Amelia knew exactly what, but couldn’t bring herself to think it—toppled down the side and landed with a sickening splash.

This was different from the joust; that had just been a game. The knight had hopped up from the dirt and bowed crookedly to the king. There were no kings here.

Under the harsh sunlight the entire thing took both hours and no time at all. Knives clashed; the captain of the larger ship fell to his knees; the captain of this one raised his horn to his mouth again. Horatio explained that he was giving the other man a choice: surrender and become part of the crew, or face certain death. Amelia knew which one she’d choose, and it seemed the man agreed with her, raising his arms in defeat this time, not defiance.

So, they’d let him live. Maybe that made the whole thing all right. Yes, the pirates were still taking something that didn’t belong to them, but together with the other crew they’d live on the larger ship until it wasn’t big enough, at which point they’d do the same thing again. It was who they were, who all of them were.

Amelia’s feet skidded as the two ships bumped against each other, and with Horatio and Madame Roseline and Felix she watched the crew begin to move all their possessions over to the other one. She wondered if any of the men felt like she had the day she’d moved to Nudiustertian House, already homesick for her old one. Probably pirates didn’t think like that. Probably none of them had grown up on this exact ship, and therefore weren’t sad to leave it. Still, she saw a few of them carrying sacks and crates more gently than their strong arms and grizzled faces should allow, just as she’d insisted that her prized dictionary travel with her in the car so nothing happened to it.

People everywhere, everywhen, were the same.

Horatio checked his funny pocket watch and nodded to Madame Roseline. Clearly it was time to leave, though Horatio had kept his promise. They’d stayed out for hours, and it was occurring to Amelia that it had been an awfully long time since breakfast. She didn’t know if she was actually hungry, if enough time had passed for her to be hungry, or if that was just what her mind was telling her. Either way, she wouldn’t say no to a sandwich if Mum was in the mood to make one when she got home. Not that Mum would know Amelia had gone anywhere. She’d kept her word too, and she hadn’t been afraid, but perhaps next time she’d ask for a slightly quieter adventure.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Troublesome Truths
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THE BELL RANG, SIGNALING THE end of lunch. Amelia trudged behind Owen, back to Mrs. Murdoch’s classroom. They’d done math and science already this morning; now it was time for English and history. Amelia took her usual seat in the back, tucking her bag underneath her desk. It was heavier than usual, full of books about times and places she wanted to ask Horatio if they could go. Some of the stories in the books were as exciting as any of the made-up ones she’d read, which Amelia supposed made sense, when she thought about it. She was thinking about a lot of things now that had never occurred to her before, and one of them was definitely that people took exciting things that had really happened and mixed them into other things they’d imagined, like pirates and children who could fly, or kings and castles and magic. People who wrote books borrowed the world’s memories and made them even better.

Mrs. Murdoch was passing out sheets of paper; Amelia had to wait until the very last to see what was on hers. It was a list of words the students needed to define, and that would have been interesting if Amelia didn’t know all of them already. Owen might be faster than her at multiplication, but this was easy. She pulled a newly sharpened pencil—for there hadn’t been much else to do at lunchtime—from her bag and quickly wrote down all the answers.

Excellent. Now she could go back to thinking about the pirates, and the house. Not Nudiustertian House, but her own. Right before he’d disappeared after the adventure with the pirates, after Madame Roseline and Felix had bid their old-fashioned farewells, Horatio had given her homework. At first she’d thought he was going to ask her to write a report on what she’d seen, but instead he’d told her it was time to begin thinking about what she’d want her own calendar house to be like. She hadn’t told him that she’d already started thinking about it, because then when she gave him all her ideas, it would look as if she’d done it all so quickly, and he would again marvel at how clever she was.

Along with the heavy books, in Amelia’s overstuffed bag was a stack of magazines she’d asked Mum if she could have. She’d had to promise to be careful with the scissors she’d needed too, in case she came across a picture of a house that was anything like the one in her head.

There wouldn’t be one that was exactly like it, anywhere. Only in Amelia’s head did her great, grand, beautiful house exist. Horatio had warned her not to get too impatient yet, that it would take a long time—years, perhaps—to design it, and it had to be perfect. Once they started to build it, they couldn’t make the smallest mistake, because if there was an extra stair or one window fewer than there was supposed to be, the house wouldn’t work. Still, in her mind Amelia walked from room to room, knowing precisely how the sunlight would fall on the floor, or the echo rain would make when it hammered the windows. A library full of books would—

“Ahem.”

The imagined house vanished, replaced by the all-too-real face of Mrs. Murdoch, standing over Amelia. Her arms were folded over her chest, lips thinned into a straight line.

“Yes, Mrs. Murdoch?”

“You are to work in my class, Amelia, not daydream.”

“But I’m finished,” said Amelia, turning over her paper so Mrs. Murdoch could see her answers, all filled in. Mrs. Murdoch’s lips thinned to complete invisibility and she plucked the paper from Amelia’s desk with sharp, yellowed fingernails. Her eyes darted back and forth as she read, and Amelia wondered if she’d gotten the answers wrong, but then Mrs. Murdoch’s shoulders suddenly relaxed.

“Well done, Amelia,” she said. It was the first time in the month Amelia had been in her class that Mrs. Murdoch had smiled at her. “I’m sorry; I jumped to conclusions when I saw you staring out the window.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I have some more difficult ones in my desk; would you like to try one of those?”

Well, yes and no. Amelia wanted to think about her house some more, but it was probably a good idea to keep this teacher happy too. “All right,” said Amelia, nodding. “Thank you.”

Owen’s eyes were on Amelia as Mrs. Murdoch fetched the promised paper and set it on Amelia’s desk with another smile. She looked up and caught him glaring, like Mrs. Murdoch was his teacher, and Amelia wasn’t allowed to get along with her. Like Amelia should have pretended not to know the answers.

Amelia stuck her tongue out at him. Mrs. Murdoch had her back to both of them, and Mrs. Howling wasn’t here to tell Amelia she’d freeze that way. Owen’s eyes narrowed for an instant before he turned them back to his own paper, the first one he’d been given, because he wasn’t as good at words as Amelia. So there.

She had just written the last definition on her special worksheet when Mrs. Murdoch cleared her throat. It was time for them all to put away their English work and take out their history books. Back home, Amelia and Isabelle had always agreed that history wasn’t as much fun as English, but Amelia wasn’t sure she still believed that. Now that she could visit anywhere in time the same way she could visit the words in her enormous dictionary, it was all more exciting. Amelia rested her elbows on her desk and waited for instructions, eager now to prove to Mrs. Murdoch that she could be as good at other things as she was at definitions.

“Today, class, we are going to begin to look at medieval times,” said Mrs. Murdoch, writing the words down on the chalkboard as she spoke. “Does anyone know what I mean?”

“You mean when there were kings,” said a girl across the room, twirling a red curl around her finger and sounding bored. Even the back of her head looked bored.

“Very good, Jessica,” said Mrs. Murdoch, “but we still have kings, and queens. What else?” She added royalty to the chalkboard.

“Castles,” said Owen.

“Kings and queens have to live somewhere, but we still have those, too.”

Amelia wriggled in her seat, raising her hand like Jessica and Owen should have done. Mrs. Murdoch faced the class and pointed at her. “Yes, Amelia?”

“There were jousts and other games and . . .” Amelia closed her eyes, talking as she remembered everything she’d seen with Horatio. The way the knights had bowed, and the divots in the ground when the horses stamped and reared, colored silks rippling from their flanks. She described the queen, her crown glinting, and the dented armor. And then, then there were the more ordinary parts of castle life from after they’d left the games: cows being milked and buzzing hives of bees, bread being baked in enormous ovens. The thrones had been plain wood, not gold as Amelia had imagined before seeing them, covered with embroidered cushions. She’d climbed a winding stone staircase, peered through a strange, tall, thin window with no glass in it, which Horatio had said was for shooting arrows through if anyone tried to attack the castle.

“And that’s . . . that’s the way it was,” Amelia finished, suddenly painfully aware of the hush that had fallen on the classroom, and every student twisted at their desks to gape at her.

“That was . . . that was very detailed, Amelia,” said Mrs. Murdoch. “Good for you. Did you read about this in a book?”

Owen laughed. “Probably,” he said, punching his friend next to him lightly on the shoulder. “She always has her face in a book. Thinks she’s better than the rest of us, that nothing is as good as her precious books.”

Anger seethed inside Amelia. So what if she did? But anyway, she didn’t anymore. She was having adventures with Horatio, which was more than Owen could say. “No,” she said, scowling at him. “I’ve seen it.”

The entire class burst out laughing. Mrs. Murdoch herself allowed a small twitch to flutter her lips before she got control of it. “Sometimes reading about something does feel like seeing it—right, Amelia?”

She knew she wasn’t supposed to tell, but Owen was still laughing at her, even after Mrs. Murdoch gestured for everyone to shush. He picked up his textbook and shoved his face as far into it as it would go, nose wedged right in the middle.

“I’ve seen it,” Amelia insisted. “And pirate ships and Queen Victoria having her picture taken and—”

“Enough!” said Mrs. Murdoch, both to Amelia and to the renewed laughter around her. “Everyone, please settle down. Amelia, please gather your things and follow me.”

A hot, dark, heavy thing fell with a thud into Amelia’s stomach. She was in trouble. She’d never been in trouble at school, and now she was, just for telling the truth. Owen snickered quietly as she yanked her bag from under her desk and stomped to the door, tears prickling her eyes.

•  •  •

Voices came from behind a closed door. Amelia couldn’t make out the words. Maybe when Mrs. Murdoch had taken her into the corridor and asked her why she was telling fibs, Amelia should’ve agreed that she was. She could’ve just said that making up stories was fun—she and Isabelle used to do it, though never in class—and she’d gotten carried away. If she’d apologized, maybe Mrs. Murdoch wouldn’t have called her mother.

The door opened a crack. “I will speak to her,” said Mrs. Howling to the others behind the door. “I’m sure we can all agree that it is simply a case of Amelia having some difficulty adjusting to her new life here. She has always done well in school.”

“She is clearly extraordinarily bright,” said Mrs. Murdoch’s voice. “A pleasure to have in class when she’s not disrupting it. Thank you for coming in.”

The door opened wider, and Mrs. Howling stepped out, Lavender on her hip and a harried expression on her face. “Come, darling, we’ll discuss this at home,” she said, holding out her free hand to tug Amelia from her chair. “Let’s wait for Owen and Matthew in the car.”

It probably wasn’t a good time to suggest not waiting for them at all, so Amelia only pretended to say it. Mrs. Howling strapped Lavender back into her special car seat and climbed in behind the wheel, leaning back against the headrest as Amelia buckled her seat belt. Now that she’d had time to calm down, she realized it would be a very bad idea to insist to her mother that she had been telling the truth about everything she’d seen, and if they discussed it back at the house, Horatio could be listening in. He’d find out that Amelia couldn’t be trusted to keep a secret, and then he might change his mind altogether about teaching her to be a time-traveling shadow-person with her own calendar house.

“I’m sorry, Mum,” said Amelia in a small voice. “I just got mad.”

“I know,” said Mrs. Howling. “Oh, sweetheart. Sometimes when you don’t want to be where you are, it’s nicer to imagine being somewhere else, isn’t it? Like a castle or a pirate ship? I know you’re homesick, and I know you’re still angry with me and Dad for selling the house, but you are going to have to understand that we are staying here.”

“I know we are,” said Amelia. “I don’t want to leave.”

“Oh,” said Mum, surprised. She looked at Amelia, in the front seat beside her, over the top of the glasses she wore for driving. “Well, that’s a good start. We’re all going to have a family discussion at dinner about how to keep making this easier, all right?”

“All right.” Now that she knew no time passed for everyone else while she was off with Horatio, Amelia could afford to be a little more generous with family time, if that was what Mum insisted on. She didn’t need to be so careful about hiding herself away where no one would come looking for her.

That did, however, mean spending time with them, and them included Owen. Blech. His mocking laughter still rang in her ears. The car door opened, and there was his stupid face, followed by Matthew’s slightly less stupid face. Matthew hadn’t done anything to annoy her today.

“Hi, Aunt Susan,” said Matthew, whacking Amelia’s shoulder with his bag. Okay, now his face was stupid too.

“Hi, Matthew,” said Mrs. Howling. “How was your day?”

“It was okay. Owen said Amelia got in trouble.”

Mrs. Howling sighed and glanced at Owen through the little mirror hanging over the windshield. “Owen, just because Amelia got in trouble, that doesn’t mean you aren’t in trouble too, but we will talk about this after supper.”

They rode back to Nudiustertian House in silence, Owen’s a very sulking silence. Amelia fled from the car as soon as it had come to a stop, running up the stairs to her bedroom. Horatio hadn’t said he’d come for her today, but she wanted to have as much of her house done as possible in case he did. Cross-legged on her bed, she pored over the magazines Mum had given her, drawing circles around balconies and funny arched doorways with one of the markers she kept in her pencil case.

Supper was silent too, except for Lavender banging her sticky fists beside her plate. Amelia chewed and watched her father, the top of his head shining through his thinning hair under the light from the chandelier over the table. Purple marks smudged under his eyes; he never used to look so tired. He’d been so busy working at the new job he’d had to get when they moved here, or tidying up the garden, which was so much larger than the one at their old house. Mum looked tired as well, now that Amelia looked at her properly over a forkful of mashed potato. She’d gone from having just Amelia to take care of to having Amelia and Owen and Matthew and Lavender, who needed to be stopped from putting sticky handprints on everything all the time. And she worked, too, from the computer in the conservatory.

The hot, sick, heavy thing in Amelia’s tummy was back. She’d gotten in trouble for telling the truth, and Owen had laughed at her for it, and now her parents were tired of dealing with everything.

Mrs. Howling set down her glass. “Right,” she said. “We need to talk about what happened today.”

“Why?” asked Owen sullenly. “Amelia made up stories in class. Punish her.”

It was amazing how much Mrs. Howling looked like Mrs. Murdoch when her lips thinned in exactly the same way. “And your teacher said you were making fun of her for liking books, that you laughed at Amelia. Owen, we’re family; we don’t do that.”

“You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my mum, and you’re not my dad.”

“That’s quite enough,” said Mr. Howling. “Your mum and dad wanted us to be in charge if anything ever . . . They wanted us to be in charge. That means they wanted you to listen to us, and for us to look after you. We’re doing the very best we can at that, but Owen, you have to be polite, and you have to do as you’re told, whichever one of us tells you.”

“No, I don’t,” said Owen. He pushed his plate away. “And I don’t have to eat this dinner; I hate it. My mum cooked better.”

“What did she cook for you that was so much better?” asked Mrs. Howling.

The cutlery jumped, clanging as Owen smacked his fist on the table. “I can’t remember! I can’t remember what she cooked! I can’t remember what Dad used to say when he dropped us off at school!” Owen’s eyes glittered in the light from the chandelier; he wiped them on the back of his hand and pushed his chair back to run from the room. Matthew was a little slower, chasing his brother when he realized no one was going to stop him.

Mr. and Mrs. Howling exchanged a look. “Their therapist said that was normal,” said Amelia’s mother. “I mean, I know it is. I can’t remember what my mum’s voice sounded like, though I pretend I can. I hear it in my head, but I have no idea if I’m right.”

Amelia’s father nodded. “It’s a part of grief, of loss, but it’s not easy. It can’t be easy for them. Or you,” he said, taking Mrs. Howling’s hand on the table. “He was your brother.”

“I need to do a good job with them . . . for him,” she said.

All this talk of not remembering, and Amelia herself felt forgotten, sitting there at the table. They were supposed to all be having a discussion on how to be a better family, but instead Owen had shouted and gotten his way; he definitely wasn’t going to get in trouble for laughing at her now.

“May I be excused?”

Amelia’s father blinked. “Yes. Yes, of course, sweetheart, we’re sorry. We’ll all have this talk when we’re calmer. Do something for me? Save the stories to tell me or Mum?”

“Okay.” She nodded. She shouldn’t tell those stories to anyone; they’d all think she made them up anyway, the things she’d seen with Horatio and Madame Roseline and Felix.

“Thank you, Amie,” said her mother, standing. “I’m going to go find them some more photographs of Hugo and Marie. Maybe that will help.”

“I put them in the attic,” Amelia reminded her. “The cold downstairs was damaging them.”

“That’s right.” Mum patted her on the head. “Good girl.”

Amelia wandered slowly upstairs, counting the railings as she went. She already knew exactly how many there were—she’d counted everything in the house—but it was still good to be sure. She had a house of her own to build soon.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

First Step, Second Supper
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MR. HOWLING WAS STILL IN his jeans, not the suit he usually wore for work. Amelia’s heart sank. He wasn’t going to fetch Izzy again, was he? But before she could ask, he plucked a whining Lavender from her chair, deposited her on his hip, and looked at Amelia. “I’m going to take you and Matthew to school today, Amie. Are you nearly ready?”

“What about Mum and Owen?” she asked. Owen was still upstairs; she’d thought he was still getting dressed. Mum had given her toast, then gone to the computer in the conservatory.

“Your mother’s taking Owen to the doctor.”

“Is he sick?” Amelia hadn’t heard him sneezing or anything.

“Well, he keeps saying he’s forgetting things. We think that’s probably normal—I have a memory like a sieve at the best of times—but it’s always good to get these things checked out, just to be on the safe side.”

“Oh,” said Amelia, feeling sorry for him. Spending the day at the doctor instead of school was terrible. And then she remembered how nasty he’d been to her the previous day, and her sympathy vanished with a whoosh. At least he wouldn’t be able to do that again. “I just need to put my shoes on.”

“Chop-chop,” said her father, “and call Matthew down, please.”

The ride to school was different without Owen. Quieter. Better, Amelia told herself. She, too, was quiet, not just in the car but all day, choosing not to put her hand up even once. Dad picked them up from school, but Mum and Owen were back when they pulled up the driveway, her car sprinkled with a handful of fallen leaves.

“Did you have a good day, sweetheart?” Mrs. Howling asked, meeting them in the entrance hall.

“It was fine,” said Amelia.

“How is he?” asked her father over her head. Mrs. Howling shrugged.

“They said nothing seems wrong, but to keep an eye on it. They’ll run more tests if it gets any worse.”

“Well, that’s good, I suppose.”

Amelia ran up the stairs into her room. “Horatio?”

“You’re back,” he said with a wide smile, stepping out from behind the curtain. “We’re going somewhere very special today.”

“Where?”

“You’ll see. To the twenty-fourth door we go!”

•  •  •

This was a different kind of adventure. First, Horatio took her to see cowboys and old-fashioned trains that coughed steam up to the mountaintops behind the tracks. The dust made Amelia sneeze, so they spent another hour on the shores of Loch Ness at the very moment someone had once claimed to see the monster that supposedly lived in the depths. Unless the monster was a large frog, the person had made it up.

She didn’t tell Horatio that she’d been accused of making things up. If she had, or if he’d found out another way, he probably wouldn’t have brought her here now. Amelia stood on the top of the small hill and looked out at the now, the same now she lived in with Mum and Dad and the others. Horatio could take her to any place, any time, and he’d brought her here for a reason.

“I recall that your previous house was on a hill. I thought perhaps you’d like the same of the next one.”

Around the bottom of the hill were fields; church bells rang from a nearby village with red-roofed buildings. In the other direction was a forest that would be green in spring but was now painted with the reds and golds of autumn. For the first time when traveling with Horatio, she was not cold, or not any colder than the weather around her would allow for. Which made sense, as they were only in a different place, not a different time. Life creates warmth, Horatio had said, and in this time Amelia was completely human, completely alive.

Though perhaps not for much longer.

“This . . . this is where my house will be?” Amelia asked. It was beautiful. Perfect would’ve been a pond in the swathe of grass that would obviously be the garden; she’d have to put one in like Dad had at her old house.

“It can be wherever you wish. If you don’t like this location, we can find another.”

“No,” said Amelia. “No, it’s only that you said it might take years to find the right spot.” Without turning her head, Amelia moved her eyes from the treetops to Horatio. He had looked tired again when they were adventuring with the cowboys and the nonexistent monster; now his eyes were sparkling once more. Amelia breathed deeply, the fresh air tinged with smoke like the scent in the attic of Nudiustertian House.

Horatio’s old silver-buckled shoes made pointy-toed footprints as he paced. “I thought it might. Certainly, it took me a long time to find the ideal spot. Which I did, of course, just not quickly.”

“And was someone helping you, like you’re helping me?”

More footprints appeared. Horatio was a dozen feet away now, hands clasped behind his back. “Yes, Amelia, someone helped me. I was found when I was a boy, roughly the same age as you are now, but I did not become what I am until later, because, as I say, it took a long time to find where to build my house.”

So the house really was the key. For days she had been cutting out pictures with scissors and drawing in her sketch pad. Only this morning, Mum had accidentally seen what she was doing and had asked Amelia about the turrets. She’d said it looked like a lovely house, and offered Amelia more colored pencils if she needed them. It wasn’t such a strange thing for children to draw houses, though; Amelia knew that. There’d been a terrible picture from her very first day of school on the fridge for ages, until she’d begged Mum to replace it with a spelling test. The spelling test had been there until they’d moved.

Nothing of hers was on the fridge in Nudiustertian House.

“Who was he? Have I met him?”

“You have met her,” answered Horatio, smiling.

Madame Roseline. Amelia didn’t need to ask; she knew she was right. “Was Madame Roseline the first one? Did she have the first calendar house?”

“We believe so,” Horatio said. “We do not know. Her memories of her early years are not strong. She could have been made by another, but we have no idea who that would have been. For all we do know, she could have hatched from an egg!”

Amelia laughed, picturing Madame Roseline in her fancy dresses, climbing elegantly from an eggshell. “How did she make the others? You?” For once Horatio was actually answering her. Afternoon sunlight turned the clouds orange, and he tilted his head to the sky, smiling.

“It is a process,” he said. “A process that begins at this time, and in this place, should you decide that this is where your calendar house will be, and should you decide again, now that you know what we do, that you wish to become one of us.”

The breeze held its breath; the scarlet leaves below stopped rustling. “What will happen to me? Won’t my parents notice I’m gone?”

Of course they would, wouldn’t they? It couldn’t possibly just be like her hiding away in the house, and their only calling for her when it was time for dinner. Mum would notice when she wasn’t in the car when it was time for school, and Dad would notice she wasn’t in bed when he came to tuck her in. Owen might wonder too, when he wanted someone to laugh at.

The smile on Horatio’s face dipped slightly, like the sinking sun behind a cloud. “They will remember,” he said, “and then they will forget. Amelia, dear, is that so very different from what is happening already? Once, you were all your mother and father had to think about, and now they are too busy with your cousins to pay attention to you. I have seen it.”

A grinding noise filled Amelia’s ears; too late she realized it was her teeth. No, it wasn’t so very different. Well, they’d be sorry when she left to become something they could never be. She would travel through time; they’d only have one life in which to be boring.

“What do I do?”

A leather satchel sat on the grass, dropped there by Horatio when they’d arrived. He’d been carrying it around all day, if all day was the appropriate term when they were outside of time. For once, Amelia wasn’t certain of the right word, and for once, it didn’t bother her very much. Only a little bit. Her human dictionary didn’t have the proper words to describe what Horatio could do—what she would soon be able to do—because it was written by people who hadn’t known how to do it. Who hadn’t known such things were possible. He opened the flap, and Amelia’s fingertips tingled, waiting to see what treasure it held.

Treasure, it turned out, was not the right word.

It was a brick. Heavy in her hand, rough against her palm. Red dust crumbled when she rubbed her thumb across it. Mostly, however, it was just heavy, and it became heavier when Horatio told her where it came from. A brick from the corner of Nudiustertian House, it was the beginning of the magic that would create a new calendar house. When she got back, she was going to find the stone that Madame Roseline had given him. He offered to tell her where it was, but Amelia wanted to find it herself.

“I cannot do it,” he said. He wasn’t talking about the stone. “You must be the one.”

“Why not?”

“Because details have power.”

Amelia turned in a circle, looking in all directions from the top of the darkening hill. The village, the woods, the sky. Horatio stepped back as she walked carefully to the very center and set the brick down at her feet. She didn’t think that was how you built a house—it would have to be stuck to all the other bricks when she had them—but it was a start.

The start of the magic. There was more to come; she could feel it. The breeze began to blow again, lifting her hair from her neck. Behind her, Horatio was talking about all the finishing touches he’d put on Nudiustertian House, the care he’d taken before letting anyone move into it. The man who wrote the book—it felt like ages since she’d read it—had been right about the three hundred sixty-five trees. For what, asked Horatio, marked the turning of a year better than a tree?

Nothing. Amelia would have a tree. Maybe not a year’s worth of them, but one, next to the pond, and from the shadows of the house she’d watch it shake the snow from its branches and wave in the wind. When the house was perfect, every last pane of glass in the windows and the bannisters polished, humans would move in. Humans, because she wouldn’t be one anymore, would she? She’d be special, like Horatio, like Madame Roseline, like Felix and all the others.

Her fingertips tingled again. Finally Horatio stopped talking. She should have listened properly—maybe he’d said something important—but when she raised her eyes from the brick, past his silver-buckled shoes and dusty suit, he wore an odd expression. Amelia had felt that expression on her own face before, on her first day of school, before jumping into a lake with Isabelle, before being lifted onto the back of a camel in the desert.

“Do you feel anything?” he asked.

“I think so.”

“Good.” He inhaled deeply, and his smile from earlier came back, though the sun was almost gone. “You will start being able to do new things now, Amelia. It will still take time, but you have as much of that as you could ever wish for.” He swallowed. “And then some. Are you ready to go?”

“Home?” Amelia asked, disappointed. That was just like him, to tempt her with exciting promises, only to check his watch and tell her she had to go back to the house. But it did make her think of another question. “Will the basement here have to be as cold as the one in your house?”

“No,” he said, taking her hand. “I simply prefer it that way. Now come; we are not going home, and we don’t want to be late for dinner.”

•  •  •

The table was set; the plates and glasses were empty. The candles flickered in their sconces, light caught by the silver knives and forks and spoons, their wax not yet beginning to melt. About half the chairs were filled, the others clearly still waiting for their occupants to arrive.

“Amelia!” cried Madame Roseline, jumping to her feet, silk skirts whispering across the stone floor. “How delightful to see you once more, my dear. You will be dining with us?”

Amelia nodded and stilled her head to let Madame Roseline kiss her cheek. It felt impolite to remind her that Amelia couldn’t see their food. Besides, she was too busy looking at Madame Roseline with new eyes, squinting through the dim light. Madame Roseline didn’t appear a day older than Horatio—if anything she seemed younger, bubbling with life—yet she must be. She had been the one to turn Horatio into one of them. Maybe, if she asked nicely, Madame Roseline would tell her what the world had been like when she was young, what it had been like when she’d become one of the shadow-people. Maybe, if she was really nice, Madame Roseline would take her there.

Felix stood next, taking Amelia’s hand to shake it, raising it to kiss it instead. She giggled.

“You have taken the first step?” Madame Roseline asked Horatio.

“An hour past.”

“Then this shall be a most exciting supper.” Madame Roseline clapped. “Take your seat, Amelia,” she said, pointing. “That one will always be yours now. You are not required to join us for every gathering, but rest assured you will always be most welcome. Horatio can bring you, or you may come alone.”

Startled, Amelia did as she was told. Did that mean she didn’t need Horatio’s help anymore to go through the door? Did it mean she could go anywhere she wanted? Anywhen? She’d thought she’d felt something change on the hilltop, a flicker, a tingle, but she wasn’t magic like the rest of them yet. Surely she’d feel it if she were.

A start was good enough for now. The last dinner she’d eaten had been with her silent, tired parents, a scowling Owen, a confused Matthew, a sticky Lavender. Here she was with the finest crystal and china, surrounded by magic people in elegant gowns and fine suits—Horatio’s was the only one showing any signs of wear. Felix folded back the lace at his cuffs, and she remembered it tickling her chin as she sat at the prow of a pirate ship. She would be one of them.

The remaining seats began to fill. Klaus, the one with the calendar castle, bustled in, waving at everyone, beaming at Amelia. Felix, spotting her confusion at the next arrivals, kindly whispered their names in her ear.

When the table couldn’t hold one more person, Madame Roseline tapped her knife against her glass, the crystal ringing like a bell. “Welcome, everyone,” she began. “We all know why we gather here, but as we have Amelia with us once again, and Horatio has just taken the first step toward her transformation, I feel it is a good idea to remind ourselves. There is no one quite like us, and almost no humans—Amelia excepted, naturally, at least for the moment—who know we exist. We are forgotten by those families we leave behind, the friends and neighbors who cease being able to recall that once there was a young girl or boy who lived in the house on the next corner or the next hill. Thus, it is our job to remember one another, to be one happy family, however far apart we may live, however widespread our precious calendar houses. Not to mention, of course, that these delightful soirees offer us the chance to sample new dishes we might not otherwise get to savor. With that, I wish us all bon appétit!” Madame Roseline clapped her hands again, but this time the sharp sound had the unmistakable tone of command. The door opened and two figures entered, silver trays hoisted on their shoulders.

“Who are they?” Amelia whispered.

“They are . . . like you, a few years from now,” Felix replied. “More of Madame Roseline’s.”

“Will I have to serve dinner to everyone?”

Felix smiled. “No. She can be very strict when she wants to be.”

“Was she strict with Horatio?”

“Um.” Felix’s eyebrows rose, as if he was surprised she knew this. “I do not know. That was, if you’ll pardon the phrase, before my time.”

One of the figures, a girl, placed a small silver cup with a lid on top of Amelia’s china plate. Madame Roseline informed the table that Ivan—a bald, portly gentleman at the other end of the table—had brought their first course. Klaus had brought the wine with which the other server, a boy, was filling their glasses. Amelia wondered if she should pretend to eat for the sake of politeness, and whether she could ask for some apple juice. She was far too young for wine.

On either side of her, Horatio and Felix removed the lids from their cups, and the most tantalizing scent wafted into Amelia’s nostrils. It was Christmas dinner, or, no, chicken and mushroom pie, or possibly bread, fresh from the oven. Or pancakes. Shaking, desperate not to be disappointed, Amelia lifted her lid and set it down on the thick linen tablecloth.

The food inside wasn’t any of the things she’d smelled, but there was something inside. A swirling mass of oranges and purples, liquid as soup and thin as air, that pulsed with a faint light. Everyone was using spoons. Amelia picked hers up, the silver clinking against the side of the cup as her hand trembled. Horatio had said she would be able to do things she hadn’t been able to before. The tingle returned to her fingertips once more; she nearly dropped the spoon.

It tasted . . . of all the things she’d thought of, all her favorite things. Each mouthful was something different, new, delicious. The best food she’d ever eaten, and she wanted more, more. Warmth spread from her tummy to her toes and up to her head, which filled with strange pictures. A day out at an amusement park. Her stomach flipped from the roller coasters; candy floss melted on her tongue. She always loved going to amusement parks.

“What is this?” she asked. Horatio was deep in conversation with the woman on his other side, but Felix leaned closer. “It is our food,” he said, swallowing another spoonful.

Well, yes. She was clever enough to have figured out that much. “It makes me see things,” she persisted.

Horatio whipped his head to face her, a wide smile stretching his lips. “What do you see?”

“A Ferris wheel,” she said.

“Well done, my dear.” He raised his glass and took a long gulp. “It’s working.”

“I’m supposed to see things?”

“Oh yes,” he said. “Oh, yes.”

The empty cups were taken away, replaced by plates of more odd, swirling stuff, this time in blues and greens. Felix picked up his fork, and Amelia couldn’t see how she’d be able to pick any of it up with a fork; it would slide right off. Still, she copied him; she didn’t want Madame Roseline or Horatio to think she was doing any of it wrong.

Bitterness exploded on her taste buds, like when her parents made her eat liver or spinach or brussels sprouts. A thunderstorm crashed through her mind, a roll of fear shuddering through her body and raising the hairs on her arms every time thunder cracked the sky. Amelia pushed her plate away, the food barely touched, but Madame Roseline smacked her lips.

“Delicious,” she said. “Thank you, Simone. Goodness, children really do give us the best ones, don’t they? So full of color and flavor. Outstanding.”

Amelia coughed. She hadn’t asked for some juice, and her throat was dry. What had Madame Roseline just said? The room was full of voices, laughter, the clink of cutlery on plates. She must have misheard. When everyone but Amelia had cleared their plates of every last speck of the stuff, these, too, were cleared away, and in their place the boy and girl put down wide glass goblets, glowing pink.

“Finally, dessert,” said Madame Roseline. “Courtesy of dear Horatio. Enjoy, everyone.”

Amelia walked through a house in her head, strange yet vaguely familiar. She stepped off the bottom stair and turned, following the sound of people. The people were in a dining room, much less elegant than the one Amelia actually sat in, though it had an air of home this one lacked. She stopped in the shadows of the doorway, listening, eavesdropping. “You didn’t have to cook,” said the man kindly; “I would have. You should be resting.” Amelia could not see his face.

“Plenty of time for you to cook once this one’s born,” said a woman. Irritation flared across Amelia’s skin, and footsteps hammered down the stairs; a boy appeared at the bottom. The part of Amelia’s brain that knew where she was did drop her spoon this time. He was still recognizable, though he was younger than she was used to.

Matthew.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Memories
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FRESH AIR HIT AMELIA’S LUNGS. The lawn shimmered by the light of gas lamps along the path. “I don’t understand,” she said.

“It isn’t easy to, in the beginning,” answered Horatio. “Tell me, first, did you enjoy the food? How did it taste?”

“The first one was the best thing I’d ever eaten, but—”

“There will be more of that in your future, an endless future. You will get hungry, and you will eat, and nothing else will ever satisfy you so much again. This is your food now, Amelia; this is what you must do to live. You are the lion who eats the antelope.”

“I still don’t understand.” He wouldn’t think she was so very clever anymore, but that didn’t matter right now. She needed to know. Needed him to tell her.

“Memories, my dear Amelia, are how humans measure time. Oh, you may think it is watches and clocks, sundials and phases of the moon, but that isn’t so, though all of those things have their place. If you had no memories, you would have nothing, no concept that any time had passed at all. It is because you remember the growing number of candles on your birthday cakes, because you remember a new first day of school every year, that you are aware of the great passage of time, the swing and cycle of it. Human memories give us time to spend in Victorian London, or on pirate ships. An hour here, an hour there.”

“I thought it was the house that did that.”

Horatio neared her, placed his hand on her shoulder. Nocturnal birds twittered in the trees. The moon hid behind a cloud, afraid to show its face. The air was weighted with magic, importance, detail. “It is that, too. You have a hearth in your bedroom at Nudiustertian House.”

Well, now she knew how to pronounce it. “Yes,” she said, confused.

“Think of the entire house as a hearth. Cold and empty at first. You must place wood in the grate, as you must place people in the house. But even then, that is not enough. Memories are the match.”

“But why do we have to light the fire at all?”

“Because without the fire, there is no life. Life is warmth; life needs warmth. We must light it, and we must keep it burning. Remember how delicious the food was, Amelia; just think about that. Think about what you will be able to do, all the places and times you will be able to visit. I’ll take you back now; tomorrow we shall have another adventure.”

The twenty-fourth door bloomed to life before them, drawing itself in the air until it was solid as a wall. Amelia stepped through, into the silence and dark of her uncle’s office, his papers still strewn on the desk, his drawings of the house clipped to the angled table. He had known there was something strange about the house and was trying to uncover the mystery when he died. Sickness rolled through Amelia’s stomach, mixing with the swirling memories there.

“You weren’t the one who hurt them, were you?”

“Why would I have done that?” Horatio asked. “A tragic accident, that is all. But it brought you to me, and I’m sorry, but I see that as a magnificent thing. For many years I’ve been looking for someone to teach, to bring into our strange family. Go, Amelia. I shall return for you tomorrow.”

“I—” she began, and stopped. He had returned to the shadows, gone. Amelia tiptoed out onto the landing and closed the door quietly behind her. Mum and Dad were downstairs, Lavender probably with them. Owen and Matthew were . . . somewhere. She read quietly in her room until Mum called her down for dinner, and she was quiet at the table, too. Mum suggested they all watch something on television together, but Amelia couldn’t even have said what it was, she paid so little attention. The moment it was over, she said good night and climbed the stairs. In the bathroom she brushed her teeth and hair, washed her face. Freshly laundered pajamas were folded on the end of her bed.

That night she dreamed.

And in the morning she awoke ravenous, her growling stomach better than any alarm clock. The sun was barely up, and when she crept downstairs, the kitchen was empty. Noises are always impossibly loud in a quiet house; Amelia fetched a bowl, milk from the fridge, a box of cornflakes from the pantry, certain that any moment now her parents were going to come running to see what the earthquake was.

The cornflakes tasted worse than liver and spinach. Bitter, sour, the milk curdling on her tongue. She ate every last bite anyway and poured another bowl that didn’t fill her up any more than the first.

Nauseated, dizzy, Amelia tottered back to the fridge. Maybe there was something better in there, something her stomach wanted more. Cartons of leftovers and the bowls of sliced fruit that were the reason for Lavender’s constant stickiness turned her tummy over in a somersault.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and she remembered. It all felt like a dream, the supper last night, and she had dreamed. It wasn’t Matthew coming down, as he had in the memory; it was Mum, with Lavender on her hip, Lavender’s still-sleepy head on Mrs. Howling’s shoulder. Mrs. Howling walked right past Amelia, opening a cupboard and pulling out a plastic cup with a red lid. She filled it with milk and set Lavender on the floor to drink it while she did complicated things to the coffee machine on the counter.

“Morning, Mum,” said Amelia. A tin of coffee tumbled to the tiles, clanging through the house.

“Amelia! I didn’t see you there! I’m sorry, darling. I’ll put a light on.” Coffee beans skittered as Mrs. Howling tripped to the light switch. The shadows disappeared. “I guess autumn’s really here, huh? So dark in the mornings.”

“Yes,” said Amelia, not really listening. She was watching her mother’s head. A swirl of green and yellow hovered around it. Food, whispered the house. You are hungry, Amelia.

Her fingertips went cold; the fire in the fireplace Horatio talked about had gone out. She needed it, that memory, but he hadn’t told her how. The memory pulsed and glowed around Mum’s head, its light growing stronger as Amelia stared. Drool ran down her chin. Mum was sweeping up the coffee beans with a dustpan and brush, oblivious to Amelia’s roaring stomach.

Amelia opened her mouth. The swirl stretched through the air, and the scent filled the room. Not as delicious as the amusement park—duller, blander somehow. Children give us the best ones, Madame Roseline had said, but Amelia was too accustomed to ignoring Lavender, and there was no time to turn attention on her now. The memory swam across Amelia’s tongue and down her greedy, gulping throat. Sweet, but with a hint of something like lemons, or salt. Images of Amelia’s old house filled her head: a quiet morning, when Mrs. Howling had been able to sleep an extra hour. Mum missed their old house, their old life, too.

Amelia hadn’t known that, but she knew now how her tummy stopped snarling, the warmth that wrapped around her as the memory did what the cornflakes couldn’t. More. More. The huge house was full of people, and people were full of memories. Coffee beans clattered into the rubbish bin; Lavender gurgled around the spout of her plastic cup. The swirl around her head was one color, pale blue, its flavor simple as the crackers Amelia ate when she was ill. Lavender was too little, her memories undeveloped, uncomplicated. That was fine for a snack, but Amelia was still starving. Her father’s would be like her mother’s. Children. Owen and Matthew. All the noise had probably woken them up by now, and if it hadn’t, well, Amelia was perfectly capable of making some more. Accidentally, of course.

•  •  •

The world whizzed past outside the car window. Amelia leaned against it, so stuffed she thought she might burst. Mum had seen the empty bowl on the table and thanked Amelia for getting her own breakfast. Which, technically, Amelia had done, but Mum had only noticed the bowl. She hadn’t noticed the other thing Amelia had eaten in the kitchen.

Owen and Matthew had gotten ready for school, and if they’d seen Amelia hovering, they hadn’t seen fit to speak to her.

She was full of memories, and full of magic. Magic they couldn’t do. School was pointless, a waste of time she wanted to use to travel. The end of the afternoon, when surely Horatio would come for her, felt very far away. Reluctant, she climbed out when they stopped in front of the school. Mum patted her head, told her not to worry about what had happened the other day. It would all be forgotten, just . . . save the stories for another time.

For the second day in a row, Amelia sat in the back of the classroom and didn’t raise her hand even once. In front of her, Owen was leaning forward, eager to pay attention and catch up on the things he’d missed yesterday. Amelia passed the time by glaring at him, and several times he scratched the back of his neck, as if he could sense that he was being watched. By midmorning she was ravenous again, and she didn’t understand. Horatio used the memories to travel through time, but she hadn’t done that. If anything time had slowed down while Mrs. Murdoch droned on about long division. Paying no attention, Amelia thought instead about the supper, and the conversation after. Lions and antelopes. She needed the memories not only to travel, but to live.

Her stomach growled again. Nobody else seemed to hear it, but it drowned out the scratching of pencils and chalk, spread right to the corners of the room. Amelia blushed, sure that any second Mrs. Murdoch was going to turn from the board and ask who was making that ridiculous sound. Mum would be so angry if she got in trouble again.

Desperate, Amelia cast around, looking at her classmates. Their heads were all normal, surrounded only by hair. Owen tapped his pencil against his textbook. Purple curled from his ears like smoke from a haystack.

Owen lived in the house. Apparently it didn’t matter that they weren’t there right now. He lived there, and so she could see.

She opened her mouth; the memory stretched across the distance between their desks. When she was younger, her teachers had given everyone a snack in the middle of the morning; this was no different from needing a glass of juice and a cookie. Owen was trying to remember how to do long division without writing all the numbers down, just because he thought he was so much cleverer than everyone else. Well, he wasn’t. Amelia was the clever one, and Horatio had chosen her. She let the memory melt on her tongue like candy floss, felt it settle her stomach. Math tasted better than she’d expected; she’d always been too busy with her dictionary to notice.

She ate one of Matthew’s from across the lunchroom instead of the slimy macaroni and cheese the school always served on Wednesdays. Between English and history, she helped herself to another snack from Owen, glad, for once, that he was in her class.

“Good day?” Mum asked when she picked them up.

“Fine,” said Amelia. She wanted to get home, tell Horatio all about her day, use all the time she’d eaten to go somewhere more interesting than school. Mum, however, had other plans. She stopped Amelia at the bottom of the stairs as the television burst to life in the next room, Matthew watching afternoon cartoons.

“Amie? Where did you say you’d put those pictures? I can’t remember.”

“In the attic,” said Amelia impatiently, a thought sliding to the front of her brain. “Would you like me to go and find them?” No one would disturb her up there, and Horatio had found her there before. No time would pass while they were gone, so she could find the pictures and bring them back after she was done adventuring.

“That would be very kind, sweetheart. I’ll tell you what, you go do that, and I’ll go start making pizza for dinner. You love pizza.”

She did. She had. Now the idea of tomato sauce and gooey cheese stung the back of her throat as if someone were trying to poison her with just a thought. “Thanks, Mum,” she said, hoisting a smile onto her face. Hoist was a good word. It spoke of things that weren’t easy.

Burning leaves, and autumn light through the oddly shaped window. She would have a window like that in her calendar house, she decided. It was round, like a porthole, but with points all round the outside, like a child’s drawing of a sun. The sun, like the trees it shone upon outside, measured time, measured the year.

Perhaps the most complete calendar house ever constructed. Amelia straightened her back and decided right then, right there, hers would be even better. She would think of things Horatio hadn’t even considered, and he would brag about her to everyone at the elegant supper table, telling them how special and clever she was.

The boxes of photographs she’d lugged all the way from the wintry basement were exactly where she’d dropped them, tucked into one corner. Amelia opened the top of the first one, saw the damaged pictures, a pile of gray. One by one she pulled them out and piled them on the floor beside her, her knees aching as she kneeled. Halfway down, the slippery paper showed figures, smiles. The people she’d seen in Owen’s memory: her aunt pregnant with Lavender, her uncle happy, his arm around her. Owen and Matthew stood in front of them. She’d never paid much attention before, when they’d visited at Christmas or over the summer holidays; there’d been no reason to. Now she could see that Owen looked a lot like Aunt Marie, and Uncle Hugo looked a bit like Mum.

Her stomach growled. The colors in the photograph began to swirl. A glob of drool splattered on Matthew’s face.

Before she could think, Amelia’s mouth was open and she was drinking, gulping, sucking down every last speck until only cloudy grayness was left. And it was like someone had put a bowl of chips in front of her, this box full of pictures. No one could eat just one chip. Again and again and again, she reached into the box until she’d finished the very last one and her stomach was as full as if she’d eaten an entire pizza by herself.

Only then, only then did she stop, and the real world gathered itself back around her. The pictures had been stuffed away in boxes, in cellars and attics, where no one would notice them.

But there were others in the house. Jumping up, Amelia ran down the stairs and across the landing to her room. Jumpers and T-shirts hit the floor as she dug in the drawer, hands scrabbling for the edge of a silver frame. The picture, when she found it, was as gray as its surroundings.

Horatio had eaten it. He’d eaten the ones in the attic, too.

“Clever girl,” he said, stepping out from behind the curtain.

“I thought . . . ,” she began, swallowing tears that tasted of a trip to the seaside. “Fix them! Put them back!”

“I cannot. Neither can you.”

“But I thought we were just . . . borrowing them, the memories. Using them. You destroyed them, didn’t you?”

“We destroyed them,” he corrected her. “You have traveled on my time, Amelia, on my fire, if you remember what I told you about the hearth. I have had to eat twice as much in order to take you with me, so you see, you were using them too.”

Amelia shook her head, trying to rid it of thoughts of horses and pirate ships. That was why he had taken her on the pirate ship, to show her that what they did was right because of who they were. Teaching her without telling her.

“All right, here is another way to think of it. You are occasionally given money, yes? So you may buy things?”

“I get pocket money,” said Amelia. “I usually spend it on books.”

“Well, then. Your parents give you the money, and they do not have it anymore; you do. Then you spend it; you give it to another. After that, you do not have the money anymore, but you have the thing that you purchased, correct?”

“Yes . . .”

“Humans who live in our houses give us their memories, and they do not have them anymore. They give us their time. And we spend it, going to all the marvelous places you and I have visited, just as if, instead of buying a book, you spent your pocket money on a trip to the zoo. You buy the experience. That is why it doesn’t matter what the memory is of, any more than it matters what the money is made of. It is simply a measurement of time.”

She thought she understood, as much as anyone could understand such a thing. “Why do we have to spend the money?”

“Because that is its purpose. Money is meant to be spent, and time is meant to be spent.”

But it wasn’t right. “Their parents are dead!” she said. “Memories are all they have left of them.”

“Indeed,” said Horatio, his usual smile on his face, the usual twinkle in his eye. Usual, except when he was tired. Weak and hungry because he’d been taking her on the adventures too. “And trust me, they have been living in their memories for some months now. It has been a feast. Do you not think it is a kindness, to remove such painful memories? Have you not noticed that they have been growing happier each day because they do not remember the things that make them sad?”

A flicker of doubt waved in Amelia’s chest. Was it a nice thing to do? But she was suddenly, absolutely sure of something else. “You did hurt them,” she said. It wasn’t a question. He had lied. “You made something happen to my aunt and uncle. And you ate so many of Owen’s memories Mum took him to the doctor.”

Horatio spread his hands. “I had no choice.”

“Why not?” The chalk marking caught her eye. “Uncle Hugo was studying the house. Was he about to find you?”

Horatio laughed. “No. He was simply interested in its architecture. Flattering, of course, but no danger to me.”

“Then why?”

“Because I had seen you in my future, Amelia, and I had seen you in their memories.”

A thundering silence fell, hammering at the inside of Amelia’s head. She had visited her cousins at their old house; they had visited her at hers. Sometime after they’d moved here, one of them had thought of her, and Horatio had gobbled that thought right up. She didn’t want to know where he’d traveled on that memory.

“For nearly a hundred years I waited, knowing you would become my apprentice, my family,” said Horatio. “Clearly, in the beginning I knew it would be a long wait, by your clothes and hair and the car you arrived in. But I was patient; I knew you would turn up. It was not in the way I expected, but here you are. And not only did the accident bring you here; it caused your cousins—the boys, at least—to live in their memories because they didn’t enjoy their present. A feast, as I say.”

“I don’t want this anymore,” Amelia gasped. “Turn me back. Make me normal.”

A curious mix of surprise and desperate sadness took over Horatio’s expression. “I can’t do that, Amelia. We cannot change the future I’ve seen, and even if we could, you placed the first brick. The transformation has started. You will be the first family I will have other than Madame Roseline.”

“But you did change something. You must have. You said we couldn’t touch things, change things, bring anything back with us, but you must’ve done something to hurt Uncle Hugo and Aunt Marie.”

“Only what was within my power to do. I destroyed most of the memories your uncle had of operating a car. A simple, elegant solution. Humans are remarkably resilient and remarkably stubborn. He could not admit that he couldn’t remember, and so he convinced himself he did remember. Combine that with a storm, and . . . I told you, Amelia, that such memories can be deadly.”

“I have no choice,” whispered Amelia. “I never had a choice. You did all of this for me. You took me on the pirate ship to show me that what I would become was all right.”

“Remember the fun we’ve had, my dear. That fun will be never-ending. Our human families forget us; we must create our own. I was changed too young to have a daughter, and I have waited since that moment to find the right one. You, Amelia. You are the special one.”

“They’ll forget me . . . because you’ll eat all the memories they have of me.”

“Clever girl,” said Horatio again, and Amelia didn’t want to be clever anymore. She wanted to be as dumb as a . . . no, not a brick. As a something. The right word escaped her, and she felt too sick to try to catch it.

Amelia felt herself turn as green as a tree in spring. She was sick all over the rug. It was in precisely the same colors as the letters on her bedroom door, and not jolly at all.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The House Outside of Time

[image: Images]

THAT NIGHT, AMELIA DIDN’T DREAM. In fact, she didn’t sleep at all.

The tops of three hundred sixty-five trees glimmered in the moonlight. Her stomach complained, but she drew her knees up to her chest on the window seat and refused to move. No more.

Yes, more, said the house.

“Shut up,” said Amelia.

She hadn’t gone anywhere with Horatio; she never would again. He’d begged and pleaded and reminded her of lions and antelopes, but finally he had given up, told her he would return again tomorrow.

Well. Good for him. So what if she sat here getting hungrier and hungrier. In the morning she’d tell Mum she was still ill and ask to stay home from school. Mum hadn’t noticed Amelia had thrown up; Matthew had thrown a screaming tantrum about something, and Amelia had used the time to find a sponge. When she’d returned to her room with it, the strange, wispy stuff that wasn’t like normal food had vanished from the carpet, and Horatio had tried to convince her to vanish with him. Instead, she’d told Mum she wasn’t well and didn’t want any pizza. Hiding out in her room, she couldn’t hurt anyone, couldn’t steal any more memories that were the only ones they’d ever have.

He should’ve told her from the beginning, but if he had, she would never have agreed, and now it was too late. As he’d said, her transformation had begun. What happened to shadow-people who refused to eat? Did they just fade more and more into the darkness until they were nothing at all?

She and Isabelle had solved problems before; she wished Isabelle were here now. Together she and Isabelle could find a way to bring all the memories back and turn Amelia into a human again.

Memories. Amelia had never really thought of them before, not the way she thought of books or breakfast. They were just a thing that happened, bringing a smile or a frown or a pang of homesickness. It had never occurred to her just how much people lived inside them, hiding. She had done it herself almost all the time since she’d moved here, thinking of her old house, her old teachers, her old best friend, who was busy making new friends. People lived in their memories and Horatio swallowed them up, each one worth a few minutes in whatever time he wanted to visit next. He’d even asked her for one, right to her face! But she hadn’t known then what he was doing, that he needed the moments her memory would give him. That was why he carried the watch, she was sure of it. He knew how much he’d eaten, how much time he’d have to show her queens and cowboys.

And she couldn’t, now, remember what that memory had been. It was a blank space in her mind.

She could break the watch, but he never so much as let her see it, never mind touch it. Besides, that felt too simple. Clocks and watches weren’t important; he’d told her as much.

The house was important; she could break the house. Mum and Dad would probably notice that, though.

Her stomach roared again.

•  •  •

Mum let her stay home from school, believing Amelia was ill because Amelia could barely squeeze the words out through gritted teeth. Colors swirled around her head as she put a bucket next to Amelia’s bed, just in case. She closed the door and Amelia opened her mouth, gulping clean, memory-free air. The pillow was cool against her cheek, and she dozed in fits and starts, too hungry to sleep properly, daydreams of elegant tables set with china and piled with food floating through her mind. When she opened her eyes, the bucket wasn’t the only thing beside her bed.

It was a small package, wrapped in a scrap of lace. Amelia’s fingers hesitated over it. She didn’t trust him, trust that it was safe to touch.

You have no choice. You will become one of them, said a voice inside her head, and this time it wasn’t Horatio’s, but Amelia’s own.

Her hand closed around the present.

The lace covered a long, thin box, and the lid of the box opened with a snap. Inside, on a cushion of deepest blue velvet, was a silver necklace set with a large, round amber stone just like the ones Horatio wore in a ring and Madame Roseline in her earrings. She had never looked closely at them, but surely suspended within them would be insects of some kind, as there was inside this one. Its legs stretched nearly to the edge of the stone, its wings spread in permanent flight. Frozen in time, forever. Just like Horatio and the others. Just like she would be.

Frozen. Cold. The necklace itself was cold, the silver chilled in her hand.

Horatio liked cold things. He was a cold thing. Their travels were cold, and the first time she truly thought she’d sensed him, it had been in the basement. He’d even told her that the basement of her calendar house wouldn’t have to be so cold; he only preferred his that way.

And his heart, that was definitely cold.

Amelia threw back the covers, the necklace still clutched in her hand. The stairs creaked. Mum was in the conservatory with Lavender, and their memories sang to her, called for her to come and have a little snack.

No. Quietly as she could, Amelia opened the basement door and sank, step by step, into winter. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but beneath the consuming hunger that growled from her belly, this felt like the right place to be. The floor was cold as snow on her bare toes. She hadn’t put on shoes or socks today; she wasn’t going anywhere.

Old junk cast shadows on the walls. She looked for one in the shape of a man with wild hair, like trying to find objects in clouds. There wasn’t one. Only rusting bicycle frames and rickety shelves holding tins of paint. On a shabby dresser sat a grubby pipe, a broken Christmas bauble, a single child’s shoe, a spyglass, a square of purple silk.

And a dictionary. Not Amelia’s dictionary, but one she had seen before. The necklace fell from her hand with a clatter.

Another lie, then. He had told her they couldn’t bring objects back, exactly like he’d lied about not hurting Uncle Hugo and Aunt Marie. Anger bubbled up within Amelia, mixed with a curiosity as ravenous as her hunger. The dictionary was frozen in time by the cold of the basement, exactly as it had been in the marketplace more than a hundred years earlier.

The leather felt exactly the same under her fingertips, and the moment she touched it, a memory whooshed into her mind. Her memory, one she hadn’t realized was gone. “Take me somewhere fun,” she’d told Horatio, the first time they’d gone to the past. The silk and the spyglass were from their adventures too.

Amelia didn’t know anyone who smoked a pipe. It was cold, of course, the bowl empty, and she didn’t recognize any of the faces that burst into her mind. The furniture was different and so were the plants, but there was no question it was the conservatory of Nudiustertian House. A family in unfashionable clothes sat on the couches and chairs. Inside the memory Amelia raised the pipe to her lips with a gnarled, wrinkled hand and smiled.

The images changed again as she touched the shoe. Again the room—the kitchen, this time—was different yet familiar. Amelia held a pair of tiny hands, leaning over a small, dark-haired child taking its first wobbly steps.

The memories made Amelia’s stomach snarl, and, for the briefest of moments, they made her sad, too. Horatio had no family of his own, only the other shadow-people, and so he kept these, like little treasures. Would she feel as hollow when she became one of them? Would she sit in the shadows of her own calendar house, watching others truly live around her, never really able to join in?

She reached for the last object, the Christmas bauble. This time she knew exactly where she was, every aspect of her surroundings completely familiar. There was her old house on its hill, and there was a Christmas tree, and there was a remote control car on the rug.

And there was Amelia. This was not her memory. She looked around at the other faces, not seeing Owen. It was his memory, then. His eyes she watched from. Horatio hadn’t taken her version of this memory; he’d taken Owen’s. She did remember it, the missing details in her mind filled in by the contents of the bauble. It was right after the car had gotten stuck in the snow. They’d rescued it and gone inside, and Mum had made hot chocolate for everyone. Amelia had told Mum that having Owen around was fun, and she wished he could visit more often. Owen had heard her, and smiled.

Yes, she remembered, but it was not her memory. Owen had remembered it too, even though it had happened more than a year before he’d moved here. At some point since he came, he’d thought of Christmas with Amelia.

She thought she knew when. Owen had mentioned it the first time they’d had a proper conversation. So it couldn’t be the memory Horatio had spoken of, the one in which he’d first seen her. People in this house had thought about her. Her family had thought about her.

Tears froze on her cheeks, and she dropped the bauble back on the dresser. She was halfway back to the stairs when something occurred to her: These memories were already gone, already stolen. The people they’d belonged to wouldn’t miss them.

She opened her mouth. The memories stretched from their objects and into her greedy, swallowing mouth. Too hungry to even taste them, Amelia gobbled every last drop.

The objects trembled. The crack in the side of the bauble began to lengthen. The leather covering the dictionary started to split. Amelia gasped and watched as shoe and pipe, bauble and book, silk and spyglass crumbled bit by bit, until they were nothing but piles of glittering dust on the old wood.

Amelia thought. It was easier to think now, in the frigid air and with food in her belly. On the dresser in her bedroom she had a snow globe with a roller coaster inside, bought in an amusement-park gift shop. The roller coaster was the memory—take it and the water and the snow from inside the globe and all you had left was a broken thing, useless and empty.

The basement had kept Horatio’s souvenirs frozen in time, and the memories had kept them whole. Because that was how memories worked, wasn’t it? No matter how old you got, you stayed as young as you were at the time of whatever you were remembering, and it was the act of remembering itself that kept those recollections whole. Kept them alive.

Horatio was wrong. It was not a kindness to take her cousins’ memories away, however sad they might be. It was the only way for Uncle Hugo and Aunt Marie to keep living.

This time she did climb the stairs. Her stomach was still growling, and she had more thinking to do. She thought she knew where she could get more memories that had already been stolen by someone else. The memories the other shadow-people brought could be eaten in the strange dining room, outside of time. Madame Roseline had told her she was welcome whenever she wished; she didn’t need Horatio to take her there.

Her uncle’s office was the same as it had ever been. How dare it, when everything else had changed? But the door was still there, the door to nowhere and everywhere set into the wall. Amelia closed her eyes, concentrated, snapped her fingers, though she wasn’t actually sure what that did. It was what Horatio always did. She thought of a happy memory and turned the handle.

The lawn spread out before her, the wide, low building set against the sky. Both times she’d come before it had been evening; never had she seen it in daylight. It looked like anywhere; it looked like anywhen.

Slowly she walked up the path, alert to every noise. Gas lamps overhead sat unlit, their fires extinguished. She felt better now, fingertips tingling with magic as she gripped the doorknob. Hopefully there would be food inside, someone else’s memories. Still wrong, but less wrong than stealing Owen’s and Matthew’s, perhaps.

Perhaps not. But she couldn’t ignore her growling stomach anymore.

Along the hallway the doors that were usually closed now stood open. Amelia peered inside the first, crossing her fingers that it held shelves with jar upon jar of swirling memories, or a big pot of recollection soup bubbling on a stove. It was just a boring sitting room, though, with silk-covered armchairs and shelves of books. The next was a proper library, more books and tasseled lampshades. Then a bedroom, its bed neatly made.

Madame Roseline always seemed to be the one in charge, so Amelia had somehow assumed the dining room was in her house, but this couldn’t be her house. She’d have something grand and fancy, not a little bungalow like Amelia’s old house on its little hill. Truly, this must be simply a place outside of time, a place the shadow-people had built so they’d have somewhere to gather and eat and drink, swallowing down the food they stole.

The kitchen was empty, cold, untouched. Amelia had the distinct impression it was there only because houses should have kitchens, not because anyone actually cooked here.

An empty kitchen meant no food. She checked the fridge just in case memories had to be refrigerated, but the light didn’t even come on when she opened the door.

Just the dining room left. She didn’t imagine the rest of them had abandoned a feast for her to find. The door was open a crack; she pushed it farther. Tablecloths and china and silver were nowhere to be seen at the long table, but the room wasn’t empty.

“Hello, Amelia,” said Felix from his usual seat. “You were wondering, weren’t you? And wandering, ha. You were wondering. It is my house.”

“You? You live here?”

“If you can call it that.” Felix laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. He twirled an empty wineglass, which Amelia was sure actually was empty, since she could see the memories now. “Yes,” he said, shaking himself. “I live here. Why have you come to visit, if you didn’t know that? You’re several days too early for supper, and if you’re looking for Horatio, he left some time ago with Madame Roseline.”

Amelia crept farther into the dining room; Felix seemed so fragile he might shatter if she moved too quickly. Slow steps had the added advantage of giving her time to think. That she was hungry seemed too simple an answer.

“Sit,” he said, sensing her reluctance. She took a chair across from him, instead of her usual one beside. Shadows, the same velvet indigo as his coat, rimmed his eyes.

“I found out what we eat.”

“Also what you eat, now.”

“I don’t want to!”

Felix’s head jerked up; he blinked as if fully realizing for the first time that she was there. The shout bounced off the stone floors and empty sconces. “You’re hungry,” he said, “and you don’t want to eat the memories in your house. Horatio’s house.”

Amelia nodded, stomach snarling as loud as her yell to prove she wasn’t lying.

“Wait here.”

Blue and pink, the memory swirled on the plate he returned with a moment later. A shining silver fork slipped from his lace cuff into her hand. Her mouth filled with spit.

“It’s safe,” he said. “You won’t be hurting anyone, taking anything, if you eat it.”

She was swallowing before he finished his sentence. Warmth spread through her, pictures invading her mind. A young hand reaching, taking Madame Roseline’s. She looked no different, the same age as she did now, but everything else Amelia saw was old: a stone hut, a dented iron pot, a blank-eyed woman in the corner, staring at nothing as she babbled unintelligibly to herself. The picture changed, the same hand placing a stone in a patch of grass. Happiness swelled inside Amelia’s chest, happiness and something else. Safety? Madame Roseline was saving whomever this memory belonged to.

The happiness lasted a moment before it was suffocated by a gray cloud of despair. Starving, Amelia kept eating, but the flavor had changed, leaving a foul taste on her tongue as she looked out onto a lawn split in half by a path lined with gas lamps.

She ate the last bite and gaped at Felix. “That was yours,” she said.

“Yes, it was. Don’t worry,” he added quickly, seeing her face; “I am not sad to lose it. Indeed. I’ve been saving it in case it could one day help someone.”

“You don’t like what you—we—are either?” she asked. “That’s why you don’t wear anything with amber on it,” she guessed.

“I didn’t know you’d noticed. No. When I discovered the truth, I begged Madame Roseline to change me back, but she refused. Said it was too late. I refused to eat memories, starved myself to nearly nothing. She was . . . not pleased, did her utmost to change my mind. Eventually her fondness for me won out, and we came to an arrangement.”

“What arrangement?”

Felix drummed his fingers on the table, making his empty glass quiver. “This house is not a calendar house,” he said. “It’s . . . something else. Something . . .”

“Outside of time,” Amelia finished. Felix brightened.

“Yes. I live here, provide a place for everyone to meet for the dinner parties, eat only what they bring me. It’s easier if I can’t see their faces.”

“Why did you come with us on the pirate ship?”

“Because Madame Roseline still seeks tiny punishments for my betrayal. I’m sorry. I did the best I could to make the outing enjoyable for you.”

It had been enjoyable, mostly, but that was before Amelia had found out how it was achieved. The same sadness she’d felt at his memory filled her again. Was this what she would become? Would she live here with Felix, waiting for the other shadow-people to bring them scraps of swirling food?

She couldn’t bear to ask how long he’d been here, if time even passed the same way in this place. However long it was, it was too long, time without end. Being one of them, building her house, would be better than that.

They fell into silence, which was probably how Felix spent most of his time. Hiding away, only coming out to see people at supper. Which was of course nothing at all like what Amelia had been doing for months, keeping herself from Mum and Dad and her cousins, turning up at the dinner table because Mum and Dad insisted on it.

And Horatio had used that. He thought that because she didn’t know Owen, Matthew, and Lavender very well, and because she was angry with Mum and Dad for making her move in the first place, she’d be perfectly all right with eating their memories and then disappearing from their lives forever.

Well. She was not all right with it. Isabelle might not be here to help her come up with a plan, but Amelia could do it herself, alone if she had to. She was going to find a way to fix this, somehow. She had to.

“You said,” she began, waiting for Felix to raise his head, “you said Madame Roseline couldn’t turn you back because it was too late. Does that mean she would’ve been able to if you’d asked earlier?”

“Perhaps,” answered Felix, turning his head. “I don’t think she would have, however, no matter when I asked.”

No. Horatio wouldn’t either. “He thinks I’ll change my mind.”

“Will you?”

“He said I don’t have a choice; he said he’s seen my future. But he’s lied to me about other things!”

“What, exactly?”

“He told me I couldn’t bring anything back from the places we visited, but he did. He filled things with memories and kept them in the basement. I saw things he’d taken from our adventures. Only I broke them.”

Unexpectedly, Felix smiled. “Well. He should not have done that. People notice when things go missing far more than they do when their memories disappear. Humans have odd ideas about what is valuable. Regardless, if they are destroyed now, it doesn’t matter.” He sighed. “It would be so nice to have company,” he muttered. “Amelia, when did you first eat a memory?”

She drew her eyebrows in, thinking. “Two days ago, at supper here.”

“And how many did you eat before you found out the truth?”

Amelia thought harder. There’d been Mum’s and Lavender’s in the kitchen the next morning after the cornflakes had tasted terrible, a few each of Owen’s and Matthew’s when they were getting ready for school, a few more during the day, then all the photographs. More than she could count. “A lot,” she said, “but I was sick on the carpet and they all came out again.”

“Just mine, since you were sick?”

“And the ones Horatio kept in the basement.”

He’d looked so sad since she arrived that his sudden, wide smile almost frightened her. “There may still be time,” he said. “Not much of it, but some. You have placed the first stone?”

“It was a brick, but yes.”

“All right.” Felix was almost vibrating with enthusiasm. “Do you understand why Horatio chose you? Why he wanted to make you into one of us?”

Madame Roseline had said something at the last dinner, hadn’t she? Something about remembering one another, and Horatio had said as much too, but Amelia didn’t fully understand. “I’m not exactly sure,” she said.

“We stop existing as humans—stop aging—when all humans who knew us as such have died. We continue on as . . . as what we are for as long as we remember one another, which is forever. It is why no matter how much I starved myself of memories, I couldn’t die. You exist in a place in between right now.”

“Both sides remember me,” said Amelia.

“Yes. You can make a choice. Destroy your family’s memories of you, or . . .”

He didn’t need to finish. Amelia’s eyes widened. “How?”

Felix stood and hurried around the table to drag Amelia from her chair. “Horatio kept saying how clever you are, and it’s best if I don’t have too many memories of this conversation for Madame Roseline to find. She will find some, but by then, hopefully, it will be too late. Amelia, when you were traveling with Horatio, did you ever notice that some things seemed out of place? Things that looked as if they should be from a storybook, not reality?”

“Yes!” said Amelia. “Only the odd thing here or there, but yes!”

“Then what I will tell you is this: My parents were wealthy aristocrats who kept me sheltered away in a house with few servants.”

Amelia closed her eyes, thinking, remembering the memory. Her mouth dropped open. “You can’t tell . . .”

“Not always.”

“And false memories . . . ,” Amelia breathed. She clapped her hand over her mouth, saying nothing more that Madame Roseline might see.

“I’ll take care of the others, their memories of you. You deal with Horatio. If he returns here, I’ll keep him until exactly five o’clock by your human time. Go.”

“What will happen to you?”

He looked sad again, just for a second. “A punishment of some kind, I expect. Do not worry; it won’t be too bad. I’ve made my peace with what I am, Amelia, and it will forever be a comfort to know I have helped you.”

“Thank you,” Amelia said. “Thank you, Felix.” She ran from the dining room, down the hall, out of the house, across the lawn. And she ran back through the twenty-fourth door.

She didn’t care what Horatio said he’d seen in the future. She was going to change it.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

False Memories
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AMELIA GOT HER NOTEBOOK AND began to scribble a list. The house was quiet; Mum had left her alone, trusting her to behave herself. She’d listened to the car head down the long driveway, going to fetch Owen and Matthew from school. Mum shouldn’t have trusted her, really, because Amelia had lied, saying she’d be carsick, when actually it was that she didn’t think she could sit so close to Mum’s and Lavender’s heads, their swirling memories.

The list was of things she’d need. First on it was empty jars. Such things had a tendency to gather under sinks, with old dust cloths and tins of shoe polish and boxes of rat poison. Amelia almost smiled as she caught sight of the last. There was a lock on the cupboard, but it was only meant to keep Lavender out. She gathered up as many of the jars as she could, listening to them clink gently with every step she took back upstairs.

She’d need a rock, too, or a brick. Something heavy. It would’ve been quite poetic to use the one she’d placed on the top of the hill with Horatio, but she didn’t know where it was, and she didn’t have the memories to travel there even if she had, because she’d thrown them all up.

Another one would do, a very specific other one. That she’d get last. Horatio always seemed to know when something was afoot at his house. It had been dangerous enough, finding his treasures in the basement. He needed to stay away with Madame Roseline a little while longer.

And she’d need a book. She stood in her bedroom doorway for a moment, staring at the spot on the carpet where she’d been sick. It was invisible, not even the merest hint of a stain.

The squashy armchair waited for her in the library, the book she needed in the middle of a pile of others on the table. When she’d first been trying to figure out what was spooky about the house, it hadn’t seemed to be any help, but she’d been wrong.

Right now Amelia felt as if she’d been wrong about a great many things. Ears peeled for the sound of the car returning, she flipped through the pages, looking for what she needed, a snippet of memory Horatio hadn’t taken from her. In fact he’d left her well enough alone, once he’d revealed himself, just eating everyone else’s memories instead.

Gravel crunched. A car door slammed. Amelia’s mouth flooded with anticipation and spit. No. She must be strong. She wouldn’t.

Not yet.

“Amie?”

“In the library, Mum,” Amelia called, swallowing. The library door opened and Mrs. Howling peered in.

“Are you feeling better?”

Her heart thudded. She stared at the wall instead of the swirling around Mum’s head. “I think I will be, soon,” she said. “Where are Owen and Matthew?”

“They went to the sitting room,” said Mrs. Howling. “They won’t bother you in here.”

“No,” said Amelia. “I need them. I want”—she couldn’t say what was really going on—“I want to play with them.”

“Oh! Well, go ahead, if you’re sure you’re feeling up to it. And if you’re going outside, wrap up. It’s gotten chilly out there.”

Outside. Yes, she would need to go outside, but first she had to get her cousins. It was never easy, admitting you’d been wrong, and Amelia had never had to do it much before. She took a deep breath.

They were sitting in front of the television. Amelia waited until she heard Mum in the kitchen, talking softly to Lavender. Her knees buckled as she saw their bright, pulsing memories leaking from their ears. Her stomach growled.

Not yet.

“I need your help,” she said.

Owen sighed. He didn’t look away from the screen. “I brought you your schoolwork. I’m not helping you do it, though.”

“Like I need your help with schoolwork,” Amelia shot back. She shook herself. “With something else.”

“Why would we help you? You hate us.”

“No, I don’t,” she said. But she had. She’d hated the house, and them, and then she’d loved the house and still hated them, and now she hated the house and . . . well, they were her family. Horatio didn’t get to hurt them anymore. She wouldn’t allow it. She’d been so mean, to Owen especially, pretending it didn’t matter to her that he used to think about the times they’d played together in the snow.

“Hey!” said Matthew as Amelia stomped over and stood in front of the television, blocking whatever cartoon they were watching. “I don’t hate you,” she said again. “Please. I have a secret to tell you, and if I don’t, if you don’t help me, something really, really awful is going to happen. It’s already happening.”

“She’s been reading ghost stories again,” Owen said to Matthew, snickering. Amelia opened her mouth to argue and closed it again with a snap. Bad things happened when she opened her mouth too wide, and besides, that was exactly what she’d been doing before they got home.

“Please,” she said through clenched teeth. “Come outside with me and I’ll tell you everything.”

Owen shrugged, but Matthew stood. Huffing, Owen followed, not wanting to miss out if Matthew was going to hear whatever Amelia had to say. They put on their coats and slipped out onto the porch. Amelia led them around the house and through the back garden, into the trees, deeper and deeper until they found the clearing where they had once played hide-and-seek. Yes, she had been trying to distract them then, to get them out of the house so she could go inside and talk to Horatio. Back when Horatio had been her secret. Back when she had been special.

Three hundred sixty-five trees surrounded them. Through their lacy branches, half their leaves covering the ground, Amelia could see the house. Sixty, thirty, twenty-four, seven, and all the other calendar numbers Horatio had managed to squeeze into its bricks and windows and stairs and fireplaces.

“The house is special,” she began.

“You sound like Dad,” said Owen, his voice half amused, half sad.

“Yes. And I think he knew, but he didn’t know the real truth. He just thought it was a weird house, and it is, but it is so much more weird than he knew.”

Amelia closed her eyes and turned away. They were full of memories now, both of them. She put her hand on her snarling stomach and took a deep breath of the mossy air. Time. It was time.

She told them about the house, its details, its purpose. She told them about Horatio, how charming he’d seemed at first, how exciting it had been to be the one he’d chosen. She told them about their adventures, the things she’d seen, resisting the urge to remind Owen of what had happened in Mrs. Murdoch’s class.

She told them about discovering the truth.

“I don’t believe you,” said Matthew.

“Me neither,” said Owen.

“All right. Think about why you don’t dream here. You used to, didn’t you, in your old house? It’s so that you don’t waste memories in dreams; your brain saves them all for when it’s awake. Think about why you’re forgetting things you should remember.”

“But that’s . . . that’s normal,” said Owen. “They told us that was normal. The doctor said it was. He said I was fine.”

“It isn’t,” said Amelia. “Not like this.”

Owen paced around the clearing. Amelia kept having to turn so she wasn’t looking at him or Matthew. It was too much. She was too hungry. Felix had said she only had a little time; she’d already used up hours of it finding what she needed to find, waiting for Owen and Matthew to come home. They needed to believe her.

“If it’s true,” said Matthew, “you were eating our memories too.”

Owen wheeled around. Amelia couldn’t look away fast enough to escape the rage on his face. “Yeah!” he said. “You’re the reason we’ve been forgetting Mum and Dad too!”

“I’m sorry,” said Amelia. “I didn’t know. I promise you: I didn’t know. You can help me fix it, at least as much as it’s possible for it to be fixed. And you should because . . . because we’re family. We don’t always have to like each other, but no one else gets to hurt us.”

The mossy air stilled. It had a bite that promised winter. Leaves crunched under Amelia’s feet as she struggled to stay on them, weak with hunger. This was it. They could choose to help her or they could choose to send her to be one of the shadow-people forever. If they refused, she would have no choice but to find something to eat, to call Horatio and tell him to take her away. They could choose to hurt her just as much as she had hurt them. They could choose to forget her as much as she’d tried to forget they existed, hiding away in corners of the house, refusing to play with or speak to them.

“What do we do?” asked Matthew.

Amelia exhaled. “Somewhere, there’s a stone,” she said. “It won’t look like any of the other bricks in the house. It will be very, very old.”

•  •  •

It was heavy in her hands, as heavy as the heart in her chest or her legs as she dragged herself across the attic floor. Or the words she forced from her throat. “Think of any memories you can,” she said. “Memories you don’t mind losing; it doesn’t matter what they are. Horatio and his friends don’t really care about that. Think of them and make them as disgusting as you can. Change them. Make them . . . not real.”

“I don’t get it,” said Owen. “Why will that work?”

“I don’t know if it will, but Felix—one of the others—hinted that it might. He said they can’t always tell when memories are real or fake, and I’ve read about false memories. Yes,” she said, sticking her tongue out at him, “in a book of ghost stories. I think it’s like . . . You know when you eat too much candy floss at the fair, and it makes you sick, or if you have milk that’s gone bad? It’s food, but it’s not really food. It’s not good for you.”

“So it’s like poison?”

Amelia remembered the box of rat poison beneath the sink. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly like that. Come on. Hurry. Make them mostly real, but . . . twist them. However you want.” She placed the stone gently on the floor at her feet. Old as it was, it would crumble to dust if she dropped it.

Colors like fireworks began to explode from their heads. She was so hungry. Drool poured from her mouth and soaked the front of her shirt. Turning the first empty jar in her hands, she opened her mouth.

It was like being given an enormous chocolate cake for your birthday and not being allowed to eat a single bite. The memory stretched from Owen’s head, smoky black with streaks of red, and she caught it, trapped it in the jar, and screwed the lid on tight. “More!” she said. “More! And hurry!” They had pried the stone free from the archway above the front door and run all the way up to the attic, feet thundering on the precisely numbered stairs, but Horatio was going to know soon that something was very wrong with Nudiustertian House.

That it was broken. If he didn’t already.

One by one Amelia caught all the memories Owen and Matthew could make, until the late-afternoon sun shining through the oddly shaped window made the jars on the floor glow like a string of Christmas lights. It had been Christmas when he’d taken her to her old house to see the new family living there. Rage bubbled inside Amelia, quelling some of her hunger.

“All right,” she said. Her wristwatch was nothing like Horatio’s fancy gold one, but it was exactly what she needed right now. Two minutes to five. Horatio and Madame Roseline and the rest of them were right; time meant everything. She watched the hands tick. “Go downstairs,” she told Owen and Matthew.

“No way,” said Owen. “We want to see this.”

Amelia frowned. Horatio would know they were in the attic, but perhaps that wouldn’t matter. And if it all went wrong, they should see it. Someone should remember what had happened to her.

“Hide behind the boxes,” she said. He’d still know; she’d just have to distract him before he could do anything about it.

The jars waited, a buffet of recollection. Amelia took a deep breath.

“Amelia,” said Horatio, stepping from the shadows. How long had he been there? He was smiling, but his eyes glittered darkly. “There is something wrong. I can feel it. . . . What is it?” He asked the latter of himself, not her, a mutter under his breath.

“Nothing’s wrong. Look!” she said, pointing at the floor beneath the window. “I got you a present, like the ones you’ve been leaving me.”

He looked around the attic in the fading light, then at the memories.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just needed some time to get used to the whole idea. I’m ready now.”

He brought his hands together at his chest, smile widening. “Oh, Amelia, I am so very pleased to hear that. Madame Roseline will be too. I was slightly concerned, you know. Clever girl, figuring out how to catch them without eating them yourself.”

“I know,” she said. “Eat up, and we’ll have an adventure.”

The memory scented the air as he removed the lid from the first jar, nose twitching. He drank it in a single gulp. “Now the next one,” she said. It took him two gulps to drink the second. His eyes began to bulge, but Amelia understood the hunger, the thirst, how difficult it was to stop. Owen and Matthew hid behind the photographs she’d destroyed, one after another after another. She didn’t need to encourage him to drink the next, or the one beside it, glowing and swirling all the colors of the rainbow mixed in with inky black.

But it didn’t seem to be working. All hope was lost if it didn’t work. It had to work. Horatio set down the last empty jar. As he stared at her, his face began to change. She had always seen him mostly cheerful, occasionally tempered by the tiredness of taking her adventuring on the time he’d gathered. Now his mouth twisted; his eyes snapped dangerously; his long-fingered hands clutched his stomach.

“You—” he said. “What have you done?”

“Aren’t they any good?” she asked. “I tried to get good ones.”

Horatio fell to his knees, retching, memories spewing from his mouth, their sickly smell mixing with the attic’s aroma of burned leaves. They swirled away into nothing as he kept vomiting, everything, every memory he’d eaten for days.

Amelia swallowed hard. This was the last part.

“I’m sorry!” she said, rushing to him. She filled her head with every memory she had of Horatio, from his first appearance to the pirate ship to him drinking from the jars just a moment ago. She thought of her first days in the house, the oddities that struck her even before she knew what was causing them. “Here!” she said, knowing the colors were a cloud around her, boiling from her ears like steam from a kettle. “Drink mine! Mine are good!”

On his hands and knees he turned his head, mouth gaping at her. She watched the memories stretch, pour down his throat, felt her head empty of nearly every image of him. But she was hungry now, so hungry at their scent, so weak because she hadn’t eaten in too long. It was unbearable being around them.

Hold on, whispered her own voice inside her head. Hold on one more minute. Throw the rock.

She fell to the floor, crawling for it. She couldn’t. There was no strength inside her limbs. “Owen,” she croaked, begging. “Owen, help me.”

The boxes tumbled as Owen jumped up, racing for the stone. Horatio had seen it now too; his arm was reaching.

“You foul, evil, horrible children!” he yelled, the words scratchy and dark.

Details were important. The stone was important, and so was the last window Horatio had placed in Nudiustertian House. Amelia knew him, knew he would have saved that to be the final thing he did. Number fifty-two, the sun-shaped window that let in the day and the night, that kept the cycle and spin of time turning through the house.

Owen reached it first, snatching it from Horatio’s desperate clutches. He lifted it easily, and the stone soared through the air, shattering the glass and tumbling out into the falling night, down, down to the ground. It was so old, the stone, so full of history and memory from the house that came before it, the house it had been taken from. It exploded into a billowing cloud of dust.

Horatio screamed. Amelia dragged herself to her feet and lifted him, light as the shadow he was. The jagged glass tore his dusty suit as she sent him out where he belonged, to join the other snippets of darkness that would disappear by morning.

Felix had said he’d take care of the others. None of them would remember her. She would only remember this, getting rid of him. All her other memories of their adventures were gone, a blank space in her mind.

“Amelia? Owen? Matthew? What on earth is going on up here?”

Reality returned, brought by Mrs. Howling’s voice. Amelia and her cousins stared at one another as Mum’s footsteps climbed the stairs.

“I’m sorry, Mum,” said Amelia, panting. “We were playing and . . .”

“And we broke the window,” said Owen. “It was my fault. I’m sorry, Aunt Susan. I can pay for it from my pocket money.”

Mrs. Howling brushed her hair from her forehead. “It’s just a window,” she said; “don’t worry about that. Stay out of the attic while we get it fixed, though, all right? Are you ready for supper? Amie, how’s your tummy; do you think you can eat?”

Amelia nodded. Yes. She wanted pancakes and lasagna and cornflakes and pizza. She wanted to kick Owen under the dinner table where Mum couldn’t see, but she’d play with him after. She, Owen, and Matthew would keep their shared secret, telling only Lavender, when she was old enough to know. She smiled at both of them, and together they followed Mrs. Howling down the stairs, into the rest of the house.

It needed a new name. Amelia would look in her dictionary for one she could pronounce.


EPILOGUE
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A SHADOW MOVED THROUGH THE night. Slowly, for it was weak, and it was hungry. The only reason it could move at all was the second shadow, sliding along behind it. She was angry, and disappointed, but she had been the one to create him, and she wouldn’t desert him now. He hobbled on borrowed time, through the woods and up the hill. This act alone took nearly all his strength—she could give him more, if she hadn’t decided to punish him for his failure. Madame Roseline could be very strict. She doled out memories to feed him as a mother starling would her chicks, keeping him only barely alive through what would be a long, cold, endless night.

The brick was where Amelia had left it. Horatio looked beseechingly at Madame Roseline, who shook her head. He must be the one to do it. She had refused him a piece of her house, forbade any of the others from offering him assistance. This brick was the last piece left, the final start of the magic. It would take time to rebuild, time in which he would remain weak and hungry.

Horatio hoisted the brick, almost letting it slip from his shaking fingers. He dragged it, and himself, a few feet to the left and dropped it with a blend of sheer relief and flickering anticipation. He had stood on this very spot and told Amelia about the turning of the year as they looked out upon the treetops.

There were different kinds of years, of cycles.

A new one was only just beginning.
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