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​PROLOGUE
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The fall morning was caramel and crisp. Michael, a middle-aged robotics professor at the local university, poured a second cup of coffee for his wife.

He was an aging man with thinning hair and a burgeoning belly. She, too, wore her age in her hair, in the form of the many gray streaks that multiplied with every sunrise. 

Sarah had once cared for an eccentric old spinster who lived on a sprawling estate they called ‘the castle.’ When the woman passed, by some bizarre legal twist or oversight, Sarah ended up inheriting the entire place.

Though it was crumbling around the edges, it was a significant improvement over the young couple’s modest cabin that sat crooked on the outskirts of the property. They took very little time packing their things to begin a new life living in comfort, along with their young daughter. 

This particular matter was the very topic of that morning’s conversation. Since they’d gotten settled, their daughter had begun to act strangely. Michael tried to ignore it, but he was finding it especially bothersome today. Even though he held the newspaper in front of him, he hadn’t read a word. 

“I’m telling you, darling,” Sarah said, reassuring him with her shiny green eyes — her not-so-secret weapons. “We upended our lives! With such a massive transition, it’s only natural that she’d act a little different. Everything is different than it was.” 

Michael inhaled, gazing beyond the cracked tiles of the patio, past where the treeline led to their old family home and the pond on the western edge of the property. Closer to the house, there was a lopsided garden (coming back to life thanks to Sarah’s green hands), and the tall carcass of an old hedge maze, ignored for decades, and long dead. 

Sarah plopped a muffin onto the plate in front of her with a pronounced frown. “Dr. Johnstone,” she said. “Paging Dr. Johnstone. Your presence is requested on the terrace.”

Michael tossed the paper at his wife, prompting her to squeal like a tiny pig. For a moment, they laughed together. “I know you’re right about her needing some time,” he said, “but she seems to be getting lost in her own world more and more. Sometimes I find it a bit...” 

“Yes?” 

Michael paused. “Troubling. I find it troubling.” 

Sarah scoffed, breaking off a piece of her muffin and tossing it onto her tongue. “Your daughter having an oversized imagination is a good thing,” she said, sliding her hand across the table and over his. “You can’t forget that she’s a very little girl in a very big house. I promise you, if I were her age, I’d be making up a whole variety of characters to play with.” 

“I want her to be happy,” Michael said with a sigh. 

“Why don’t we surprise her?” Sarah said, eyes twinkling. “Imagine the difference if we made this place feel like her dream home. We can paint her bedroom purple and fill the room with a bunch of new things. She hates the antiques! We’ll host parties, and holidays, and get horses for the stables and whatever other animals she’d like to have around. It’s every girl’s fantasy to live in a castle!” 

A loud, sudden belch escaped Michael’s lips, silencing his wife and stealing the moment. He knew better than to drink coffee on an empty stomach, but the conversation had already dulled his appetite.

“Jesus,” Sarah said, theatrically waving away the exhaust fumes released by her husband. “Warn a person.”

“Sorry,” he replied sheepishly. “I didn’t feel it coming.” 

“Everything will fall into place,” Sarah promised, plopping a large blueberry muffin in front of him. “Eat a muffin.” 

“I thought moving here would change everything,” Michael continued. “Now I worry that we’ve only isolated her more.” 

At that moment, the pair of tall wooden doors spread apart at the front of the hall, and their daughter’s footsteps echoed through the mansion. Michael and Sarah shared one final glance before they looked towards the entryway, where the girl appeared. 

Jenna wore her school uniform, with her messy hair pulled up into a ponytail and an overflowing backpack hanging from her right shoulder. Her small emerald eyes peeked out from behind thick circular lenses, and one of her shoes was untied. 

"Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad," she said, planting a kiss on each of their cheeks and joining them at the table. 

"How was school today?" Sarah asked, sounding a bit more strained than casual.

“Yes, how was school?” Michael added.

"School was fine," Jenna answered, smiling sweetly. "But I made a new friend." 

“That’s wonderful!” Sarah proclaimed, standing and wrapping her arms around the girl. “Are they in your class?” 

“No," Jenna giggled. 

“Oh,” said Sarah. “But they go to your school?” 

Jenna shook her head back and forth enthusiastically. “No, she doesn’t. I met her on my walk home.” 

“That’s very exciting,” Michael added. “What a great surprise to know she lives nearby!” 

“It’s absolutely perfect,” said Jenna. “She lives very, very close.” 

Sarah placed a muffin in front of her daughter and briefly tried to fix the girl's hair in vain. “Well,” she said as she sat back into her chair. “What’s her name?” 

A wide grin spread across Jenna’s face. “Her name is Megyn, and she’s the best friend I’ve ever had.”
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Rain dotted the windshield as the car curved around a narrow stretch of winding country road. In the backseat, Casey sat curled against the door, watching the trees pass by in soggy blurs of green and gray. She hadn’t made a sound in hours.

“You’ll like it here,” said the social worker behind the wheel. Miss Clara was a kind woman who always spoke to Casey like she was a porcelain doll. “Your great aunt has a big house, with lots of space, and a big yard, too. It's... unique, for sure. But she agreed to take you in without hesitation.”

Casey didn’t look away from the window. “If she’s so excited to have me,” she said, “then where has she been this whole time?” 

Miss Clara gave her a quick glance in the mirror before looking back at the road. “Her name is Jenna Johnstone, and she’s notorious for getting bogged down in her work,” she said. “With everything she’s working on for the university, it took a while for us to get through. But she’s your family, Casey. Blood family. That matters.”

“What even is a great aunt?” Casey asked. “Shouldn’t I be the judge of that?” 

Miss Clara snickered. “Jenna is your father’s aunt,” she said. “She may sound a bit eccentric, but she seems to be really happy to have you.” 

Casey shrugged, more out of habit than anything. “The other ones said I could stay, too.”

The poor girl didn’t have to say more. Miss Clara knew. “Sometimes it takes a while to find the right place,” she offered gently.

“I don’t think ‘the right place’ exists,” Casey murmured. “Not for me, anyway. Not anymore.”

Miss Clara stopped herself from protesting, choosing instead to let the silence sit between them. She knew as well as anyone that there was only so much to say in these moments.

Casey was twelve, and small for her age, with dark curly hair pulled back in a messy braid that had mostly unraveled during the long drive. She wore a faded hoodie that was two sizes too big and clutched a stuffed fox to her chest, one of her only relics from her previous life. Its fur had faded to a dull beige-brown, and the stitches barely held in several spots, but Casey loved it. 

Miss Clara slowed the car as they came over a hill. “Here we are!”

Casey lifted her head and followed the woman’s gaze. The mansion in the distance was tall and warped, with mismatched towers and strange metal pipes that curled out of the roof like chimneys atop some factory. Three full stories rose in the front, and in the back, she could barely make out the strange shapes of a broken glass dome, and something that might’ve been a garden, a graveyard... or both. 

“Isn’t it neat?” asked Miss Clara.

They rolled to a stop at the front gate, where thick ivy clutched the rusted iron bars. Miss Clara turned off the engine and gave Casey a moment. “I’ve got a really good feeling about this place,” she said with an earnest smile. “And if you have any questions that arise, or I can help with the transition, give me a call, okay? I mean it.”

She twisted herself around in the front seat to hand Casey a business card. “Well... you ready?”

Casey didn’t answer. She stepped out of the car and walked tentatively toward the mansion, her boots crunching across the gravel. The weight of her old life pressed down on her with each step — days that were simple and predictable, with laughter-filled games and family dinners, and the dog that always acted more like a cat.

All gone. Forever. 

Casey swallowed hard as she stepped up to the towering entrance. Weathered iron links hung from a heavy chain doorbell, which clung to a corroded plate mounted above. A chubby, timeworn gargoyle sat perched on the platform, its stone features softened by decades of rain. At her feet, a small heap of letters and faded advertisements lay scattered beneath a copper mail slot set into one of the doors.

Miss Clara waited a few paces behind. “You’ve got this, Casey,” she whispered sincerely. 

Casey reached out and closed her fingers around the chain beside the door. She gave it a pull, and somewhere deep within the mansion, a bell tolled.

After a few moments, the tall front doors opened with a moan. Standing in the center was Casey’s great aunt, the infamous Jenna Johnstone, beaming from ear to ear.  

“Cassandra, my dear!” she exclaimed, sweeping Casey into a hug with a cloud of chalk dust and a hint of lavender. Jenna’s yellowed lab coat fluttered over a tangle of mismatched robes. Her silver hair puffed outward in all directions, and the circular frames of her thick glasses made her look a bit like an owl. “We’ve been waiting for you,” she added with a wink.

With a final wave back to Miss Clara, Casey stepped inside. 

The foyer appeared as if a science fair had exploded inside an antique shop. Contraptions buzzed in every corner, and luminous tubes snaked around table legs. As they passed a curtained alcove, Casey tugged the fabric aside, and immediately stumbled back with a yelp. Staring at her from the shadows was a massive mechanical bird, with dark, gaping eyes, and a delicate lace bonnet on its head.

“Oh! That’s Raven,” Aunt Jenna explained, steadying Casey with gentle hands. “An old side project of mine. She hasn’t been able to fly in years.”

“Raven?” Casey said, still catching her breath. “It looks more like Big Bird meets Frankenstein.”

Jenna burst out laughing. “RAVEN stands for Robotic Aerial Visual Engagement Network. We could switch it to Frankenbird, though I’m not sure she’d appreciate the rebrand.”

Casey gave the thing another wary glance. “It smiled at me.”

Jenna touched her hand. “That means she likes you!” 

They continued through winding hallways and cluttered rooms, where forgotten machines and stacks of books teetered atop every surface. 

Casey gestured to one of many odd shapes concealed by cloth. “Do the sheets protect them from dust?” she asked. 

“Partially,” Jenna said. “But mostly, they’re the best way to get them to shut up and sleep.”

Casey let out a nervous laugh. She couldn’t tell if her aunt was joking, and something told her that Jenna liked it that way.

“And this is your room,” Jenna announced, pushing open a large wooden door in the eastern wing of the mansion. 

A decal that read Cassandra glittered over the bubblegum pink room. Twinkling fairy lights were braided into the curtain rods and the canopy above the giant vintage bed, buried below a mountain of soft pillows in various shades of pinks and purples, and various levels of fuzziness and fur. There were colorful piles of chapter books, and a whole zoo of stuffed animals, with a massive bean bag chair that Casey swore was the size of her entire old house. 

For a moment, she forgot to be sad. Then the moment passed.

“Is something wrong?” Jenna asked.

“It’s perfect,” Casey mumbled. “It’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen.”

Jenna softened. “But it’s not home,” she said, sitting on the bed and meeting Casey’s eyes. “And it doesn’t have them in it.”

Casey’s lower lip quivered. “I miss them so much.”

“I miss them too, love.” Jenna pulled the girl in for a hug. “We can talk about them anytime, okay? Even if it makes us sad. You just let me know. That’s a promise.”

Casey nodded, letting a tear sneak down her cheek before she wiped it away with her sleeve. She didn’t know if she believed in promises anymore, but she wanted to.

“Why don’t you unpack, or lay down for a bit? Whatever you want. I’ll bring you some hot cocoa.” Jenna started for the door, then turned back to Casey hesitantly. “Do you like chocolate? Or would you like something else?” 

“Do you have the teeny-tiny marshmallows?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” said Jenna. “Anything else?”

“Well,” Casey muttered, “nobody really calls me Cassandra anymore.”

“Oh my goodness!” Aunt Jenna gasped. “I should have asked, darling. That was terribly rude of me. What should we call you?”

“Casey,” she said, glancing sheepishly at the wall-sized decal looming above them. 

“You got it, kiddo,” Jenna replied without missing a beat. She leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to Casey’s cheek, then began tapping at her smartwatch and murmuring a string of code.

The glittering letters on the wall flickered once before seemingly melting into each other and reforming. A moment later, the name Casey gleamed in their place, as if it had always been there.

“Much better,” Jenna said cheerfully. 

“How did you do that?!” Casey exclaimed. “I thought it was a painting!” 

“It is,” Jenna laughed. “A digital painting. Which reminds me, do you want to stick with pink, or go with something else?” 

Casey watched as Aunt Jenna tapped out another sequence on her smartwatch, and then the walls began to ripple like the surface of a pond. The color shifted in smooth waves from pink, to bright red, then violet, green, gold, and finally a shade of black so rich and velvety it seemed to swallow the light completely.

“The walls are digital too?” Casey asked in disbelief. 

“The walls are only walls,” Jenna said. “But the paint on them is my top-secret recipe.” 

“Pink is perfect, actually,” Casey said, her genuine grin catching her off guard as the walls shifted back to shades of cotton candy. “Thank you, Aunt Jenna.”

The inventor gave a dramatic bow as she vanished into the hallway, swirling her lab coat like the train of a witch’s cloak. 
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The next morning, Aunt Jenna sprang out of bed with a youthful energy she barely recognized.  She skipped and twirled through the hallways, eager to make Casey’s first full day in the castle the best one possible. With a flick of her wrist, the kitchen lights awoke, and the oven began preheating, while the kitchen assistant (nicknamed Kelly) fetched ingredients from the extensive pantry, and the scents of something special started saturating the air.

A gentle knock roused Casey from her slumber, followed by Jenna’s bright, sing-song voice drifting in from the hallway. Without waiting, her aunt pushed the door open and entered with her face lit by a smile. She was closely followed by a curious little robot, no taller than her waist, perched on a single wheel the size of a basketball. Its smooth, metallic body shimmered softly in the morning light as it glided over the floor, making only the slightest humming sound as it went. 

The tiny assistant held a neatly arranged tray, with orange juice, cereal with fresh milk, and a steaming pot of coffee. Even the utensils were astonishing, their slender rose-gold forms sparkling in the waking sun. 

“Breakfast,” Jenna unveiled, “delivered with a little bit of cyber magic.” 

Casey rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “I’ve never had coffee before.” 

“I’m sorry, dear! I wasn’t thinking,” Jenna said, flustered. “Obviously you’re not going to drink coffee. You’re a child.” She motioned for the robot to take the pot away, but Casey sat straight up. 
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