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“Hal, there’s a customer wants to see you in the front office.”

I looked up from the engine well of the Firebird where I had been watching one of my two high-school interns install the intake hose on the new radiator.

Dutch, the owner of Dutch’s Antique Auto, had crossed the yard from the front office. He was a few years older than me, black and fit in a clean white tee-shirt, sharply-creased khakis, spotless loafers and a curl of frat-boy hair falling across his forehead. He kept his hands in his pockets, safe from dirt and grime.

I turned back to the two girls. “Time’s up. Finish what you’re doing and clean up.”

I picked up my cane from where it rested against the side of the car and fell in beside him.

“One of the cars you did last week,” he said. “The tune-up on the sixty-three Volvo.”

I frowned. “There’s a problem with it?”

Dutch shrugged. “Not that she said. She just wanted to talk to you and said I couldn’t help her.”

I remembered the Volvo, Olga, and her owner Mrs. Parker. I didn’t see how I could have made a mistake with a simple oil change and checkup. I had changed the timing belt and some hoses, cleaned the plugs, general TLC for the most part. I might have missed something, but I couldn’t think what.

Mrs. Parker waited in the lobby, a woman of energetic seventy with weather-worn cheeks, wearing a beige, shin-length skirt and buttoned blouse. She beamed at the sight of me. “Henry Crompton, I thought that was you. We were all so relieved when your mother said you were home from the hospital.”

Her dog, a German shepherd roughly the size of a steer, grinned at me with his tongue draped out one side of his mouth.

Dutch raised his neatly-groomed eyebrows and retreated to his office.

On entering the lobby, I’d instinctively cocked my head to conceal the scars that disfigured the right side of my face. I forced myself to face her squarely. “Call me Hal, Mrs. Parker,” I said, “Is something wrong with Olga?” I held my deformed right hand across the countertop for Baron, the dog, to coat with foamy saliva.

“Well no, not wrong,” she said. “I wouldn’t say wrong, but I would like to know what you did.”

“It’s all on the work order. I can get you another copy.” I turned to look for the three-ring binder that contained carbons of all the work orders we completed.

“No, I don’t mean that.” She dismissed the notion of a work order with a wave of one work-gnarled hand. “Anyone can do that sort of thing. I want to know what you did.”

I shook my head. “I don’t follow, Mrs. Parker.”

She leaned over the countertop and glanced from side to side for eavesdroppers. “You know.” She winked.

I shook my head again, completely bewildered.

She straightened. “Well, ever since you did her checkup, Olga...well, she arrives everywhere five minutes before we leave.”

“Five minutes...”

“Before we leave. I leave the house at three-fifteen and arrive at the supermarket at three-ten. I’ve timed it.” She held up the thumb-sized watch she wore on a chain around her neck. “Five minutes. Every time.” She grinned at her little pun.

Behind me, something tittered from the back of a shelf displaying models of vintage cars. Always teatime, never tea, Hal darling.

Mrs. Parker couldn’t see or hear Little Samoth, my unwanted demon familiar. I said, “You mean you’re actually turning up earlier than when you left?” A year ago, I would have dismissed the claim as nonsense, but lately, I’d seen stranger things than time-traveling cars.

“That’s what I said. Are you sure you don’t know how you did it?”

Apart from replacing the timing belt, I couldn’t begin to imagine.

Little Samoth shrieked with laughter from under the counter near my feet. 

I tried to think of the correct response for the circumstances. Please accept my condolences? Get well soon?

Mrs. Parker shrugged. “Well if you don’t know, I suppose I’ll just take my little time machine home. You’ll do all Olga’s work from now on, won’t you?”

“If that’s what you want, Mrs. Parker.”

She plucked her purse from the countertop. “I wouldn’t have anyone else touch her. Baron, come. Love to your mother, Hal.” 

Woman and dog exited the lobby. Mrs. Parker circled the front of the car, patted Olga affectionately on the nose, and held the door for Baron to squeeze in the back. Then she got behind the wheel, presumably to arrive home five minutes ago.

I stood for a good two minutes blinking at the open parking space at the curb. 

Behind me, Dutch said, “Well?” I turned around and found him in the door of his office with his thumbs hooked in his pockets and one eyebrow arched.

“Well what?”

The mechanics, Finny and Stick, crowded into the lobby through the back entrance. “What was it this time?” Stick asked Dutch.

Dutch just shrugged and looked at me.

Jasmine and Amber, the high-school interns, had come in behind the mechanics. “What was what this time?” Jasmine asked the room in general.

I looked from face to expectant face. “She called it her little time machine.”

Finny whooped and raised his hand to Stick for a high-five. “I get the pot,” he shouted.

“What pot?” I frowned at Dutch for an explanation, but he just raised one shoulder.

Finny was dancing in place. “I called it. Time travel. You said flying car, but I said, ‘Nah, it’ll be time travel.’”

Jasmine jammed her fists on her hips and pursed her lips. “What are you talking about?”

I raised my voice. “Somebody tell me what’s going on.”

Stick had an oddly high, thin voice for a man six foot six and three-hundred fifty pounds with a biker beard pouring down his chest. “We’ve been getting phone calls all week. Remember that teenage kid who bought himself a junker and his dad said he had to pay all the gas himself?”

I remembered the freckled and pimpled sixteen year old who might have a chance at stepping up the social ladder if he just had some wheels under him. He’d looked at Jasmine like Romeo looked at Juliet, and she’d had eyes only for the car, a seventies station-wagon the kid had bought for five-hundred dollars—the price being so stiff only because it actually ran.

Stick said, “Yeah, well, he drove it two weeks and brought it in a few days ago because he thought the gas gauge was broken. I gave it a look, and the tank was topped-up full. That old clunker should have drunk gasoline like an elephant, but the kid said he’d never put a drop in it since the first time he filled it up.”

I waited for Stick to explain the joke.

Jasmine said, “Cool.”

Finny said, “Oh man, plus the doctor who said he never hit a red light on the way to the ER, but he made up for it when he drove to the marina to take out his boat.”

Dutch leaned his shoulder against the frame of his office door and crossed his ankles. “The city planner who busted up his Jag three times this year driving too drunk to see straight. Now the Jag won’t start when he’s been drinking. Any other time, but not when he’s sauced.”

“He was not a happy man,” Stick said. “He said he’d never bring the car back here.”

Dutch grunted. “I’d have kicked him to the curb years ago, but it wouldn’t have been fair to the car.”

“That is so totally cool,” Jasmine said. “When you do mine, can you make it fly?”

Shy, blond Amber said, “What about making it so you never get lost?”

Jasmine tossed her head like a movie star. “That’s what cell phones are for. I’ll decide what I want it to do when I get it.”

I scowled at Dutch. “Nobody thought they should mention any of this to me?” I had worked on more cars than the ones they had listed. There was no way to tell how many people were driving around in time bombs. Time. I shuddered. Where was Mrs. Parker going to wind up if Olga took a wrong turn through time?

Finny said, “If we’d said anything, it might have jinxed the bet.”

“What bet?”

“You know, the one about what you’d do next. Stick said flying car.”

Stick interrupted. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t really taking it seriously.”

Finny ignored him. “I said time-machine like Doc Brown in those movies, and Dutch said being invisible to radar.”

Dutch looked sheepish. “I wasn’t taking it seriously, either.”

Finny jabbed an index finger at him and waggled it around. “Your loss. I was serious, and I got the pot.”

Jasmine pouted. “How come we didn’t get to bet? I’d have said...” She squinted at the ceiling, thinking.

“There’s a pot?” I asked.

“We put in twenty each.” Finny did a hip-wagging dance. “And I am forty dollars richer, thanks to you, Doc. That’s your name now, dude. You’re Doc Brown.”

I decided it was marginally better than Phantom Swordsman, which had been hung on me after I was caught on video fighting off a swarm of tentacled leviathans with the blade of my sword-cane.

Dutch pulled a roll of bills out of his pocket, peeled off three and handed them to Finny. “Are you going to finish the Pontiac before five?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Finny waved the bills in the air and hip-wagged out the back door, dancing to an inner beat.

Stick winked at me and followed.

Dutch raised his eyebrows at the girls. “Your bus is coming in about five minutes.”

Jasmine huffed. “I can’t wait ‘till I have my own car. Come on, Amber. Bye Hal, bye Mr. Seeger.”

Jasmine bounced out, but Amber lingered behind for a moment. “I think it’s cool, Mr. Crompton.” Then she went to join Jasmine under the bus sign.

Dutch had turned so his back rested against the door frame. “You know they’re going to tell everybody on the Internet about it before they even get on the bus.”

Both girls were poking away at their phones right there on the sidewalk. I scrubbed my hand over my eyes. “I need to do something. Those cars may not be safe.”

Dutch pursed his lips. “Seems to me if it’s for real, it’s not hurting anybody.”

“If?”

“There’s probably nothing to it,” he said. “Coincidence. Imagination.” Dutch preferred to ignore the supernatural activity that had been breaking out in Woodhill lately. When forced to deal with live shadows or leviathans erupting from under the streets, he focused on the immediate demands of the situation and dismissed the rest under the heading of “very high tech stuff.”

His gaze shifted to the picture window overlooking the street in front of the building. “Doesn’t look like a customer. That’s a brand new Lincoln.”

I turned around. As Dutch had said, a brand new Lincoln town car stood in the space recently abandoned by Olga. I assumed it belonged to the middle-aged man in the blue suit just laying his hand on the front door.

I disliked him on sight, and the aversion grew as he pushed open the door and entered the lobby. I couldn’t identify a single feature or quality that offended me, just an overall impression of slime like the muck at the bottom of stagnant pools. He stopped inside the door and looked from Dutch to me. His eye caught my scarred face, the skein of ropy tissue that distorted my right eye, the side of my nose that melted into my cheek and the black threads that ran like tattoos around and through the scars. He turned back to Dutch. “Mr. Crompton?”

Dutch tipped his head toward me.

The doughy man’s harassed mouth pulled down. He fixed blue eyes half subsumed in puffy skin on a point slightly over my left shoulder. "You are Mr. Henry Lance Crompton?"

“That's right.”

The lawyer extended a hand—square with white fingers reminiscent of something that would thrive in a cellar. "My name is Pinch. I’m a lawyer representing Mr. Alistair Blackwood. May we speak in private?"

My breath caught. Ever since Alistair had kidnapped my young friend, thirteen-year-old Claire Greene, I had been trying to find where he had taken her. This was the closest I had come to contact from Alistair in weeks.

I took the lawyer across the street to the cafe. The waitress, a Nordic goddess-in-training with china-blue Bette Davis eyes, greeted us at the door with a lush bounce. “Hi Hal. Want your table?” She tilted her head toward the window table that looked across the street toward Dutch’s front office.

I nodded. “Coffee?”

“Sure. How about your regular sandwich?” 

“Just the coffee.”

I took the window seat and leaned across the table as the lawyer sat across from me. “Where’s Alistair? How did he get hold of you?” 

Mr. Pinch cleared his throat and tapped the edge of a sheaf of papers on the table. "Five days ago, I received a letter from Mr. Blackwood."

“When? Where did it come from?” Alistair had been gone from this world for about a month, and I doubted the US Postal Service delivered to his current location. 

The lawyer said, "The letter arrived at my office five days ago.” He passed me a sheet of something thin as paper, almost transparent, and rough around the edges. At the feel of it, greasy and stiff, I dropped it on the table. Well, so Alistair didn’t have paper wherever he was. He had used some kind of untanned skin.

I recognized his spidery handwriting in a dull black ink:

Mr. Pinch, please be so good as to set in train certain arrangements already made.

Alistair Blackwood 

I looked up at the lawyer. “What arrangements?”

“The details are here.” He passed me a brown envelope.

I withdrew a sheaf of papers. There was something entitled "Quit Claim", but I had no patience for reading the thick legal language in which they were written. I sorted through the documents until I found a letter written on parchment in Alistair's familiar, florid script. Typical of Alistair, he had written with an old-fashioned fountain pen, an affectation which satisfied his romantic nature. 

"Dearest Henry, 

As you will have by now realized, I have been planning for some time to depart your world for one better adapted to my ambitions. While I am confident of the ultimate success of my venture, I fear I will be compelled by time and the movements of the stars to take my leave without first acquiring a certain article which may prove indispensable to my aims.

Fortunately, I have had the puissance to prepare for the appearance of such obstacles. Accordingly, I have assigned to you a few objects which you will require in order to reach me where I have established my base of operations. One I will contrive to put in your hands at need—a certain book which you are to read at once if you have not done so already. My second requirement is more difficult. 

When I inherited my great-grandfather's papers, I found a reference to an object or idol which he brought from the far north where it was a focus of worship for a particular tribe of degenerate men—the habits of whom he described with frustrating reticence. Regarding this item, he also wrote so obliquely that I cannot describe its nature or appearance, although the object held a great fascination for him, and he refers to it in many of his letters and journals. I have reason to believe this object may be key to the achievement of my ambitions. 

I have searched my ancestor’s papers and keepsakes without finding it, and can only conclude that it remains hidden in his house. Given the delicate state of my health, I am unable to search the house with any thoroughness, and as I have said, my departure from your world cannot be postponed. I hope I might achieve my ends without the object. However, I have prepared for the alternative. Anticipating my own need, I have arranged for the house to come into your hands. My lawyer will convey the details. 

What I require of you is that you locate the object and bring it to me. 

As always, your brother in spirit if not in body,

Alistair

Red King’s dreaming you, Hal darling, Little Samoth muttered from under my seat. 

The lawyer tapped his papers again. "If I may explain the conditions of the arrangement..."

"You might as well." 

"Mr. Blackwood, as you may be aware, is the recipient in trust of a generous estate. It’s somewhat diminished since his grandfather's time, but it remains of a size to provide him with a more-than-comfortable living. Some time before his disappearance, he approached me with certain instructions which were to be fulfilled if and when I received a notification from him.

"A week ago, I found that letter...” He tipped his head toward the short note on its stiff velum, “on the floor of my office. Doing as it says, I have presented to you the following documents. One is a copy of a quit claim deed to a property which has been in the Blackwood family since the marriage of Verna Heath to Walter Blackwood—Mr. Alistair Blackwood's father.”

He laid on the table a bulging envelope that clacked as it hit the Formica.

“It burned down,” I said. Blackwood house, where Alistair had grown up, had been destroyed.

"The deed refers to another residence. As of the end of business last night, the house and property are yours absolutely. Mr. Blackwood makes only one stipulation. You are to reside in the house for ninety days, making it your sole and complete residence in every sense, the completion of this requirement to be judged by myself on Mr. Blackwood's behalf. At the end of that time, your mother, Ms. Ella Crompton, is to receive a lump sum of five-hundred thousand dollars to be held in trust, the interest being hers for life.”

I strangled the protest I had been about to make. Had Alistair offered that sum to me, I would have turned it down without a qualm, but my mother was an altogether different thing. 

The lawyer continued. “The trust will begin payments to Ms. Crompton at midnight on the ninetieth day of residency."

Pinch opened his briefcase and inserted his stack of papers. “You will find my information on the documents. I will be at your disposal to show you the house and sign the residency contract." He met my gaze, and a greasy smirk deformed his face. “Mr. Blackwood has also instructed me that should you decline the trust in your mother’s name, that money will instead be assigned to a charitable agency dedicated to providing legal defense for men accused of pedophilia.”

“What?” I tried to jump to my feet and almost tripped on my cane.

Pinch chuckled. “I suppose he thought the alternative would overcome any scruples or misplaced pride you might feel, but the threat’s quite real. It’s either you and your mother or the legal defense fund.”

Then Pinch took up his briefcase and made for the door.
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Back at the garage, I explained the situation to Dutch. He leaned back against his desk, listening with his arms folded. At the conclusion, with the reference to the alternative distribution of the trust, his lips actually pulled back from his teeth in a snarl. “You call this guy a friend?”

I could see Dutch’s point. If it had been anyone but Alistair, I would have been as outraged as Dutch. I tried to explain. “He doesn’t see it in terms of what it would mean if I did turn down the deal. It’s just the stick he’s using to get what he wants from me.”

“So he’s a sociopath.”

Mora had used the same word. I splayed my hands. “He doesn’t mean to hurt anyone. He just lives in his own world.”

“You’ve got a huge blind spot for this guy.”

I pushed my fingers through my hair. Dutch hadn’t grown up with Alistair, a lonely, fanciful boy who had entertained the housekeeper’s son with magnificent and terrifying stories told with the bedclothes over our heads long after we should have been asleep. 

Dutch let me use his office to telephone Mora.

Mora Fee, the little math-nerd band-geek, had tutored me through geometry in my senior year, and I had signally failed to recognize the charm in the skinny, unpretty little prodigy. I’d had some sense knocked into me since then. 

I laid out the situation and the terms, including the bequest to my mother and the malicious twist of the knife at the end. “If I tell her about the money and the requirement that I live in the house, she’ll refuse it.”

The phone was silent for a moment as Mora worked the facts around in her head. Finally, she said, “There is, at present, no necessity of informing Mrs. Crompton of that aspect of the arrangement as it is irrelevant to the primary objective of locating Claire Greene, which is best served by your occupation of the house and acquisition of Alistair’s artifact. My recommendation would be to inspect the house before any other consideration. I will take the next bus arriving at the garage.”

I met Dutch’s look. He raised an eyebrow.

“Stay where you are,” I told Mora. “I’ll come get you.”

Dutch’s eyes glinted when I hung up the phone. “Road test for the Firebird?”

Little Samoth squealed with something like excitement under the desk. White Knight’s white horse, and Hal darling’s hunting snarks.

We retired to the yard where I inspected the radiator, tested the hoses, tightened one connection where Jasmine hadn’t quite secured it. Then Dutch got in and turned the key. The starter ground. I ran a mental checklist. Wiring, plugs, battery. All fine. 

Dutch turned it again, and the Firebird cleared her throat. He teased the gas. She shivered and came on point like a dancer.

I dropped the hood and exchanged places with Dutch. 

Little Samoth giggled under my seat. White Knight’s got his Rosinante, Hal darling. 

Wonderful. The manifestation drew its repertoire from the pool of my youthful reading. Now it had rummaged Don Quixote out of the basement of my memory. Not an auspicious association.

On the other hand, my familiar demon did seem eager for a drive.

“Keep the tow truck warm for me?” I asked Dutch.

“I’ll send Stick if she dies on you.” Then he gave me the high sign, and the Firebird rolled out of the lot past an honor guard consisting of Stick and Finny. The latter pumped his fist and yelled, “Back to the Future.”

I didn’t have to guess where Mora would be. I went straight to the basement of the university library, and all the way to the study carrel in the farthest, darkest corner. I leaned my arm on the top of the cubicle and rested my chin on my wrist to look over the top. A decaying book that could only be accurately described as a tome half-obscured the glowing screen of the laptop computer that cast her in an otherworldly blue light as if she were more ghost than girl.

I must have made a sound because she startled and looked up, brushing at a streak of black hair that had fallen loose from the messy knot at the back of her head. She blinked at me. "Did I lose track of time?" She examined both wrists in search of a watch.

“Probably,” I said. For a mind so precise and mathematically inclined, she could be remarkably chimerical. “I told the lawyer to meet me there about an hour from now.”

Her book fell shut with a whump and a horror-movie eruption of dust. “I will be prepared to go with you momentarily.”

I caught the back of her neck and bent in to kiss her. She tasted like night and ice and ageless, dusty books. I breathed her in. A door thumped somewhere on the floor above, and feet came down the stairs accompanied by the sound of girls chattering. 

I let Mora go, and the chatterers settled down at a table nearer the light.

She shook herself, blinked and bent over her laptop “I have a set of new gravitational subroutines that I think will stabilize the irregularities in the attenuated inter-dimensional interactions which have eluded me in earlier projections. They should render the prediction of nano...”

I let the minutiae of inter-dimensional mathematics slide past and watched her fumble with all her little bits of tech.

She balanced her books and bags, and I appropriated her laptop computer out of habit. When we’d first met outside another library, I had made a point of taking her laptop hostage while we walked for fear she would otherwise flit off in a fit of animal shyness. The habit had stuck, even now when she willingly stayed by my side like an almost-tame thing. I took one of her canvas totes as well because she was in danger of tipping over from the weight. 

She accompanied me up the stairs, saying, “I have already contacted Mrs. Crompton and communicated the outlines of the situation. She is prepared to accompany us, and Nathan has returned from school.”

“Why are we taking Nathan and my mother?” 

Mora blinked as if I had missed something obvious. “Both Nathan and your mother are interested parties to the arrangement in their disparate circumstances.”

That was a point. Anything that might lead to Claire affected Nathan intimately, although I might have postponed involving either Nate or my mother until after I had seen what I had to deal with in the house.

We stopped on the way to collect my additional passengers. My mother waited by the curb, a lovely woman, just past forty, with hair the color of dark chocolate. Nathan Greene leaned against her hip. His sister Claire had got him out of their burning house before going back to help her parents. They had already been dead, and Claire was taken by the monster that killed them.

Before his parents’ murders, Nathan had been a bright, friendly child. He had all but forced his friendship on me when I returned to my mother’s house, injured and broken. Now he rarely smiled and frequently clung to adults as if he were trying to fill the ragged wound left by the loss of his entire family in the space of an hour.

I almost groaned aloud when we pulled up to the curb behind Pinch’s black Lincoln and I got my first look at the house. It had grown in fits and starts over the decades with porches being enclosed and new porches built and rooms being thrust out from odd corners for no evident reason and second stories being built over those and the siding applied in different eras and materials and the paint peeling in layers of color—none of which had ever suited either the house or its setting. 

Little Samoth tittered from the glove box. Crooked man has a crooked house.

Overgrown laurels had half assimilated a chain-link fence and overthrown sections of picket. Dead rose canes rose out of grassy hummocks where turf had grown into spongy mounds. Elsewhere, grass lay long and shaggy and nearly black with rot. Shutters hung askew. One window in the front had cracked. I considered driving away without a second look, but Nathan’s pinched little face lifted as he escaped his seatbelt and pushed at the back of my seat. "Cool," he observed with as much enthusiasm as I had seen in him since his parents’ murder and his sister's disappearance. “Looks like a haunted house. Prob'ly has ghosts.”

I got out and pushed the seat forward for him. “You don't mind ghosts?” I'd have thought he'd had enough experience with supernatural horrors to last a lifetime.

“Haunted house is better than Grandma's apartment.”

I had met his grandmother, and I believed him.

While I got my mother's door and helped her out of the passenger seat, Nathan seized the initiative and held out his hand to assist Mora, fluttering his lashes shyly. My mother squinted at the house. "It's got good bones."

I looked with disfavor at the moldering pile that hunkered and dribbled in all directions. Nathan let himself through the gate, carefully holding it for Mora before loping around the side of the house toward the back yard. "Be careful," I called after him with no real hope of being heard. 

My mother marched into the garden, fishing in her canvas tote as she went and coming up with gloves and pruning tools. Her eye fixed sharply on a sprawling grotesque of a rose bush which had climbed into a nearby laurel and seemed to be strangling it in green tentacles.

Mr. Pinch emerged from the spotlessly-clean, charcoal black Lincoln. “I see your family approves,” he said with an oily insinuation that raised my hackles.

Matted turf overgrew the cracked sidewalk. Dock and chickweed choked the front gardens, leaving room only for clumps of something about knee high with deeply serrated red leaves and dark umber fruits about the size of my thumb. Mora's shoe had crushed one of the fruits. The pulp smelled musky and sweet with an overtone of long decayed things under rotted stumps. 

Nathan bolted back from the far side of the house. He caught sight of Pinch and stopped his headlong pelt so short his feet skidded on the slippery grass.

“Who's he?”

“Mr. Pinch is showing us the house.”

Nate came to my side at a more subdued pace. "I thought it was your house," he said to me with his narrowed eyes fixed on the lawyer. 

Pinch said, "This is what is called a legal formality." 

Nathan said, "Are you gonna hang around when Hal lives here?" 

Pinch jiggled and twisted at the big old lock. "I will be obliged to make occasional calls on Mr. Crompton if that’s what you mean."

"How much is occasional?" Nathan demanded.

I offered to try the lock. I had a set of keys in my pocket from the envelope the lawyer had given me, but Pinch had apparently kept one for himself. He scowled at it for a moment, then passed it into my hand. 

The mechanism resisted at first, but it took only a little jiggle to rotate the tumblers. I slipped the key into my own pocket.

The door opened onto the front hallway. Nathan ducked between me and Pinch, his little shoes pattering on bare oak floors so raw and scuffed and grained with dirt, their original color couldn't be made out. Age and careless usage had cracked and scarred the crown moldings. The plaster walls needed patching where the lathe showed through. The parlor and the sitting room flanked the entry hall in a distinctly inconvenient arrangement from an earlier era. 

The lawyer said, "The property was a part of Mr. Blackwood's trust. It belonged originally to his maternal great-grandfather, Magus Heath. The furnishings come with the house."

The furnishings in question ranged from cheap, mouse-infested odds and ends from the sixties and seventies to creaking relics from the early twenties.

The kitchen had been updated in the fifties. Flowered wallpaper peeled and rolled down one wall. Chips and stains marred the enamel on the appliances. At the far end of the long kitchen/breakfast nook, a narrow stairway beckoned ominously, inviting unwary explorers to venture into its dark throat. 

I inhaled to steel myself and unfocused my eyes, consciously switching from my normal vision to the occult perception I preferred to suppress. I expected the world around me to shuffle out into reeling unlight corners turning off from the real world into elsewhere.

Braced for a shock, I couldn’t immediately grasp the complete absence of the headache that would normally have gone through my right eye like a bayonet and out the back of my skull. Nor did I see the tangents where the overlapping universes intersect in higher-dimensional space. 

I blinked and tried to refocus, but the headache refused to start. The tangents refused to unfold.

Before I could make sense of what I wasn’t seeing, Nathan popped through a door leading off the kitchen to one of those ill-considered additions. “Look Hal, it’s got a bathroom all by itself. Aunt Ella can live there.” 

Not while I had breath. I might find myself living in the house, but nobody I loved was going to sleep under its roof. “Any ghosts yet?”

“Nuh-uh.” He ran toward the stairs at the far end of the kitchen.

My mother followed Mora in from the back yard, calling, "Nathan, you be careful on those stairs." Then she looked around the kitchen with pursed lips and a measuring eye. She bounced a little on her toes and said, "The floors are nice and level.” She whisked across the room without a glance at the speckled linoleum disaster underfoot and ran her hands over the lip of the white soapstone sink. "You'll keep this, of course, and renovate around it." She plucked a little notepad from her bag and scribbled a note with the stub of pencil.

The caretaker might as well have been a vandal. He’d left most of the rooms untouched as he had the yard and gardens, but piles of clothes and stinking garbage heaped the master bedroom and bath which reeked of rat and a stronger odor of fish. At least my disgusting familiar would make short work of the vermin. I dreamed fondly of rat poison, but the stuff probably wouldn't bother Little Samoth.

Downstairs, a monstrous fireplace of glassy, blackened bricks dominated the living-room. Someone had left an electric heater with a frayed cord inside the yawning arch of its mouth, and when I approached it, a draft raised gooseflesh on my arms as the open chimney sucked warm air out of the room. 

Everything about the house repelled me. The ominous fireplace, the mismatched additions, the way it seduced and appealed to my family, even the absence of the ubiquitous tangents I would normally prefer not to see, but there had never really been a choice. For Claire’s sake, I had to submit to Alistair’s manipulations. Never mind the bequest to my mother. I consoled myself with the reminder that once I found Alistair’s missing whatever-it-was, I would be able to find Claire and sell the house. Or possibly burn it down. I forced myself to say, "I’ll do it, but I may have to spend a few nights somewhere else while I overhaul the electric."

Papers signed and Pinch gone, I joined my support crew in the kitchen. 

"The structure appears sound," Mora said.

My mother nodded. "The roof's good, no sign of leaks, and the basement's dry. It was built when houses were meant to last."

Nathan hopped up and down on his toes. "I found a cupboard under the stairs like Harry Potter, and there’s kids’ books on a shelf, and they’re really good ones like Anne of Green Gables. Guess what, that’s what we used to call our house, only we spelled it different ‘cause of our name. You should get this house a name.”

House by the wrong name won’t smell nice, Hal darling. Not nice at all.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

Nate had already flitted across the issue. “And you can look out the window at the very top, and there’s a creek, only you gotta go through the stickers, and you gotta look what I found."

We followed Nate to the stairs running up from the breakfast nook. The staircase climbed up one floor, then paused at a landing and took a turn to the left where it obviously let into one of the second-floor bedrooms. Nathan ran up six steps and paused. He furrowed his brows at the blank wall on his right. “It was different before.”

“What was different?” I asked. 

“It went that way.” He pressed the tip of one finger to the outer wall of the house. “With some stairs up, like four stairs, then a hallway that goes so far you can’t see the end, and it had antlers on the walls, like deer and stuff. Now it’s just regular.” 

The hairs rose on my arms and down the back of my neck. Nathan was perfectly capable of pretending secret passages, but this was Alistair’s house—or his great grandfather’s, which was just as bad—and I had more than enough experience with magic doors and passages to satisfy me for a lifetime. I yanked Nathan backward and caught him in one arm, lifting him down the last few steps without setting foot in the stairwell myself. 

“Hey,” Nate protested.

Little Samoth squealed with laughter. Crooked man could walk a crooked mile, Hal darling.

“First thing I do is cover up that doorway.”

“But it’s cool.” Nate squirmed until I let him down. “If it comes back, we should explore it.”

My mother said in the-voice-that-can-not-be-disobeyed, “Nathaniel George Greene, you will do no such thing.”

“That would be unwise in the extreme,” Mora added. 

“But why? Hal got to explore cool magic stuff.”

“It wasn’t cool, Nate. It was dangerous and unpleasant, and I wouldn’t have gone if it wasn’t for Claire.”

“But this is Alistair’s house, right? And he has Claire, so if we explore it, we might find her.” His voice wobbled on the last line.

I hugged him to my side. “We’re going to find Claire, Nate, but we have to be smart and make sure we look in the right place, not just take the first door we see. We could get lost or trapped and never find her. And don’t you try to do it on your own.”

He burrowed his forehead into my waist. “But she’s been gone a long time, and bad stuff could be happening to her. Really bad stuff.”

I probably knew more about bad stuff than Nathan did. “We can scare ourselves thinking about all the bad stuff that could happen to her, but that will just make us afraid and angry, and we won’t be able to think clearly. Claire is very smart and very brave. We have to hope she can take care of herself until we get there.”
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Pinch had given me two weeks in which to make some part of the house livable before I had to move in. The first thing I did was nail a sheet of one-inch plywood over the mouth of the back stairway, the one Nathan said had taken a turn into a space outside the walls of the house. The house had belonged to Alistair’s family, and I had no difficulty believing it might occasionally manifest rooms and passages that had no right to exist in a sane universe. 

On the second floor, a small built-in bookcase faced the top of the stairs. Nate had said it was full of books, but I was sure it had been empty the first time I saw it. Now it did, as Nathan had said, contain a selection of children’s books, including a green-backed copy of the Brothers Grimm that I would have sworn was the exact book I had owned as a boy. Above that on the next shelf, blood-pink eyes gleamed in a gap between Anne of Green Gables and The Wind in the Willows, which, of course, featured Toad Hall.

“I said I’d come up with a name.”

Little Samoth cackled. Ineffable, effable thought of the thought of the thought of the...

“The thought of its name,” I snapped. Sure enough, there was Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats on the top shelf. “Fine. I’ll come up with something.” It would serve the house right if I called it Mungojerry.

I tracked the other end of the suspect stairway to a door at the back of an office or study with double-wide French doors opening on the hall. It contained a few built-in shelves and cabinets, four dusty desks piled two by two against the north wall, and a clutter of mismatched chairs heaped anyhow against the south side. Between those two mountains, stacks of small trunks lined a route straight as an invitation toward a narrow, paneled door at the back of the room. The door opened on a short landing.

I stepped out into the stairwell. On my right, I looked down at the back of the plywood sheet I had nailed up in the breakfast nook. Halfway between here and there, a second landing broke the run where Nathan claimed to have seen stairs branching off into thin air. Little Samoth giggled somewhere in the room behind me. Two ways meet in the yellow wood, Hal darling.

Backing out of the stairway, I nailed the door shut and shoved the two biggest desks in front of it. 

I went through the rest of the second floor, working my way down the hall from my bedroom at the end toward the stairs. In each room, I opened every cupboard, cabinet and closet, looking for signs of unwelcome inhabitants or passages, or anything that might be Alistair’s artifact. Not that I expected to find it lying around in a drawer. Alistair would have been more thorough than that. As I cleared each room, I locked it with a skeleton key from the ring provided by Pinch. 

I had frequently passed an oval mirror with a wide gilt frame of grape leaves and cherubs hanging on the wall between two doors. I didn’t care for it. The cherubs had what I considered to be inappropriately lascivious expressions, and its reflection never looked quite right, as if it were tilted at an angle so that it didn’t show the wall directly across from it. I hadn’t taken the time to study it before. Now I paused and took hold of the frame to straighten it. When I felt the weight of the frame, I realized it hadn’t been tilted. The reflection really wasn’t showing the hallway where I stood. I looked over my shoulder. An entirely different wallpaper, different moldings, different door across the hall. I turned back to the mirror, and it didn’t show my reflection at all. 

Shuddering, I lifted the thing from the wall, dragged it into the trunk room and put it face down in the first trunk with an unlocked lid, atop a stack of old journals or log books. I shut the trunk and put a second one on top of it.

Little Samoth giggled. Everything opposite on the other side, Hal darling. It shuffled a little flapping troll dance from deep in a dark corner. I locked it in the room, for all the good that could possibly do.

Nathan had laid claim to the two bedrooms beyond the second floor landing for himself and Claire. I’d been uneasy about the appropriation, but my mother had said it would give Nathan a sense of security. I didn’t see how anything in this house could give anyone a sense of security. Nevertheless, after inspecting both rooms, I left them open. They each had a bed and some odds and ends of furniture. I would replace both mattresses. Not that I intended to let Nathan ever spend the night in this house, but...well, I would do it anyway.

Little Samoth hopped a little dance in a corner somewhere. They all lived together in the crooked house, Hal darling.

I went to the head of the stairs, meaning to go up to the third floor, but as my eye swept past the hallway I had just secured, I saw a door standing open a few inches. I couldn’t see how I had missed it. I returned to the door, but when I reached it, I found I couldn’t remember having seen it on my first trip down the corridor. 

Where every other door in the hall was the same plain panel style, this one was carved with stylized designs suggestive of the art deco period, definitely out-of-time with the rest of the house. At first, I thought the low-relief carvings represented a tree-of-life with the usual birds, fruit and flowers. On a closer look, I saw the vines were withered and the blooms had disturbing shapes. From the mouths of the flowers crawled or hung emaciated human figures clawing for escape, or screaming in despair, the whole thing being reminiscent of Hieronymous Bosch. 

I looked back toward the stairway and counted the doors along this hall. Had there been four, or five? I should have been able to remember. 

Little Samoth hissed from somewhere behind me. Hal darling’s forgot his numbers, or they’ve forgotten him.

Unlike the plain brass knobs on the other doors, the maker had embossed this one with a tree-of-death design to match the carving on the panels. I took hold of it with my right hand, expecting to feel something—burning cold or searing heat maybe—even through the deadening scars, but I felt only metal, neither warm nor cool. 

The hinges stuck and squeaked as I nudged the door wider. A little girl’s twin bed with brass posts and a red-flowered counterpane stood against one wall. A china doll with a broken nose and spiderweb cracks covering the right half of its face sat on the pillow. Two unnaturally long and sharp-looking front teeth peeked from her partly-open mouth. 

A toy chest with a cushioned lid made a seat under a window. On a cream-colored rug with a wreath of red roses woven into the border stood a white rocking-horse the size of a Shetland pony covered in white horsehide with red ribbons woven through its real mane and tail. It carried a real miniature saddle and bridle, but where such a pretty animal should have worn a sweet expression, this had red glass eyes and an open mouth distorted in a scream. A red wooden tongue curled around the metal bit in its mouth, and like the doll on the bed, its yellow teeth seemed too big, as if the toymaker had taken them from the mouth of a real horse. 

I pushed the door further, revealing more of the room. From what I could remember of this side of the house, the window should have overlooked a tiny balcony and a slope of mossy roof. The featureless dark on the panes suggested that the room either existed someplace outside my world or that it didn’t properly exist at all. It said volumes about my life lately that I could contemplate the idea without wondering if I had lost my mind. 
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