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CHAPTER 1 
INTO THE UNKNOWN
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	The first thing that Richard noticed when his mom’s car drove away down the gravel path of the long, hillside driveway was the serenity. In New York, everything was loud and busy. You couldn’t go anywhere without knocking shoulders with someone in a hurry or hearing the honking of an angry horn. Salem, Massachusetts, had clean air and chirping birds. He hoisted his backpack up onto his shoulders and started up. From here, Richard could not see the house, and his heart began to beat faster with his growing nervousness.

	It had been two years since the divorce. That was the last time Richard had seen his father. They talked on the phone, and he had seen pictures of his new stepmom, but this would be his first time meeting her. Would she be nice? Would she like him? What if it was awkward? And what if he hated the house or his new school? What if he could not make any new friends?

	The questions spun so fiercely in his head that he was at the top of the hill before he knew it, and his new home loomed before him. Richard held his breath, then let it out in a single, hushed, “whoa.”

	The house was huge, bigger than anything he had ever dreamed of living in. At that moment, the wonder overtook his fear, and Richard grinned. Maybe everything was going to be okay.

	As if on cue, the front door swung open, and a woman stepped through. It was his stepmom. His dad was following closely behind, but Richard’s attention was focused on his stepmom, who bridged the gap between them and pulled him into a hug as if they had known each other for far longer than two seconds.

	He felt guilty that he did not exactly return it, but she did not give him much of a choice before holding him out at arm’s length and beaming at him.

	“Welcome to your new home, Richard,” she said. “I’m…well, you know who I am. Your bedroom is upstairs, two doors down to the right. You can call me whatever makes you comfortable. Just Debbie is fine for however you like. Now go, go! I’ll be right behind you!”

	At first, Richard thought it was weird that his stepmom seemed more eager for him to see his new bedroom than he was, but once he made his way upstairs and opened the door, she had pointed out to him, it became clear why this was. The whole room had been done up. Dinosaurs were painted on the walls under glow-in-the-dark sticky stars, and each piece of furniture seemed to all tie into the prehistoric theme. One glance at the woman standing in the doorway told him all he needed to know: she had done the whole thing.

	“Do you like it?” Her hands were clasped eagerly under her chin as she asked him this, eyes wide and hopeful.

	Truthfully, he stopped caring about dinosaurs sometime around age seven, and now he was more interested in science than anything else. Richard guessed that his dad had been too caught up in the divorce to notice the loss of interest, though, and thinking about it, he couldn’t say that he’d really talked to him much about what his hobbies were these days.

	It was obvious she’d gone all out with the information she had, and besides, the room was way bigger than any one he’d ever had before. Richard smiled at her, hoping that it being genuine would make up for the lack of over-the-top enthusiasm that she had probably wanted.

	“It’s really cool!” He put his backpack down by the bed, taking a seat.
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