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A Word from the Malefactor

Light a candle and step close to the looking glass. Time is short, and we cannot delay.

In another time, in another world, you would not have been worth the slightest flicker of my gaze. However, even I cannot break the terms of our contract. So if you find yourself still foolish enough to follow, there are three things – three things – you must know. Three lessons that must be heard, obeyed, remembered. These may one day prove crucial to your survival, human. Whether you choose to pay attention is entirely up to you. I’ve never had time to suffer fools.

The first is that you can never trust a Redding. The family will whistle lies between their teeth and beg for mercy until their wagging tongues tire. Do not give in. Cover your ears, your eyes, and block out their cowardly stench. These are the humans that broke a contract written in blood the moment they feared for their fortune. Their tradition is one of foolishness. They are no family of yours.

Listen. Mind me well, for the light grows dim and our hour approaches. The Reddings will tell you they were wronged, misunderstood. They will tell you I am a liar, a cheat and a scoundrel. But do not forget that even as I slept, they feared me. As should you.

For the second thing you must understand is that my tradition is one of revenge.

And the third: anything I give you, I can – and will – delight in taking back.

Which, in the case of the Reddings, is everything.
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Founder’s Day

See, here’s the thing.

In the big scheme of life and planet Earth, the town of Redhood is a tiny speck. An itty-bitty speck of a speck. Don’t even bother pulling out a map, because the town isn’t on most of them. It never held a witch trial, wasn’t responsible for starting any kind of revolution, and the Pilgrims landed on a rock about two hundred miles away. To most people, the only interesting thing about Redhood is the family that founded it.

Well, you might be interested to know that there is nothing interesting about us Reddings. I mean, okay, my great-great-great-great-great-whatever came this close to signing the Declaration of Independence but got held up by a sore throat that killed him two days later. A sore throat. Which, sorry, is just about the lamest way a guy could go. I don’t think he should get points for almost signing. That’s like me telling my parents I almost got a perfect score on my maths test – a D is only four grades away from an A, right?

Anyway, the point is, my family has been around for ever and doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. The walls of the Cottage are stuffed with portraits of frowning ancestors in black coats and bonnets. Every day is like a bad Thanksgiving play over there.

Just below those are pictures of a few dozen fourstar generals, important congressmen and some CEOs. Grandmother likes to say that if any one of us decided to run for president (aka her), the country would be so in love (with her), they’d get rid of ‘this pesky democracy’ and name President Redding (her) a monarch (queen).

The faces of my family changed with each generation, but you couldn’t say the same about Redhood. It never changes, not really. Probably because it takes years of town meetings and vote after vote to get anything done. I mean, it became front-page news when my grandmother, the mayor, finally allowed them to bring high-speed Internet to the town. Before that day, I don’t think Grandmother had ever touched a computer in her life.

Redhood was like a page that had fallen from an old history book and was stuck, forgotten, under a desk. It was still around collecting dust, but if you weren’t looking for it, you’d never find it. Families came and went, but they always seemed to return eventually. And the worst was that everyone was constantly all up in each other’s business – especially my family’s. The place felt smaller every year.

Which was why it was so weird that no one else noticed when a stranger came to town.

 

On Founder’s Day, the only place to be was on Main Street, under the ropes of warm, twinkling lights draped between Peregrine S. Redding Academy and the courthouse.

The steps of the two redbrick buildings were littered with straw-stuffed cushions and folding chairs, every last available spot claimed by the town’s residents for the evening’s Candlelight Parade. The tourists who wandered into Redhood to see its famous festival were too entranced by everything to know they needed to reserve their own seats long before sundown.

Most of the time, I would do just about anything to get out of this place. Founder’s Day is the exception. It’s when the town wakes up from summer’s sweaty sleep and exhales some strange magic stirring inside it. You feel it shift, transforming a place as stiff as a book’s spine into a maze of haystacks, wreaths and garlands. The air crisps and sweetens, and breathing it in is like taking the first bite of a freshly picked apple.

In the dark midnight hours of October, the trees of Main Street set themselves ablaze with colour. They lean over the streets and create a canopy of dazzling gold when the sunlight hits them just right. I still haven’t found the right blend of paint to capture it, and maybe I never will. Most of the fallen leaves are then rescued and stuffed into scarecrows that guests can take home with them from the celebration.

The best part of it, though, is the morning mist that creeps along the streets, glowing just enough to mask everything secretly ugly and rotten about this place.

A chilly breeze suddenly slipped up beneath my school uniform blazer, ruffling the edges of my notebook. I slammed my fist down to keep it from flying away with the fluttering leaves.

I should have sharpened my pencil before I left school. When I tried to sketch the nearby kids tossing rings over pumpkin stems, everyone came out looking like one of those troll dolls. Their parents watched from a short distance away, gathered in front of the white-and-orange-striped tent that the local café, Pilgrim’s Plate, had set up to sell pie, cobbler and apple-cider doughnuts.

I think that’s why I noticed him then. He wasn’t standing in one of the parental unit clusters, sipping hot cider. Instead, the stranger stood on the opposite side of the street, by the cart selling sugar-sweet-smelling roasted chestnuts. He was broomstick thin, and if I had to draw his face, I would have started first with his long nose. He sneered as someone tried to pass him a piece of paper to use for the growing bonfire at the centre of the square.

He was dressed like a Pilgrim, but sad as it was, that wasn’t actually weird. A lot of people in Redhood got dressed up for Founder’s Day, especially the old people. Old people love those big black buckle hats and billowy white shirts, I guess.

I glanced at the wide-brim straw hat he wore, then down at his shoes. Unpolished and missing buckles. He was lucky Grandmother wasn’t around. She would have tossed him into the bonfire, instead of a slip of paper that listed her regrets she was hoping to burn away.

The bonfire was the whole point of the Founder’s Day festival – the time we could let the fire eat up every bad feeling, thought or secret we had and be free from it. That’s what Grandmother says. I think most people just came to make their s’mores.

The guy, whoever he was, waited until the man running the cart turned to help another customer before snatching some chestnuts for himself. He must have felt me staring, because he turned with a crooked grin and a wink.

Okay, then, I thought, and turned back to my drawing – only to immediately jump up to my feet. ‘Aw, crap!’

A glob of maple syrup had dripped from my Silence Cake on to the notebook page, and slowly made its way down on to my pants, where it pooled in the worst place imaginable. Awesome.

With a small sigh, I popped the rest of the treat into my mouth and tore out the ruined sheet of paper. A whole hour’s work, reduced to use as a napkin to wipe away sticky pumpkin leaf crumbs.

That’s right. Some towns get caramel apples. Others get a special chocolate treat as their claim to fame. We got fried pumpkin leaves.

Some backstory: way back, and I mean way back, before Redhood was even named Redhood, the small group of settlers that arrived with their terrible hats and frowns experienced an endless string of crop failures. During one particularly bad season, the wife of our town’s founder, Honor Redding, was left with nothing but the leaves of their sad, dying pumpkin field. Her name was Silence, which probably tells you everything you need to know about what was expected of her in life. Anyway, legend has it that she saved our fledgling town from starvation by sharing their pumpkin leaves and finding different ways to prepare them to survive the winter.

Since no one wants to eat a plain pumpkin leaf if they aren’t starving, we now fry them and dunk them in honey, maple syrup or chocolate and slide a stick through a line of them to munch on. And we call them Silence Cakes in her honour because her husband, actually named Honor, gets credit for just about everything else.

The bong, bong, bong of the bell in the clock tower tolled. I looked up, frantic, checking the time – how was it already five o’clock?

Climbing on to the bench, I searched the heads and hats of the milling crowds, the volunteers who were beginning to light the thousands of candles that would eventually be added to floats or carried by the school choir as they sang during the parade. Prue had been pulled away by her group of friends, each dressed in the Academy’s navy blazer and plaid skirt, and my heart started hammering in my chest, just a little, when I realised I’d been so focused on my own stupid sketch I’d lost track of her completely.

But – there they were, by the haystack maze. I leaped down, charging through the line of tourists waiting for their chance to paint pumpkins.

There was a quartet of string musicians playing some dead composer’s song in the white gazebo, under a banner that read CELEBRATING 325 YEARS OF REDHOOD HISTORY. Just as they finished and people began to applaud, the black iron street lamps flickered on. I tripped over one of the jacko’-lanterns lining the sidewalk.

Crap. We’d have to run.

I shoved my way through the crowd around the gazebo, fighting through the sea of elbows and baby strollers.

‘Watch it—’

‘Hey!’

I ignored them. That is, until a hand gripped the back of my neck and yanked me so hard I dropped my backpack. One whiff was all I needed to know who the hand belonged to. Mr Wickworth smelled like lemons and dry-erase markers. My stomach turned into a knot of wriggling worms.

‘Mr Redding. Would you care to explain this excessively rude behaviour?’

Did you know that human beings can, in fact, cluck? I didn’t, not until Mr Henry Wickworth found me dozing off in class on the first day of seventh-grade English at the Academy. His face turned a shade of purple not normally found in nature, and me and the rest of the class had to sit through a ten-minute rant about respectful behaviour and rudeness, and how he’d be expecting an essay outlining the difference by the end of detention that same afternoon.

Yeah, detention on the first day of school. Detention every day for the entire first week of school, actually. So far, I’d written papers on disrespect, inconsiderateness and honour. I thought he was actually going to take his ruler and break it over my head when he asked for one defining wiseacre, and I only wrote one sentence: I prefer smart aleck, sir.

The truth was, Mr Wickworth spent more time watching those survival reality-TV shows on his school computer than he did teaching us. The walls of his classroom were decorated with quotes from famous authors I’m pretty sure he made up (‘School is important. Pay attention in class.’ – Ernest Hemingway). Trust me, if I had the choice between listening to an hour of TV static or sitting through one of his lessons, the static would be about a hundred thousand times more interesting.

‘Well?’ he said, fingers pinching my shoulders. ‘What do you have to say for yourself, Prosperity?’

Sometimes I wished I could be reprogrammed to think before I opened my mouth. ‘Since when do I have to say anything to you outside of class?’

You know when you try to cook an egg in the microwave, how the yolk starts to wiggle, then puff, then explodes all over the walls? I was pretty sure Mom would have had to take my uniform to the dry cleaners to get Mr Wickworth’s brains out of the fabric if Prue hadn’t suddenly appeared.

‘There you are, Prosper!’ she said, brightly. Her friends trailed behind her, glaring at me over her shoulder. ‘Oh, hi, Mr Wickworth! Are you enjoying the festival? Grandmother asked me to pass along a hello and to thank you for all your hard work.’

Mr Wickworth’s hand lifted off me. I turned just in time to see the amazing change come over his face. His lips parted, and the face that had been as red as Prue’s firebright hair took on a delighted, rosy kind of pink. ‘Oh. Miss Redding. Forgive me, I didn’t see you there.’

He, along with everyone else standing nearby, created a path for her. When she reached me, she put a hand on top of my head and gave it a little pat – a stupid habit she’d developed since she shot up three inches taller than me over the summer. Clearly we weren’t identical. With my black hair and dark eyes, and her red hair and blue eyes, we didn’t even look like we shared the same parents.

But I remembered how it used to be. I remembered all the hospital rooms. I remembered having to go to school without her, and then coming home and showing her all the pictures I’d drawn of it since we weren’t allowed to turn on our phones to take photos. I remembered the way my blood turned cold each time she looked pale, or her breathing became laboured.

I remembered, when we were really little, getting out of bed in the middle of the night to check on her. To make sure her heart was still beating.
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A Spell of Bad Luck

Grandmother called Prue’s heart condition the only bad luck the family had had in centuries. That’s true. But even on the worst of days, I could make her laugh with a dumb story, watch a movie with her, help her get around the house or make her lunch when our parents were travelling. I knew all the emergency numbers for her doctors, and still do.

But Prue was a Redding, and she survived, even when doctors said she probably wouldn’t. Our parents founded Heart2Heart, an international charity dedicated to raising funds for underprivileged children with heart defects, and Prue became the face of it. The whole country was pulling for her with each surgery, and the most recent one, two years ago now, made her healthy and strong enough to do the things she’d never been allowed to before.

Prue enrolled in the Academy with me. She made friends who weren’t related to us, and those friends happened to be the kids I never told her about, the ones who would fill my backpack with dirt or steal my homework.

And then, like all of the pent-up Redding good luck previously denied to her hit at once, she became president of our class, and set three consecutive track, horseback-riding and archery records, and won a statewide essay contest about the need for better access to clean water in underserved parts of India. The one time she had brought home a report card that had a single A-on it, the teacher actually apologised to her for failing to teach up to her standards.

Prue is amazing, anyone will tell you that. It was just … now she knew the truth about me. I couldn’t hide what other people really thought of me when she could see it for herself.

We came from a family of winners, record-setters and firsts, and there wasn’t a day that went by that our grandmother let me forget that I wasn’t one of them.

Well, I, Prosperity Oceanus Redding, was proud to report that I was the first to set the record for the most times of dozing off during class in a single year, winning me some disbelief from parents and teachers, and twenty-four straight trips to the headmaster’s during sixth grade. The only reason they hadn’t kicked me out of the Academy was because my great-great-great-great-grandfather had literally built it with his bare hands.

You think it stinks to be named Prosperity? Try being named Prosperity when you get straight Ds in school, and everyone in your family starts hinting you should consider trash collecting instead of college. I don’t know what’s wrong with that. Trash collectors are nice people, and they get to ride on the back of trucks all day and do the important work of keeping the streets clean. That sounded pretty good to me.

But from the moment I’d first fallen asleep in his class, Mr Wickworth had decided that I was garbage that needed to be disposed of, and Prue only proved his point when she swept in and acted like she had to clean up my messes, no matter how small.

‘You know how Prosper is,’ Prue said sweetly. ‘He’s, ah, well … he’s Prosper. But clearly he needs glasses.’

The girls behind her snickered.

‘Glasses don’t fix stupid,’ one of them said.

‘And they won’t fix his face either,’ said another.

I flinched as Prue coughed to disguise her laugh. A few of the adults nearby chuckled, craning their necks to get a better look at us. This was what it was like to be a Redding: when we were in Redhood, we were no better than zoo animals. I was surprised no one interrupted to ask for a selfie.

‘Please excuse us,’ Prue continued. ‘We’re due back at the Cottage for a family dinner. Will we see you tonight at the Candlelight Parade, Mr Wickworth?’

The man couldn’t help himself. He actually bobbed his head, like he was giving her a little bow. ‘I will see you there, Miss Redding.’

‘I’ll see you too,’ I said between my gritted teeth. ‘After I get myself a pair of glasses.’

‘You do that, young man,’ Mr Wickworth said. ‘Perhaps then you’ll also be able to spot your manners.’

I had something to say to that, but Prue tugged me away, leading us off Main Street. Behind us, the bonfire roared to its full size, sending sparks up into the shadows of the evening sky. People applauded and cheered, lining up to begin to toss in their regrets. I looked back, just once, to see the way the light made the nearby statue of Honor Redding glow so I could commit it to memory and sketch it later.

Once we were out of sight of the square, Prue finally let go of my arm.

‘Why do you always have to stick your nose in everything?’ I asked. ‘They already think I’m an idiot without your “help”.’

Prue rolled her eyes. ‘If I don’t play hero, who’s going to rescue you? Besides, we’re already late. You-know-who’s going to kill us as it is.’

Prue slowed down to let me catch up to her, digging in her bag until she pulled out a blue notebook. ‘Here – I accidentally picked this up instead of mine.’

Heat rushed to my face, even as my shoulder slumped in relief. I snatched it out of her hands and stuffed it into my bag, like that would be enough to bury it for ever. Of course she found it. How could I have been so stupid? She probably had gone through all the old sketches with her friends, making fun of every single one. She should have just thrown it away when she realised it didn’t have her class notes in them. My breath locked in my throat.

‘Some of those are pretty good,’ Prue said, keeping her voice casual. ‘I mean, you’re no da Vinci, but they’re not half bad. I didn’t realise you still kept a sketchbook and drew those … characters.’

From the stories I used to invent to make her laugh, back when she was stuck in her hospital bed. Why did I still draw them? I don’t even know. Maybe in the hope she might want to hear the stories again. The way she looked at me, then, lips pressed together to keep from laughing, told me that was going to be the day after never.

I gripped the strap of my backpack. You don’t know anything about me, I wanted to say. This is the first time we’ve talked in a week.

‘Are you ever going to show them to someone? What about Mrs Peters?’

Here were a few things I would have done to avoid showing my drawings to the crusty art teacher at the Academy:

1. Cut off my toes.

2. Eat my own liver.

3. Walked the length of the United States to swim through shark-infested waters to Hawaii so that I could throw myself in a volcano.

 

The other kids at school already had enough ammunition against me without knowing I liked to sketch pictures of them, not to mention benches and gardens around Redhood.

‘What about Mom? Or Dad? He likes museums, I guess.’

As crazy talented and smart as my family was, not a single Redding could call him or herself an artist. The only exception was maybe Nathaniel Redding, a second cousin once removed, who wrote the New York Times best-selling book The Lost Longship. It was an incredibly popular story about time-travelling Vikings and the conspiracy to cover up that they had killed off the real Pilgrims from the Mayflower in a bloodthirsty rage.

I thought it was pretty awesome, but Grandmother just about went supernova when she read the first few chapters. Dad had bought a copy for Mom as a joke, and they had laughed together as he read passages of it aloud. And laughed. And laughed.

So I didn’t need to imagine the look on my parents’ faces if I were to show them my sketchbook. I didn’t need to tell them I liked art. I already knew what their reaction would be. When you and Prue are old enough to help us run the Foundation, Dad would say, then we’ll really change the world. Then Mom would smile, and talk about how the most important thing in the world was to help others. And then the only thing left in my head was the realisation that art was something I loved, but it didn’t do anything for the world, did it? It just made me happy.

So I kept my sketchbooks closed, until I was sure no one was looking.

I shook my head, my face turned down. ‘Can we just hurry? We’re already late.’

‘Then let’s go this way.’ Prue turned off the leaf-splattered road, and I felt a chill slither down my spine.

There was a small patch of dark forest between Main Street and the Cottage. I knew it pretty well, seeing how I’d spent all twelve and a half of my years trying to avoid it. It might have been a good shortcut, but it didn’t make me feel any better as I slid down the soggy hill.

The woods made me feel like my skin was shrinking around my bones. There was a strange light there that turned the bright fall leaves to grey mulch. A little less than four hundred years ago, a terrible fire had torn through the area, and it was clear the trees never really recovered. Their trunks had grown a splotchy bark to hide the scars, but their bodies were twisted. They leaned away from the centre of the forest, like they had tried to pull up their roots and run from the flames.

Sometimes, when the rain cut through their bare limbs, I thought I could hear the echo of the trees screaming. Don’t be stupid, I’d think, but the sound stayed in my ears for days. The place was damp, freezing, foggy, or some combo of the three, even in the summer. Even squirrels didn’t like it, which is saying something.

‘Prosper,’ Prue said suddenly. ‘Why does Wickworth give you so much detention? I thought you were feeling bette …’

I shrugged. ‘I just doze off sometimes.’

‘Pros—’

‘I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’ I picked up my speed, running harder, pulling ahead of her. Anger and frustration made my head feel like it was boiling inside. ‘My teachers are just boring. I hate school.’

That wasn’t really true. I sort of liked school, aside from homework and tests. It was just that every few nights I had these dreams … This enormous dark cat would come stalking toward me, eyes glowing like emeralds. Sometimes it would just watch me from behind a flickering line of fire, pacing back and forth and back and forth, teeth clattering in anticipation. Other nights, it would be cleaning meat off bones, licking the blood off its teeth. And always, just before I woke up, I’d hear the same words snarled over and over again: Awaken the singing bone.

I’d read that dreams, even nightmares, are our brains’ way of trying to work out a problem, or remember something we’ve forgotten. So clearly this was my brain trying to tell me that my grandmother was going to try to peel off my skin and eat me one day.

It was nothing. Compared to what Prue had gone through, it was less than nothing. I didn’t want my parents to have to worry about me even more than they already did.

Prue opened her mouth to say something, but closed it again. She reached over and punched me lightly on the shoulder. ‘Whatever you say. I’m always up for a rescue.’

That was the problem. I didn’t want her to rescue me. I just wanted her to like me again.

‘We’re here,’ I announced, tucking my chin down against my chest, waiting for her to lead. As always. Prue darted forward, only to stop dead in her tracks.

‘What the—?’ The words seemed to drop off my lips.

At the base of the hill was the start of the Cottage’s long driveway – and dozens upon dozens of people, familiar and strange, were waiting there.

For us.
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A Worrying Welcome

It wasn’t that me and Prue hated our grandmother. It was just that we thought she might be the Devil in a dress suit.

She was our only living grandparent after Mom’s parents, Grannie and Pa-Pa, were killed in a terrible car accident, and Grandpa Redding died of a heart attack. You think we’d all be super-close since we only lived a few streets away, huh?

Yeah. Right.

She didn’t try to hide the evil lurking beneath her jewellery and expensive clothes either. She would skin a puppy if she thought it would make a good hat. Besides handing out fake money to the homeless, electing herself mayor of Redhood for ten consecutive years and once forcing a gardener to continue pruning her roses after he had fallen off a ladder and broken both arms because she was hosting a party that night, Grandmother was also responsible for my name.

In the 325 recorded years of Redding family history, there had only ever been two sets of twins: Prosperity Oceanus Redding and Prudence Fidelia Redding in the seventeenth century, and Prosperity Oceanus Redding and Prudence Fidelia Redding in the twenty-first.

I don’t know how she talked Mom and Dad into it. Maybe Mom was still out of it or something, or Grandmother bribed the doctor and nurses to let her fill out the birth certificate? And, okay, I get that there are worse Puritan names in the family we could have inherited. Be-Thankful, Help-on-High, Diffidence and Obedience, to name just a few of the awesome options. Let me tell you, though, there is a special kind of awkwardness that comes from being surrounded by cousins with names like David and Josh.

And both David and Josh were waiting for us on the driveway below.

‘What the … ?’ Prue squinted down at them.

It felt like someone had head-butted me in the chest. ‘Oh my God,’ I said, dropping my schoolbag. ‘Something happened to Mom and Dad.’

That was the only explanation. Founder’s Day always brought out weirdo distant cousins, but not this many. The last time I had seen this kind of a crowd was when my second cousin once removed had croaked. Half the family showed up at the Cottage to see if they had made it into her will.

‘No,’ Prue said, shaking her head. ‘No way. They would have told us in school. I don’t even recognise half of these people – she’s just having a special party and forgot to tell us, as usual.’

Okay, that wasn’t impossible, but why did it feel like they were waiting for us?

The wind whistled through the dense trees around us, stirring up the whispers of the leaves on the ground. I felt it nudge at my back, pushing me forward down the steep path, toward the cobblestoned driveway. The wild ivy that grew alongside it stopped at the exact point where stone met dirt, as if too frightened to grow in the direction of the house. The birds in the trees stopped their chattering as they fluttered down to the wrought-iron fence that guarded the estate like the barbed back of a serpent.

‘Is that … ?’ I began, squinting.

It was. My grandmother was standing in front of the family, holding a silver tray of chocolate chip cookies.

I almost didn’t recognise her. Grandmother, who only ever wanted to be called Grandmother or Grandmère even though none of us were French and had no plans of becoming French, was a lady with sharp features. Her hair was the same shade of grey as an overcast sky, always kept in a tidy little bun at the base of her skull. Grandmother was tall and always rigid – and I mean rigid. Sometimes, when she wore a grey dress suit, it felt like I was talking to a frosty street light.

‘Ooooh, children!’ she sang out. ‘Hurry, won’t you? We’ve been waiting for you.’

That was it. I whirled around with only one goal: to run back up that hill, through the creepy forest and straight out of Redhood. If she was giving us sweets and talking in that strange, drippy voice, it could only be for one reason. She was going to poison me.

Prue caught my elbow. ‘I’m so sorry we’re late. Mrs Marsh’s orchestra was playing in the gazebo and we were enjoying ourselves so much we lost track of time.’

There was a slight twitch at the corner of the old lady’s right eye, but she recovered quickly. ‘No matter, my darlings.’ She handed the tray of cookies to one of my aunts and motioned for my other one to take our schoolbags.

A drop of sweat ran down the back of my neck despite the cold air. Everyone, at least fifty people, was staring at us. Even Great-Uncle Bartholomew, who had been engaged in bloody warfare with my grandmother over the Cottage for years. He was missing his left eye, which Grandmother swore was because he had an ‘unfortunate run-in’ with a fireplace poker. Personally, I think she was aiming for his heart, and had missed.

Grandmother ushered Prue into an awkward hug. Her arms were stiff as twigs, and one hand came up to pat Prue’s back, like she was burping a baby.

I took a step away, but my cousins swooped in.

‘Prosp, it’s so great to see you,’ said David, who once locked me in the Cottage cellar for ten hours to see if the mice down there would eat me.

‘It’s been too long! What’s up?’ said Josh, who spread the rumour at the Academy that I still wet the bed.

Sarah, who had stolen one of Grandmother’s diamond bracelets and dumped the blame on me, asked, ‘How is school going? I hear you have Mr Wickworth this year …’

And Charlotte, the oldest of all of us, the one responsible for throwing me off a second-floor balcony to see if I could fly, only smiled and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. They all looked like my aunts: tall, extremely blonde, and tanned, even in the dead of Massachusetts winter.

The rest of the family came at us like ants swarming a piece of candy on the sidewalk. We were crushed in a sea of white suits, silk dresses and fur coats. I was passed up through a line of family members, half I didn’t even recognise. They didn’t let me go until I reached the foot of the curved marble stairway that led into the Cottage’s grand entry. My grandmother stood at the top step, staring down the length of her nose at me.

She clapped her hands three times, summoning silence. The lights flickered on behind her, the candles in the hanging lanterns sparking to life like magic. I glanced up at the dark sky and felt my chest tighten. Behind us, the curls of fog from the nearby woods were rolling down the hill, spreading like curious fingers along the grass. Trying not to shudder, I turned to look for Prue.

I caught the spark of her red hair at the other end of the crowd. But standing beside her, like he belonged there, was the stranger. He glanced toward me, bright eyes narrowing. I shifted on my feet and looked at the ground.

‘Good evening,’ Grandmother said finally. She handed her apron to the servant that had popped up like a daisy behind her. ‘We’ve awaited this night for a very long time, and it warms my heart to see so many of you decide to travel back to your ancestral home. Rest assured, we will put this all behind us tonight and finish our great ancestor’s work. We will be free of the last chain holding us back.’

I snorted, the sound deafening in the silence. Grandmother turned to look at me. Her light eyes slanted with the tight smile that spread over her face. ‘Welcome home.’
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A Family Reunion of Sorts

Let’s get one thing straight – the Cottage wasn’t really a cottage. It wasn’t a little wood house, with flowers and vines climbing up the white walls like you’ve seen in fairy-tale books. No. A better word for it would have been estate or palace.

New England Architecture magazine called it a ‘castle’, but that was kind of a stretch. Sure, if you went around back you’d find stables for horses and an acre filled with nothing but my grandmother’s garden, but it wasn’t like there was a moat and drawbridge. As my dad tried to explain to the reporter a good ten times on the tour, the Cottage was only called that because it sat on the site of the original Redding family cottage, from when they had first settled in Redhood.

The building is somewhat difficult to describe, the reporter had written, being a mixture of the kind of stone castle you would expect to see in Europe and the grand tradition of colonial estates. The overall effect is sturdy, imposing and hideously wealthy. What had once been a dark wood one-room cabin now contains thirty-eight fireplaces, marble imported from Spain, an indoor pool, a wine cellar, a front portico the size of a normal home, fifty guest rooms, a private spa and a series of towers capped by finials, gables and turrets.

Grandmother glowed like the moon when she read that. But, frankly, I thought it made the Cottage sound like a hotel for rich people to come get murdered. The kind you see in scary movies. Where the halls are haunted by axewielding monsters.

With one hand on Prue’s shoulder and one hand on mine, Grandmother guided us into the largest room on the first floor: the Louis XIV drawing room. I had no idea who Louis XIV was, but someone seriously needed to have a talk with him about his sick obsession with gold naked-babyangel statues.

A great-aunt, an interior decorator for Lilly Belle, you know, from Southern Comfort, was explaining why I was supposed to care about the scene of lambs painted on the ceiling when the first tray of food appeared. The waiters glided around the room, their crisp red uniforms blazing against the pool of white.

There’s this feeling you get when you know someone has their eyes on you, like they’re jabbing two needles into the base of your skull. I turned, glancing over my shoulder, only to see my aunt quickly look away, staring into her wine glass. Beside her, my uncle did the same, only he turned toward the portrait of Silence Redding on the wall and acted like he was trying to start a conversation with her.

The creaking of the house’s old bones was drowned out by the high wail of the violinists (second cousins once removed) in the foyer. Each note seemed to slice against my skin. I started to slip out of the room, but there was a sudden, hard poke at my back – hard enough to knock the breath out of me, and back toward my great-aunt. Great-Uncle Phillip. His white fluffy mustache twitched, still wet from his cider. One matching overgrown eyebrow arched up as he jabbed two sharp knuckles toward me again and nodded toward his wife, who was so still so mesmerised by the ceiling she hadn’t noticed my escape.

‘—to be a true replica of Versailles, though, Mrs Redding’ – Mrs Redding is what everyone called Grandmother – ‘… well, she would have to do what Lilly Belle – you know, from Southern Comfort? She would have to do what Lilly Belle did and instal mirrors. Panels of them. I haven’t the slightest idea why she refuses to keep any.’

Well, the reporter from New England Architecture had wondered the same thing. Dad had only shrugged and explained that the house had never had mirrors because of our town’s weird – excuse me, unique, as Grandmother insisted – superstition about ghosts and bad luck. Something like, if you didn’t cover your mirrors when the sun went down, it was inviting a whole host of evil to come in. Believe it or not, plenty of people in Redhood, the old families especially, still covered what few mirrors they had at night.

As I glanced around for an exit strategy, my eyes found the stranger again.

He crept along the back of the room, moving around the busts of dead poets and ancestors and shelves of old books. Whenever the trays of food skirted close enough to him, one bony hand would reach out and snatch a snack off it. Then he’d disappear into the shadows again. Poof.

‘Oh, Bertha, I wanted to thank you again for the work you did on our gazebo—’ A second cousin caught my greataunt’s elbow and turned her away from me. I didn’t miss my chance. I ducked my head and all but ran out of the room, dodging furniture, annoyed looks and serving staff.

Where was Prue? I’d lost track of her when we’d come in, Grandmother pulling her off to the side to brag to her sister about Prue’s latest achievement. Every now and then I’d think I’d see her, only to realise I was seeing Heart2Heart advertisements and framed magazine covers of her.

I got no more than five feet into the hallway when my aunt caught the collar of my blazer and tugged me back into an awkward, rose-perfume-soaked hug. That was a first.

‘Now where are your … darling’ – her mouth twisted as she choked out the word – ‘parents off to this time?’

‘China,’ I said. ‘They’re setting up the charity’s office there.’

‘How positively … charming.’

Don’t sprain your arm reaching for that compliment, I thought.

‘Doesn’t it bother you,’ Aunt Claudia began, licking her fingers to smooth down the back of my hair, ‘that they’re spending all of your money on other children?’

‘I’m sure there are a hundred dictionaries in this house if you need to look up the word charity,’ I muttered, pulling out of her reach. I’d had ten thousand variations of this conversation before. My parents gave most of their money away, which automatically labelled them as deranged to the rest of the family.

‘Yes, well, charity is a sickness not easily cured,’ came Grandmother’s voice behind me, ‘but one day your father will see that. Oh – there you are, Prudence. Don’t you look precious.’

I followed her gaze up, to where Prue had appeared at the top of the curved stairway’s second-floor landing. She had changed into a long black velvet dress with a lacy white collar and was totally aware of how stupid she looked. Her face matched the colour of her hair.

I tried to get her attention, but Grandmother clutched my arm and all but lifted me on to the first step. ‘Up you go, Prosperity. I’ve laid out a change of clothes for you too. And do wash your face, please.’

For the first time in almost an hour, I finally squeezed out the words I wanted to say. ‘Are we going to Main Street together? The parade’s going to start soon.’

‘We’re having a family reunion of sorts first,’ was her low reply. Her fingernails dug into my sleeve. ‘This is a very special Founder’s Day. Now, be a good boy and …’

The young new maid, Mellie, appeared at Grandmother’s side, fiddling with the edge of her black uniform.

‘What is it?’ Grandmother snapped.

‘Ma’am, it’s the phone again. Your son says it’s mighty urgent that he speak to one of the children—’ The maid cut herself off when she saw me. The shade of white that washed over her face made her look half-dead with terror. Grandmother’s face hardened until she looked like one of the gargoyles on the Cottage’s roof.

‘Is that so?’ she murmured through a tight-lipped smile. ‘Kindly inform him that we’re busy, won’t you?’

It wasn’t a request, it was an order. One I was definitely going to ignore.

The two of us took off at the same time. The maid headed back toward the kitchen, but I bolted up the stairs. I’d only have a second, maybe less—

I threw the door to my granddad’s old study open and dove across his enormous dark wood desk for the old phone.

I gulped down a deep breath when I heard, ‘—sorry, sir, she says they’re busy—’

‘Can you at least tell me why they aren’t answering their cell phones?’ I had never heard my dad sound that way before. His voice was higher than normal, like he was barely keeping himself from yelling. I leaned back from the edge of the desk, patting around my pockets, only to remember I had left my phone in my schoolbag. There was a shuffling on the other end of the line, like he was about to hang up.

‘Dad – Dad?’

‘Prosper?’

Mellie blew out a deep, shuddering breath. She knew, I guess, what Grandmother could do to any hope she’d have of working again in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, never mind on planet Earth.

‘Mellie, I won’t tell,’ I swore. ‘Just let me talk to him, please.’

The girl’s voice dropped to a low whisper. ‘But Mrs Redding …’

‘I’ll handle her,’ Dad said. ‘You won’t lose your job.’

I saw it out of the corner of my eye, a rare gleam of silver in the dark office. A framed photo. In it, my own dad was proudly holding up his new diploma from Harvard. My aunts had hooked their arms through his. It was embarrassing, but just seeing Dad’s grinning face made me feel a little better.

But there was something weird about the photo. Aunt Claudia had her other hand on another boy’s shoulder. This one stood off to the side of the group, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans, a Harvard cap pulled down over his head. He had been photographed from the side and his face was turned down, but it could have been … it could have been my uncle.

The line clicked as Mellie hung up the phone in the kitchen. Before I could ask him what was going on, the words flew out of Dad’s mouth.

‘Prosper, listen to me – you have to get your sister and get out of the Cottage right now. Right now. I can’t believe she’d do this, that she’d be so—’ The connection flickered. ‘Mom and I are trying to get home, but—’

A milky-white light flooded the room as the door behind me was thrown open. I dropped the phone in shock, which gave Grannie Dearest an opening to scoop it up off the floor and slam it back down on the receiver.

‘Hey!’ I protested. ‘I was talking to—’

My grandmother stood staring at me for a moment, her chest heaving and her face flushed with rage. ‘You,’ she began, hauling me out of the office with surprising force. ‘You have been the stone in my shoe since the day you were born.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re no diamond either, Grannie.’

Dad read a mythology book to us once that had a story about a monster called Medusa, the one with a nest of snakes for hair that could turn any person into stone with one look. Well, she might have lacked the snakes, but the fury burning in my grandmother’s eyes turned my limbs into cement. I couldn’t even swallow.
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