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CHAPTER ONE

THE OLD LADY AND THE CAT

“She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness.”


Proverbs 31:26


The first sight thirteen-year-old Mercy Venture had of her new home was not impressive.  On the drive from their old house to their new one, it rained continuously.  Often, she could not even see the scenery out her window, only dim shadowy images.  The drive took a long time—six hours.  Six hours locked in a minivan with her two brothers and her parents.  If the windows hadn’t been tinted, she would have hidden under her seat in utter mortification.  As it was, she sank back into the upholstery and lifted her book almost to her nose.  She wished she could just fall into the book, leave behind this dreaded move, and decide for herself where she wanted to live.  


Mercy was not pleased with her dad’s new job.  Her parents didn’t understand her unwillingness to move.  They knew she didn’t like her school and had few friends there.  They probably thought she’d be thrilled to move somewhere else.  Parents don’t know anything, she thought disgustedly. 

They didn’t realize it wasn’t the move itself—Mercy figured she could hate the new school just as easily as her old one.  It was the fact that she’d had no choice.  No one asked her opinion about moving.  She hated being a kid who didn’t get to have a say in her own life.

Her older brother, Gabe, had gotten upset about the move, too, but that was because he had to leave behind his best friend, Leo, and their stupid role-playing game.  Gabe lived and breathed ‘Monsters and Mayhem,’ a totally pathetic role-playing computer game.  He finally agreed to the move only when his mom pointed out that he and Leo could still play their game online.


On the other hand, Mercy’s younger brother, Eli was overjoyed.  But then, Eli liked any kind of change.  He thrived on chaos and action, and hated being still.  Which explained why the drive was so miserable for Mercy.  Having to sit behind her eleven-year-old brother while he fidgeted and complained was irritating enough, but when he started lobbing Cheetos at her to amuse himself, she had taken matters into her own hands.  And in those hands was a very thick hardcover book, which she proceeded to whip at his head with lightning speed.  


“Ow!”  Eli grabbed his blond hair and glared daggers over the seat at his sister.  “Mom!  Mercy hit me with a book!  I didn’t know she brought along an encyclopedia!”


“I’m just trying to knock some sense into your head,” Mercy responded, smiling angelically.


“You two cut it out,” April Venture’s tone was resigned.  She knew the trip was straining everyone’s nerves, including her own.  Then she glanced through the rain pounding the windshield and her exhaustion lifted.  “We’re here!”


Eli twisted back in his seat and strained to see through the van’s window.  “I can’t see anything but trees,” he complained.


“That’s because the house is on my side, little bro,” Gabe spoke up.  He had been so intently focused on a spiral-bound notebook in his lap, Mercy was surprised he even knew what was going on around him.


“Well, let me see!”  Eli unstrapped his seatbelt and leaned over Gabe’s lap to peer out that side.  Gabe gave a sigh of exasperation and pushed Eli off.  


“We’re pulling in the driveway, Eli.  You can see it when we get out.”


Eli muttered something that was definitely unflattering to his brother, but moved back to his seat.  Gabe somehow always managed to keep Eli in check.  At fourteen, Gabe was exceedingly tall, nearly six feet already, but his body had not yet caught up to his height.  He was incredibly skinny with long arms and big hands, which he secretly prayed to grow into soon.  He had straight brown hair that hung in his eyes and he wore glasses that made him bug-eyed.  He was forever scrunching up his nose to keep them in place.  At best, Mercy thought her brother was a nerd, but Eli seemed infatuated with him.


Eli also showed signs of reaching his brother’s height someday, but for now he was a head shorter and much stockier than Gabe was.  Eli was blond-haired, good-natured and impulsive.  He didn’t think anything through before he acted.  This lack of reserve often got him into trouble, but his charming smile and quick laugh usually managed to keep him from punishment.  Mercy hated how he seemed to get away with anything.  And Gabe never got into trouble because he was too busy with his game.  Besides that, he made straight A’s.  Eli wasn’t very good in school, but his teachers all adored him.  Mercy felt like the loser in the middle.  She didn’t like school and it showed in her grades.  She had no close friends and preferred to be alone with her books.  At least they didn’t expect anything from her.  Mercy read anything she could get her hands on, science fiction, fantasy, suspense, it didn’t matter.  At least for a time, she felt like she was part of a world where she was accepted.  She was the most important person to a book, because if she didn’t read it, then the story couldn’t happen.  It made her feel powerful.


The van rolled to a stop in the gravel driveway.  Mercy laid her book down and tried to peer through the window.  It was impossible to see anything; the rain ran down the glass so thickly that she couldn’t make anything out.  Eli let out a whoop, jumped over Mercy’s lap and threw open the van’s sliding door.  He jumped into the rain, heedless of getting wet.  


“Eli, use the umbrella!” his mom cried out futilely.  “And stop splashing in the puddles!”


Gabe got out next, blinking owlishly behind his glasses.  “Incredible,” he said softly.  His response to the house was enough to make Mercy quicken her steps, but nothing could have prepared her for the first sight of her new home.  What she saw…

…was a dump.


The house looked like it was falling apart.    It was missing several shutters and the sidewalk to the front door was cracked, pockets of grass spilling over its sides.  The porch sagged and leaked rainwater in one corner.  The flower beds lining the porch were overrun with dandelions and poison ivy.  Mercy was in shock.  This was what her parents had gushed over for the past two weeks?  They had talked nonstop about its charm and its history, but they hadn’t told her that it looked like the Headless Horseman lived in the attic, along with several witches and an assortment of trolls and evil spirits.


“It’s great!”  Eli had already lapped the entire house and was back at the van, soaked through and apparently delighted.  “It’s so cool!  There’s a barn behind it, and a well, and a creek running beside it!  I tried to see if there were any fish in it, but I kind of slipped.”  He gestured to a muddy streak that ran down the front of his shirt.  Before his mother could form words, he grinned at her.  “I figure it’s okay since I’m already wet from the rain, right?”  His mother sighed again--a common reaction to Eli’s actions--and handed an umbrella to Mercy and Gabe.


“It looks like it’ll fall apart when we step inside,” grumbled Mercy.  She had already decided she hated it, and she looked to Gabe for confirmation.  But he seemed in a trance, his eyes wide and staring.  “Gabe?” Mercy poked him in the side.  He blinked and shook his head.


“What?  Oh, yeah, it does look kind of rickety, but these old houses surprise you.  It’s been here a long time, right, Dad?”  He turned to Dean Venture, who was standing beside him and crossed his arms on his chest in an unconscious imitation of his father.  


“Don’t let the outside fool you, Mercy,” Dean agreed with Gabe.   “We had a contractor look at it, and the foundation is as solid as a rock.  He seemed surprised by it, actually.  Said by the frame of the house, he never would have guessed it was so old.”


“How old is it?”  Gabe was staring at the house again, mesmerized by it.


“One hundred seventy years old, and will stand for that much longer, I promise you.” 


Everyone turned to where the unknown voice had come from, and gazed in varying degrees of amazement at a tiny little woman standing unexpectedly behind them.  She looks about a hundred and seventy, Mercy thought cruelly. The woman had thick white hair in a braided bun on the very top of her head.  She wore a ragged pair of faded denim overalls and a frayed black button-up sweater pulled over top.  A small gold cross hung around her wrinkled neck.  In one hand she held a basket filled with what appeared to Mercy to be more weeds.  Under the opposite arm, she cradled a cat, a fat furry gray thing with a pair of startling green eyes.  The rain didn’t seem to penetrate his gray fur, merely forming clear beads and sliding off.  


“Ms. Williams!”  Mercy’s mother stepped forward.  “We expected you to be in the house, not tramping around in this storm!”


The little woman laughed, a surprisingly youthful sound.  Mercy noticed that her eyes were as bright green as the cat’s.  “During a rainstorm is a wonderful time to look for certain wildflowers.  They poke their heads out of the ground for a little drink of water, and I snip them off and bring them home!”


“Poke their heads out?” Mercy snorted quietly toward Gabe, who chose to ignore her rudeness

Eli’s curiosity made him ask, “What do you do with them?”

The woman smiled slyly.  “They go into some homemade remedies I make.  It’s a skill that’s almost lost in this world, I’m afraid.”

“What is she, a witch?”  Mercy thought her words were drowned out by the rain, but the wrinkled face swung toward her and the woman’s grin turned knowing.  Uncomfortable, Mercy looked away.


“Kids, this is Ms. Williams, the former owner of the house.”  April stepped to the woman and graciously lifted her umbrella to shield the newcomer’s head.  “If it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t be here now.”


“Thanks,” Mercy muttered while examining the house.  She had meant the comment to be sarcastic.  Ms. Williams didn’t seem to take it that way.


“You are very welcome, child.” Ms. Williams’ eyes twinkled at her.  “I knew it was time to give up the house, but I just didn’t have the heart to let it go.  But then your father came to my door and I felt I was being given an order to pass it on to someone else.”


“Now, Ms. Williams!”  Mercy’s father gave an awkward laugh.  “I hope you don’t think I forced you to sell your house to us!  I had no intention of even suggesting it when we knocked on your door!”


Ms. Williams’ smile was mysterious.  “Don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Venture.  I don’t believe you forced me out.  It was just…time.  And when you told me of your three children, I decided to take a chance.”


“Yes, she wouldn’t consider selling us the house until we described each of you to her,” Mercy’s mom explained.  Ms. Williams suddenly stepped out of the shelter of the umbrella and moved in front of Gabe.  She began speaking in a soft chanting voice, as if she were reading out of a book.


“Gabe, fourteen, tall, brown hair, green eyes.  Bookish, quiet, intelligent.  A spine of steel in this one, that’s clear.”  Gabe did not seem surprised by Ms. Williams’ strange description, but stood calmly before her.  As she finished, he ducked his head stiffly, embarrassed by her words, but obviously flattered by them at the same time.


The old woman then turned to Eli, who ran to her side, eager to share her attention.  She smiled at him, their eyes meeting on equal heights.  “Eli, eleven, blond hair, green eyes.  Adventurous, impulsive, quick to get into trouble.”


“We never said that!”  Mercy’s father quickly interjected to his children.  “We only described what each of you looked like, not—“


Ms. Williams spoke over top of him, never taking her gaze off Eli.  “But you’ll fool them all, boy,” she said gently, and with the hand that held the basket, she pointed a bony finger at Eli’s blond curls.  “There’s a surprising amount of brain under there, isn’t there?”  Eli breathed out a laugh, also embarrassed by her assessment of his character, but clearly pleased, too.


Ms. Williams turned finally to Mercy, who had stepped to the side, away from her brothers.  The old woman gazed silently at her, not speaking for a moment.  “Mercy Venture, thirteen, brown hair, green eyes.  Yes, you’ll do.”  Then she straightened her shoulders briskly and turned back to Mercy’s parents.  “I am sure you’d like to show the children their new home, and get out of this rain.  Let me lead you in.”


That’s all?  Mercy fell into step behind the rest of her family, surprised to be slightly irritated by the old woman’s words.  So what if she had complimented Eli and Gabe and had barely spoken to Mercy, she told herself defiantly.  She was just a crazy old lady anyway.  What did it matter?  Still, she privately admitted, if someone was handing out flattery, she would have liked some, too.
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