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      Billa

      I carefully set my empty teacup in the little kitchen sink. Something catches my attention outside, and I dash to the side of the window. Stiffening, I glance through the ancient glass.

      Nothing unusual.

      It was probably a squirrel or another critter. I do live in the middle of the woods.

      The isolated location isn’t enough to calm my fears. A psychopath kidnapped me not long ago and made it clear she wasn’t done with our family. She already used me to extort money once. What might she do the next time?

      I shove those thoughts from my mind, but they’re quickly replaced with my sister’s and niece’s voices urging me to move into the mansion. They have a state-of-the-art security system, which in most homes would provide ample protection. However, all of the house’s hidden entrances and secret passages greatly decrease any and all safety measures the family can install.

      No, this little cottage is just fine. I’m tucked away in the woods, and nobody could accidentally stumble upon it—or me. I don’t have to worry about intrusive hikers because I live deep inside a large tract of private land. It has been Brannon property since before Washington was even a state. That’s how far back my family’s presence goes back in the area.

      One more time, just to be sure, I peer through the window. Again, I find nothing. Maybe I need to get another job. I don’t need one, given I have no bills, but work keeps my mind busy. So do creative endeavors, though my art isn’t selling at the moment. I could put more effort into marketing that, or even making more.

      Or I could go to the house and see how Kenzi’s doing with the baby. While I don’t want to live in the mansion, it isn’t a terrible place to visit. Especially now that little Fenna’s arrived.

      But at the moment, the thought of stepping outside sends a prickle down my spine.

      Perhaps what I really need is some curtains. The idea seems silly given I’m surrounded by forest, but that flimsy fabric shield would make me feel better. And it would give me something to do if I made them myself. That’s a great idea. All I have to do is find the trunk filled with material. Some of those bolts would make perfect window coverings.

      Then I wouldn’t have to think about moving into the big house. My little home is ideal. No one bothers me. I get to do what I want, when I want. It’s the perfect representation of why I love being single and free. Nobody to tell me what to do or even gripe and complain over my little eccentricities. I really don’t know how Kenzi and Graham or Jack and Carol do it. I couldn’t stand giving up part of myself to make some other person happy. Relationships are best kept at a distance.

      My phone chirps with a text. Brandon. He’s the epitome of keeping romantic attachments casual at best. The man travels all the time, and I think right now he’s in Egypt. Or the Alps? I can’t keep up. He has some sort of tech job that takes him all over the world, the details of which go over my head. Or bore me to apathy. In any case, I barely know what he does and neither of us cares. We both enjoy hanging out when he’s in town, and that’s all that really matters.

      His message is a selfie of him with some cyber guru I recognize but can’t name, and Brandon looks thrilled. I send him some excited emojis then try to remember what I was going to do before the text came in. Sometimes being so easily distracted is really annoying.

      Snap!

      I jolt to attention. That was outside, which means it had to have been loud—and therefore near—to be heard inside. The walls aren’t the best insulated, but they’re sturdy. Holding my breath, I tiptoe over to the door then press my ear against it.

      Don’t hear anything.

      Probably just a woodland creature. It isn’t like seeing deer or even bears is unusual. Large animals pass by regularly, especially when things are quiet and I’m inside. If I’m outside, they usually stay away. And because I’ve been worried about getting kidnapped again, I haven’t spent much time outside. Consequently, my flowers and veggies are languishing.

      The few moments I wait feel like hours. Once I’m sure there’s nothing outside, I breathe a sigh of relief and return to looking for the box of fabric. Losing something in a house with so few rooms should be impossible, but it happens to me all the time. There’s just enough space to misplace all kinds of things—even things as large as a trunk. Whoever built this cabin loved storage and maximized every free inch with cubbyholes and cabinets. Most homes at the time didn’t have much more than a cupboard or two. Then again, Brannons weren’t most people, and their homes had proven to be anything but ordinary.

      After going through three closets, I manage to find the chest with the thick, fancy fabrics. It’s anyone’s guess their age—they could’ve been purchased eighty years ago or in the eighteen hundreds. Either would be believable. Not that the age of the material matters. Just so long as the curtains keep anyone from looking inside.

      The top few bolts are gorgeous, deep colors, but the textiles are so heavy they won’t work for my purpose. I can imagine them falling down, which is a hassle I don’t need, so I set them aside. The next few are practically sheer. Just as useless, but for the opposite reason. I put them with the others. Next I find some with barnyard animals and blindingly bright colors. I don’t want those decorating my home either.

      I may have to look elsewhere for fabric, or make do with something I don’t like. It’s a matter of safety, after all. There’s an unhinged woman out there who won’t bat an eye at abducting me again.

      For a moment, I flash back to the basement she locked me in. My breath catches, my body trembles. I close my eyes, cover them, and think about Brandon. Baby Fenna. One of my childhood cats, Spencer. The mountains in Alaska. Inhaling deep breaths, remind myself I’m no longer in the basement. I’m safe. And I’ll be even safer with curtains, even if I don’t like them.

      Or I could move into the mansion. Just temporarily. There are hundreds of rooms waiting to be occupied after years of disuse—entire wings that haven’t been lived in for decades. To keep my privacy, I could move into one of those and bring life back to a sad part of the house. The idea isn’t terrible.

      It isn’t perfect either, as there are still secret passages and hidden rooms we haven’t discovered. My niece Ember recently found a closet camouflaged inside another, and it had skeletons. The Brannon house literally has skeletons in its closets.

      Sadly, finding a repository of concealed corpses doesn’t even touch the traumas I endured spending summers there as a child.

      My father’s wife Regina wouldn’t acknowledge my existence, and she even told Kenzi I was her imaginary friend. I had to hide and be quiet so that awful woman could pretend I wasn’t there. At least I was able to go back home to my mom the rest of the year. She’s always been a wild card herself, but she took care of me the best she could—even though she was thrilled to get rid of me each summer.

      Crack! Crash!

      I jump. Barely hold in a yelp. Freeze. Listen. My heart races, making it hard to hear anything else. From outside comes a rustling sound, but nothing like the latest noises.

      What was that?

      I grab a large candle, hold it like a baseball bat. Tiptoe toward the nearest window. Peek out, trying to stay hidden. A large tree now lays across my garden, the trunk easily as wide as me. Probably more. It only missed my little cottage by about ten feet.

      My entire body shakes, and I nearly drop my makeshift weapon. That could’ve crashed onto my home. Onto me.

      Trees don’t tend to fall on their own around here. Sometimes during an especially rough windstorm, but not on a pleasant afternoon like this.

      I’m tempted to climb under my covers and sleep away this stress, but I need to see what’s going on out there. However, I need to be prepared. I set down the candle and search for something more formidable but don’t see anything suitable. There’s an axe and some gardening tools outside, but that would mean stepping out the door without protection.

      The kitchen! More specifically, my knives. I hurry through the house, keeping low in case anybody is outside looking through the windows. My best blade needs to be washed, but I grab it from the sink anyway. There’s no law saying a person has to defend themself with a clean weapon. It might even make an enemy warier of the weapon.

      Hand on the knob, I take a moment to build my courage. As unlikely as it is, it’s possible the tree fell on its own and nobody’s out there waiting for me, ready to jump into action. There haven’t been any more noises. If someone purposefully took down the pine they probably left. They had to know I’d run out to check on everything.

      On the other hand, they could be counting on exactly that.

      My pulse races, my system floods with adrenaline. It’s a good thing. I need my senses on high alert so I can act quickly. But if I’m being honest, I don’t want to fight anyone. Especially someone prepared.

      No, rushing outside with a chef’s knife isn’t the right course of action. I need to stay safe, be pragmatic. Alert someone that something could be wrong—but without making it sound like a big deal in case it isn’t.

      After trading the knife for my phone, I send Kenzi a vague text saying I’m going to the main house. That way, if I don’t show up soon, she’ll know something’s wrong. Good idea.

      Actually, not good enough. I need a backup plan in case she’s napping with the baby. I also send a text to Ember and another to Ryker. That’s three people who will expect to see me soon. If I don’t show, certainly one of them will try to find me. I feel much better about that.

      Now it’s time to figure out what’s going on with the tree. Maybe it rotted out, and I’m overreacting. That would be fantastic, but I don’t think that’s going to be the reality. I monitor things surrounding my little home to the point that Graham has called me woo-woo, but I like to be close to nature. If he or other people think it’s weird, so be it. Tree huggers get a bad rap, but nature helps us as we help it.

      I need to focus. All these rambling thoughts only prolong the inevitable. I may not have Graham’s police training, but I can hold my own against people with bad motives. If I managed to survive a summer on the streets of New York, I can handle someone who chopped down a tree and couldn’t even hit their target.

      Though I’ll handle it better with a weapon.

      I pick up the knife. My breath hitches as I reach for the knob again. After counting to three, I fling open the door then quickly step outside.

      Everything is quiet. Too quiet. Birds should be singing, frogs should be croaking. Not even a single cricket is chirping. Nature is telling me something isn’t right.

      I hold the dirty kitchen knife higher as I step toward the fallen tree. The sight of the break stops me in my tracks. It was no accident.

      Someone cut that tree on purpose. The precise cuts make that clear.

      Terror rips through me. But only for a moment. Rage heats in my center, spreading through my chest then up to my head until everything takes on a red hue.

      Someone tried to kill me.

      I will hunt down that person. Make her wish she’d never even heard my name.

      Much like nature, I can be calm and serene… or I can wreak deadly destruction on those who go after me. Brannon blood runs through my veins, after all.

      I’ve killed before. I’ll do it again.
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      Ember

      I’m about to give up searching. It’s pretty ridiculous to live in a house so big you can forget where a room is. Almost makes me miss living in a normal house. In some ways, I miss those days. My mom was alive then, and I’d give anything to have her back. But I would never want to go back to living with my stepdad. Former stepdad. I won’t even think his name.

      My new family is much better. Just as unique as this house and sometimes just as annoying. I’d take them over him any day of the week. My mom would’ve loved living with so many relatives, and I know she and Kenzi would’ve made up. It was their parents who ruined everything. They’d have figured it out.

      I pause and stare through the dim lighting, returning the unnerving gaze of a civil war soldier preserved in an oil painting and hung on the wall. He clearly wasn’t one of the better Brannons—I can see it in his eyes. I shudder and move on, though it feels like he’s watching me.

      Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot about my mom and how much I miss her. So much has changed since she died—like learning who my father is and him marrying my aunt and them starting their own family. I’m sure it’s only natural for me to think about my mother and wonder what she was like when I was a baby now that I’m watching Dad and Kenzi with baby Fenna.

      It doesn’t help that he has a bunch of newfound guilt over not being around when I was born. He’ll light up over Fenna cooing, then he’ll look at me and a sadness will wash over his face. It doesn’t matter how many times I tell him not to worry about it, he still does. It wasn’t his fault. He wasn’t an absentee or neglectful father. There was no way he could’ve even known I existed.

      Other portraits’ eyes also seem to follow me, unbelievable as it sounds. These feelings aren’t something I’d admit to anyone else, but I feel they’re valid. I’ve gotten used to these oddities… and many others, though I don’t give voice to any of them. This old mansion is as unique as my family, and I just live with it.

      When I round the corner, I see it. The room I’ve spent the last half hour looking for. My heart skips a beat, and my steps become lighter as I race toward this particular hall. It, like many others, was used for many things over the years. Based on the items inside, it has been a dance hall, a dining room, and even a home theater—though not like today’s home theaters. It has a small stage, complete with a thick curtain and boxes of old costumes and props.

      Those boxes are what I’m after. Fenna recently started laughing, and I want to see if I can entertain her with some of this stuff. I open the first one I come to. A creepy mask sits on top, realistic enough to make me jump. Chuckling at myself, I shove it to the side then pulling out some costumes. They smell like they’ve been stashed away for decades but otherwise are in perfect shape. There are more masks too, and they aren’t nearly as weird as the first. One is a bunny face, which I think Fenna will love. She has an affinity for animals.

      After going through the boxes, I have a nice pile of items to make my baby sister laugh for hours. But I’ll have to freshen the clothes first. They’re already making my nose itch, and I can imagine it only getting worse once I put them on.

      Once I’ve packed away the things I don’t want and made sure to seal the cartons so the outfits remain in such good shape, I carry my selections from the room. The pile is so tall, I can barely see over it. The masks swing from my hands. Thankfully, they all have string or ribbon attached, making them easier to carry through the massive house.

      Somewhere along the line, I take a wrong turn and end up in Millie’s wing. A sense of sadness washes over me. We learned so much about her life a hundred years ago, but we never learned what happened to her in the end. I want to find out if she got a happy ending—and desperately hope so—but how many Brannons ever really get that? Even though my mom escaped this house, she ended up murdered. My namesake, the first Ember Brannon, walked these halls even before Millie, and she also met a terrible end.

      I hope all current Brannons turn everything around and change everything, not only for us but for every other family member to come. Looking at little Fenna’s contagious smile makes my heart ache to think of her suffering. I don’t want her to have to deal with any repercussions of our crazy heritage.

      Things do seem to be shifting. Kenzi hasn’t sleepwalked in months, and we have a bunch of Brannons living under one roof. Even though Billa doesn’t live with us, she’s still on the property. We all take care of each other, which is completely different from most previous generations. Plus, we’ve renovated the main part of the house. All of that has to count for something.

      Yet a chill runs down my spine. I still feel the watchful eyes of the portraits in every wing of this place. It makes me wonder if there’s anything we can do to put the Brannon family curse in the ground for good. Can we do what nobody before us could?

      Maybe we can, now that my grandmother is finally at rest. She may not have been born into the family line, but she married into it, carried Brannon babies, and caused as much strife as any blood relative did. On the other hand, she also suffered as much as anyone my ancestors sought to dominate or destroy. What’s that old expression? Baptized with fire? That would define Regina Brannon’s experience. Her story is as sad as any I’ve read about in the pages of old, yellowing journals.

      Finally, I reach our wing. Sometimes I swear the corridors change on their own, taking me from the right path to a whole other part of the house by some old ghost trickery. Even with this building’s massive size, I’ve lived here long enough to be able to keep from getting myself lost—ghost trickery aside, that is.

      Still, even having been here for years, we continue to find new places to explore. I think when Fenna is my age, she’ll uncover mysteries we miss.

      Laughter sounds from down the hall. I hurry toward my parents’ room, where Dad, Kenzi, Jack, and Carol are gathered around the bed.

      I dump the pile of clothes and masks on a large, plush chair then join everyone else. Fenna is lying in the middle of the bed giggling. Dad glances over at me, his smile melting away into a sad frown. I give him a pleading look to stop. He continues looking at me for a few moments before turning back to my baby sister. Thank goodness.

      Uncle Jack covers then uncovers his face, causing Fenna to burst into giggles. As she kicks and squirms, we all join her in the laughter. Kenzi picks up a toy and shakes it around, which produces another animated reaction from the baby.

      Jack and Carol leave, saying they have to get to a lunch date with friends. I love that my uncle is growing more social after everything he endured for so long. My grandma kept him hidden away in an “apartment” in the walls—even when the house was abandoned. Despite all of that, he and Carol are married and have turned his living space into a true home. Not only does he now have a wife, but the happy couple get together with people more often than I do.

      Kenzi scoops Fenna into her arms then walks around the large room, bouncing her.

      Dad glances over at the pile I’d left in the chair. “What’s all that?”

      “I found some costumes Fenna will like. Look at this one.” I don the bunny mask.

      Fenna makes a joyful shriek and reaches for me.

      I do a goofy dance, and she belly laughs.

      The rest of us respond in kind. Well, Dad and I do. Kenzi looks like she’s seen a ghost. Her face has gone so pale, she could almost be one herself.

      I take Fenna from her. “Are you okay?”

      She’s staring at me, and her mouth moves, but no sound comes out.

      Dad turns to her. “Kenzi? What’s wrong?”

      Fenna pulls on the mask. I take it off then put it on top of the pile. She still reaches toward it, but I walk away from it and toward Kenzi. When I stop in front of her, I wave my hand in front of her face.

      She doesn’t respond. It’s like she’s in a trance.
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      Kenzi

      Ember and Graham call to me from somewhere far away. Their voices are muffled, distant. like I’m underwater and they’re on the surface. Fingers clasp my arm, and I gulp in air like I’ve just been pulled from the depths and saved from drowning. It takes me a moment to focus, to figure out where I am.

      I’m in my room. Graham and Ember are staring at me with wide eyes, and they’re talking over each other. I can’t tell what they’re saying.

      Fenna. Where’s Fenna? I push past them and look around frantically. “Fenna!”

      Graham helps me to sit down on the bed. “Carol has her. She and Jack are taking her to their lunch date so you can rest.”

      “Oh.” I vaguely remember my sister-in-law being here before whatever just happened.

      Ember stoops in front of me, meets my gaze. “Are you all right? It was like you went into a trance!”

      The visions—memories?—flash before my eyes again. Masks, props, costumes, laughter. Wicked laughter. It sends a shudder down my spine.

      “Kenzi!”

      I turn to Graham.

      “What’s going on?” His face holds fear, something I rarely see in him. My husband is a police detective and more solid than a rock. Nothing rattles him.

      “I…” How do I even begin to explain what I saw? It’s like something straight out of a nightmare.

      Maybe it was. The creepy laughter still rings in my ears, though I’m focused on my husband and oldest daughter. Ember’s my niece by genetics but the daughter of my heart. The only link left to my sister. Doing right by Claire’s only child is how I restore what we lost those years ago. I hold her gaze for a moment, until I realize Graham is talking. He sounds far away again.

      What’s wrong with me? I need to pull myself together.

      “Are you okay?” He tucks a few errant locks of hair behind my ear. The gesture is gentle, protective. Worried.

      If Graham gets too concerned, he’ll start talking about moving from the mansion again, and I can’t endure a repeat of that argument. I refuse to leave my family home.

      I take in a deep breath, hold it for a moment, then release it slowly. I’m here, so I need to get my thoughts back here too. I force a smile. “Sorry. Everything is all good now. Those costumes just threw me for a loop, but it was nothing.”

      Graham and Ember exchange a bewildered glance.

      Maybe the smile was too much. I inhale deeply again, exhale even slower. “Okay, it obviously wasn’t nothing. It threw me back to my childhood for a minute, but I’m fine now.”

      Ember’s mouth falls open, and color drains from her face. “I’m so sorry. If I’d have known, I never would have brought that stuff here.”

      “You couldn’t have known. I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      Graham takes my hands in his. “Did something happen with those when you were a kid?”

      The odd, disconnected memories momentarily dance before my mind’s eye, but I manage to stay present. I shake my head. “No, I don’t think it was these costumes in particular. They’re similar to other ones…” I let my voice drift as I try to make sense of it.

      But it’s like trying to figure out a nonsensical dream sequence from a horror flick. It doesn’t make sense.

      “Similar to what?” Graham squeezes my hands.

      The simple gesture grounds me, pulls me further from the odd images and sounds. “I’m not sure.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “You aren’t?”

      My stomach flip-flops. If he thinks this has something to do with the house, he’s going to broach the untenable again. I hate that I have to keep worrying about him arguing for us to leave. It’s exhausting, always making sure he feels great about living here.

      A sudden flash of a ratty, old theater comes to my mind. It’s gone as quickly as it appeared. The strange laughter accompanies it. This time, I recognize it as children’s laughter. As in, multiple. Laughing at me.

      “Kenzi?”

      “From Radley.” The words fly out of my mouth before I process them. But they’re right. These memories are from the mental institution. Relief washes through me. None of this has anything to do with the mansion, so Graham has no reason to bring up leaving our home.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nod. “Something happened to me in the theater there.”

      “They have a theater?” The doubt in his voice hurts.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “It isn’t that,” he says quickly, defensively. “When we were there, I looked at the map of the facilities. I’m sure I’d remember seeing a theater listed.”

      “If it was rundown when I was a kid, then it must be even more so now—if it’s even still standing. And if what happened to me was bad enough, they might have destroyed any signs of it.”

      “Maybe.” He still doesn’t sound convinced, not that I should be surprised. Given his career, he needs ample evidence before he’ll believe anything.

      Except I’m his wife, so he should believe me no matter what.

      I pull my hands from his. “I’m not making this up.”

      “That wasn’t what I said.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Don’t argue,” Ember says. “If Kenzi says it was there, then it was. They probably just stopped using it. I mean, if you think about it, the theater had to be old if those costumes I brought up here made her remember.”

      Graham glances over at the pile of old fabrics and masks. “That’s a good point.”

      Heat rushes to my face. “See? I’m not crazy.”

      My husband looks at me like he can’t believe I said that. “I would never say you were.”

      I scoot away from him. “You could’ve fooled me.”

      “Kenzi—”

      “I need some air.”

      He starts to say something, but I rush out of the room too quickly to hear him. Ever since I’ve dealt with the sleepwalking episodes, an unasked question has hung in the air—am I losing my grip on sanity?

      I’m definitely not, but I despise that the question is there and that I don’t know who’s secretly thinking it. Just because I was falsely sent to a mental institution as a kid doesn’t make me any less sensible than anyone else now. Sure, my family has thoroughly traumatized me, as did whatever happened at Radley, but I still have a rational mind and I don’t need to be treated with kid gloves.

      I won’t be.

      When I reach the front door, I hesitate at the coat closet. It’s June in western Washington, which means I could either need my winter coat or a tank top and shorts—and that could be all in the same day. I grab a light jacket just in case and take my chances with the weather.

      The sky is clear overhead, but there are dark clouds in the distance. It’s going to rain soon, so I shouldn’t go too far from the house. I hurry to the backside of the structure and head for the woods
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