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      Hugh directed his attention to the haze which should be the main hearth and willed it to take shape. At first, nothing changed. Narrowing his eyes, he increased his concentration. The blur sharpened into focus—and ‘twas his fireplace. They had failed to keep him away. Not permanently.

      How long had it been? Only on rare occasions had he interacted with the interlopers who had stolen his home.

      He stood to his full height and straightened the ghostly cape of his Irish regimental uniform. At long last, after struggling for much too long, he had triumphed and found his sense of self again. The fiends would now face the wrath of the true owner of the Savage Citadel.

      But would they? True, he had regained some of his power—too little of his power. It should not take all his strength to simply take form. Perhaps ‘twas like when one had been ill and spent many long days in a sickbed. It had only happened to him once, but he had required weeks to regain his vigor.

      It appeared Hugh must work to restore his strength. But where to begin? ‘Twas not his ability to be present, which he must improve upon, but his power to haunt.

      He turned his attention to the small framed painting sitting on the mantel. It had an odd shine to it. Scowling, he peered more closely. The men wore uniforms Hugh did not recognize and stood before a strange carriage of a type he would have only imagined in a nightmare. How much time had passed since they had ripped him from his castle?

      Irritated at himself for his interest in the painting, Hugh shook his head. He extended his arm toward the mantel, thinking to run his fingers along the top. They passed through the stone instead. He curled his lip.

      As he focused his energy on his hand, it turned solid. Smirking to himself, he wrapped his fingers around the wooden frame of the picture and lifted it into the air. Success! He crowed, for once caring not a whit that such a sound was beneath his dignity.

      A gasp from behind startled him, and his hand turned translucent again. Without substance, his fingers lost their grip. The picture crashed to the hearth and shattered.

      Livid, he spun, refocusing his power. He fueled his will with anger and, for the first time in a very long time, felt his entire body take form. The gray-haired woman gave a satisfying shriek before covering her mouth with her hands.

      “Remove yourself from my home at once,” he commanded, his voice menacing. He kicked a piece of the broken frame, and it flew toward her. With a cry, the maid ducked and ran from the room.

      Hugh straightened his cape again and turned back to the fireplace. With more confidence, he traced his fingers along the mantel. Memories came rushing back as he did so.

      They had disassembled his home. With every stone they had carried away, it had been as though bits of him disappeared until he was merely a single thought, drifting and lost. Tied always to the Citadel. How long had he been trapped in that purgatory state, neither heaven nor hell? Neither here nor there?

      Away from all he had left of his sweet little Maire.

      He ran his hand along the mantel again, this time searching for the pattern. His breath caught. ‘Twas not there. Frantic, he felt his way along the stonework again. Nothing. What had they done with it?

      Hugh howled his rage.
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      I leaned my head against the minivan window, wishing my earbuds would block out the sound of my younger brothers in the front seat. I loved the little punks; I really did. But after two days stuck in the car with their video game debates, I wanted to strangle one of them. Or both of them.

      To keep from saying something I’d regret, I gnawed on one of my only remaining fingernails.

      “Lia, you have to stop doing that.” Heath reached over with his foot and nudged mine.

      I glared at my twin from the corner of my eyes but quit biting the nail.

      “What’s bothering you now?” he asked.

      Like he didn’t know. All my pent-up frustration swelled to the surface. I shifted in the seat to face him, a snarky answer on my lips. Before I said anything, though, he raised a hand and signaled for me to keep my voice down. Well, he raised it as high as he could with a sleeping seven-year-old sister leaning against his arm. It’d serve him right if she drooled all over the open laptop before him.

      I took a deep breath and pushed down my feelings once again. Only a few weeks ago, I’d had the world before me, a job which would help to finance my dream to start a business of my own. Then, like a line of dominos, my plans had collapsed, one after the other.

      First, my father had inherited property in Washington state from a distant relative we’d only heard stories about but none of us had met. The something-or-other cousin, once removed, had spent his career in the military and never had a family of his own, leaving Dad as his closest relative. My family had begun arrangements to move there.

      Then, I’d lost my job.

      “Why can’t we feel the same way about this move?” I vented, hating that I was the odd man out in my family.

      “That’s right, just say it out loud.” Heath’s whisper turned into his teasing-mocking tone, the one he’d always used to get me out of a bad temper. “You’ve only ranted about this, what, a hundred times already?”

      I turned away, stung. For the twenty years of our lives, he’d always been my balance, helping me keep things in perspective, but he could be a royal pain too. Especially with his brutal honesty. He was right. I had made it perfectly clear to everyone that I didn’t want the family to move. Still, I didn’t like hearing him say it.

      “I don’t have to be here, you know.”

      “Since you’re unemployed, it’s not like you have anywhere else to go.” Heath grimaced as soon as he’d said the words.

      My eyes burned, and I turned away to watch the trees pass by. I’d lost more than my job when they’d laid me off. And he knew it. Punk.

      “I’m sorry.” Heath’s voice had softened, all the edge gone. “That came out harsher than I meant it to.”

      Mellie shifted on the seat between us, and I reached down to brush the curls from her little face. Her frail, skinny legs dangled over the seat. The worst thing about all of this was that I rarely went all negative. Transplanting my family so far away, though, had sucked all the positive from my heart. I wished I could be more like Mellie, with her simple acceptance and joy about the grand adventure before my family.

      Guilt battled with the selfishness of my unhappiness. Yes, my family was willing to leave Sacramento and our life there. And where I’d planned to open my business someday. Yes, I’d have to postpone my dreams.

      At the same time, Dad had inherited a castle. A real castle. Who takes apart an Irish castle and reconstructs it in northern Washington in the mid-to-late 1800s? Some psycho Savage ancestor, of course.

      “Help me be happy about this, Heath.”

      “All right.” He turned thoughtful. As usual, his nerdy, black-rimmed glasses had slipped down his nose, and a longish strand of hair kept falling into his eyes. “Answer this: is it really so hard for you to help Mom and Dad for a few months?”

      “No.” I leaned my head against the window.

      “Then what are you really afraid of?”

      “That I’ll get stuck in Washington and never make it back home,” I whispered, thinking of the culinary certificate I’d earned right before I’d lost my job.

      “I’ve said this before.” He shot me a smug glance for emphasis. “Look at it as a temporary summer job.”

      Heath had said something like that before, but I’d blown it off. I heaved out a breath. He was right again. I hated when he was right.

      Still, as I accepted the truth of his words, the horrible sense of being in prison eased a little for the first time since the letter had come from the attorney.

      “Haven’t Mom and Dad waited long enough for their dream to come true?” Heath asked. “Let’s help them and just enjoy this summer together.”

      I heard the word “last” even though he didn’t say it—our last summer together.

      And there it hung in the air, the ultimate reason I detested this amazing thing happening to us. Sure, Dad had inherited hundreds of acres, including a castle. I should be happy for him. And I was.

      But an inheritance shouldn’t pull our family in different directions. In Sacramento, we’d had a good life. After a few lean years, Dad’s  construction industry had taken off again. Plus, we had friends there, a support group. Some of us even had plans.

      For more than a year, my best friend Taylor and I had talked about opening our own dessert boutique. Then the letter from the attorney had come, and I’d been the rope in a tug-of-war, pulled back and forth: stay with the family I loved or pursue my dream. If my parents had sold the Washington property and kept the family business instead, I’d have been able to do both.

      It hadn’t been hard for Heath. Two years ago, he’d barely blinked at turning down a scholarship to Berkeley, tempting as it’d been. He’d decided he’d rather get his computer science degree online than make a three-hour commute round trip, and he hadn’t wanted to live in the Bay Area. It was too far from family.

      I sighed again. Too far from family. When I returned to Sacramento to open the business with Taylor, they wouldn’t be nearby.

      Heath shifted, pulling me from my musings.

      “Here,” I said. “Let her rest on me so you can work on your assignment.”

      “Thanks.” Heath eased his arm from behind Mellie.

      With care, I shifted her. Up front, Mom said something to the boys, and they all laughed. She glanced into the rearview mirror, and our gazes met. She winked, looking happier than she had since we’d lost Mellie’s twin, Phoebe.

      Mom had helped with the books for Dad’s construction business. Besides being a super organizer, she had a brilliant eye for design. My parents had talked for years about buying a big house and turning it into a bed-and-breakfast. With Dad’s building skills and Mom’s decorating, it’d be a perfect combination. Inheriting the castle really was a dream come true for them.

      I needed to stop fighting my decision to come with them for the summer. Like Heath had said, there’d been little choice once my employer had laid me off. It took money to open a dessert boutique. I might as well work for my father in Washington as for a stranger in Sacramento.

      It could be our last summer together. The thought made my eyes sting. I reached across Mellie and gave Heath’s shoulder a little push.

      “That’s better.” He grinned.

      Up ahead, Dad slowed the large moving truck.

      “Do you think we’re here?” I whispered, but Heath only shrugged. I peered into the heavily wooded area which surrounded us, hoping to see something besides trees. The forest made giant green and brown walls on both sides of the highway. If the road had been any narrower, the effect would have been claustrophobic.

      “Look.” Heath pointed to a side lane that the truck ahead was turning onto.

      A quaint, carved-stone sign stood on the shoulder of the road, almost overwhelmed by the growth. A corner had broken off, giving it a feeling of antiquity and welcome. It stated only the name of the village—Wildstone, and the distance—one mile.

      “Check it out.” Eli and Joel had taken notice and plastered their faces against the windows. “Sick!” They pointed to another, newer sign just beyond the inviting stone one.

      Keep Out. Private Property.

      “That’s a little ominous,” I muttered.

      “I’d say curious, not ominous.” Heath shot me his big brother “behave” look. Like the extra ten minutes he’d been alive made him all-knowing or something.

      “Fine.” I really should stop seeing bad omens in everything. I gave Mellie a gentle shake. “Wake up, sleepyhead. I think we’re almost there.”

      “Where?” Mellie jerked upright, her head darting back and forth between the windows to look outside. “There are just trees.”

      “We’ll be there soon.” Heath pointed to a map he had on his laptop.

      As we drove on, at first only more forest surrounded us. Then the tree tunnel opened on a large, roundish valley with snowcapped Mt. Baker as a distant backdrop. My breath caught at the beauty of the view. Mellie squealed, and the boys sat speechless for a second before pelting Mom with questions.

      I had purposely not paid attention to many details when the family had discussed what the inheritance included. Looking at the valley before us, the five hundred acres seemed a lot bigger than it had on the online map we’d checked.

      The village of Wildstone’s colorful buildings started near to the opening in the trees. The old-fashioned quaintness of the place reminded me of something. A few of the houses even had thatched roofs.

      “Some of those would give Nan’s purple house a run for her money,” I said. True to the culture of her youth, our Brazilian grandmother loved colorful houses.

      “The roofs give it a European feel,” Heath said.

      The place looked under construction, with scaffolding around several buildings. No workers labored anywhere, though, and it had the sense of a project interrupted.

      “Oh, no,” I said as something occurred to me. “Is Dad responsible for the village too?”

      “Yep,” Heath said, his voice flat.

      With a groan, I closed my eyes. I should have paid more attention to Dad’s plans and what I’d agreed to help with. We’d spent our junior high and high school years working for him and his construction business. Heath had good reason to be studying computer programming, and I’d trained as a pastry chef.

      “Oh, look, Phoebe,” Mellie cried, pointing at the people pouring from the buildings to watch us drive past. “There are some little girls we can play with.”

      Heath and I exchanged glances. Phoebe’s back? he mouthed.

      Through the rearview mirror, I caught Mom’s expression turn dark for a second. The therapist had told us two years ago that Mellie’s way of coping with the death of her twin had included creating an imaginary friend with the same name. He’d assured my parents Mellie would outgrow it. We’d thought she had.

      Dad looked like he’d drive through the village. When a slender, blonde woman in her early forties and wearing a brightly colored shawl and some amazing painted boots waved for us to stop, he pulled over. Mom parked behind, and Joel and Eli were the first to jump out. Heath was already shoving his laptop into its bag, and Mellie was opening the door excitedly. I was the last one out of the van, and I hurried to join my family.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Alexander,” my father was saying.

      “Oh, call me Didi. Everyone does. I’m on the village council, and we wanted to welcome you and your family to Wildstone.” The woman kept glancing at my mother.

      “I’m Gabbie Savage,” Mom said, stepping forward with an extended hand. “This is our youngest daughter, Mellie. The two boys are Joel and Eli, and the oldest two are Heath and Lia.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Didi shifted to my father, her expression turning resolute. “Mr. Savage, I⁠—”

      “Call me Roger,” Dad interrupted. “Since you’re on the council, you can pass this on to everyone in the village. Gabbie and I haven’t decided yet what we want to do with the property. Based on the scaffolding, it looks like my cousin was already working on something here. Once we’re unpacked, we’ll take an inventory of the castle and the village. Then we’ll meet with you and the council. It’ll help us understand what it is you all do here and what Miles Savage had planned for the place.”

      “Thank you,” Didi said, shooting another concerned glance at my mother.

      What was that about? And that tall man of about twenty-five who kept watching me. There wasn’t anything creepy about it, more like he recognized me from somewhere. And something else, though I couldn’t put my finger on it. But I could swear I’d never seen him before.

      “Why do you keep looking at me like that?” Mom finally asked Didi, who flushed.

      “I’m sorry. Your back hurts, doesn’t it?”

      My mother blinked. “Yes, but I’ve also been in a car for the better part of two days. It’s to be expected.”

      “She’s a massage therapist.” The young man held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. “She works magic with her hands. I’m Trace Barton, by the way. I’m the forester here.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I hope I still will be.”

      “A forester.” Dad nodded, scanning the trees surrounding the village. “I guess that makes sense. We’ll need to talk later. In the meantime, keep doing what you’ve been doing.”

      “Will do, sir.” Trace sent me another sidelong glance.

      I realized then what it reminded me of—like when one of the boys knew something I didn’t and couldn’t wait to see my reaction. But why? I definitely hadn’t met this guy.

      “We really need to get going,” Mom said, pulling Mellie away from the two little girls she’d been talking to. “I’m afraid all these trees will kill the natural light long before it gets dark.”

      “Oh, it does that for sure,” one of the village women said sympathetically.

      “Yeah. Let us know when you’re ready to unload the heavy stuff,” a man added, and several others nodded.

      “We’re all about helping each other around here.” Didi slid a business card into my mother’s hand, saying, “Come see me. The first visit is free.”

      Mom gave a polite nod, but when she turned around, a crease appeared between her eyes. I hoped she wouldn’t go all suspicious on everyone around here. The people looked genuinely friendly, even if they were also curious.

      My mother had often needed to play the tough guy when dealing with my father’s vendors and subcontractors in Sacramento. Unfortunately, it’d made her suspicious of everyone new, like all these people. I could tell they were picking up on her attitude. Maybe I could soften her stiffness.

      “I love your boots.” I extended a hand to Didi. “Where did you get them?”

      Grinning, with cheeks turning a little pink, she shook my hand. The soft wrinkles around her eyes spoke of someone who smiled a lot. It made me like her even more. She lifted one boot, so I could see the intricate design.

      “I know some ladies in Payne who paint these. They usually work with leather but do a lovely job on synthetics like mine. My shop is called The Mystic Crystal. If you want to check out more of their work, I keep a few on consignment, though most people order from them directly.”

      She looked like she wanted to say more, but after a worried glance in my mother’s direction, Didi gave a soft smile. The concern in her eyes had increased when she’d mentioned her shop. For the first time, I focused on the villagers and their worried faces.

      The significance of their position struck me. My dad owned all this land. From their concern, I guessed he must own the buildings as part of his inheritance. So, these people must be his tenants, and their livelihoods depended on what he did with the property.

      I glanced back at Didi and found her watching me. It was uncanny, but she nodded like she knew what I’d been thinking.

      “Lia, are you coming?” my mother called from the minivan.

      I waved my hand to show I’d heard her and faced Didi.

      “I’d definitely like to see your shop and check out the village.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      “Come on, Lia,” Eli groaned from the car. “We want to see the castle!”

      “See ya.” I turned and jogged back to the vehicle, mumbling an apology as I climbed into the back again with Heath and Mellie.

      “What was that about?” he whispered while I buckled my seatbelt.

      “She sells cute boots.”

      Heath arched a brow, his expression dubious.

      “Well, she does, but I’ll tell you more later.”

      “Those girls were nice.” Mellie slid her arm through mine and gave a happy sigh. “I like it here.”

      I glanced back at the village and the people watching us drive away. The place already held my interest, and we hadn’t even seen the castle yet.
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      Hugh pursed his lips and glared at the gray-haired servant on the makeshift scaffolding. After driving the woman from his library and discovering the stone was missing from the fireplace, Hugh had lost himself for a time.

      Sadly, it had often happened after the dismantling of the Citadel. Truth be told, Hugh had lost himself for years following the shameful theft of his home. Perhaps for decades, considering the changes in the bizarre horseless carriages since the last time.

      Why were the servants still here? As soon as Hugh had collected himself, he had searched the servants’ quarters and found the belongings of the woman, her husband, and adult son gone. ‘Twas only a partial success because the family had merely moved to the Gatehouse.

      Sounds of activity had brought him to the front tower to find the man washing windows. He scrubbed with such fervor as to hint at guests arriving soon.

      More interlopers.

      Hugh curled his lips, a low growl rumbling in his chest. He struggled enough to maintain his sense of self to conduct his search. Having intruders interrupting his concentration would prove a disaster. He must find the stone. Maire must have his gift back.

      His little Maire. The terrible loss which had hit him with her death threatened to pull Hugh from himself.

      No! He mustn’t allow it to take him again.

      Hugh straightened and pushed his grief back inside, where it could no longer distract him. He had a mission: Expel these invaders and⁠—

      A roar from the forest startled him, so much that the Irish Regimental hat nearly fell from his head. As he firmly seated it again, he stared in disbelief as a giant wagon burst from the trees. ‘Twas even longer than the one the male servant drove. A second, smaller carriage—also without horses—followed the behemoth. And both came toward the Citadel.

      Hugh opened his mouth to call for his guards. As he recalled that he no longer had any, his shoulders slumped. Had the usurpers called in reinforcements?

      Standing tall once more, his nostrils flaring, Hugh cracked his knuckles. They would soon learn who they had dared to come against.
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      I hated to admit it, but the approach to the castle was kind of awesome. Not that I’d say as much to any of my family. Especially Heath. He’d go all smug on me.

      The forest grew so thick it was like the road meandered through a tree tunnel. Filtered sunlight showcased the clumps of ferns, and I was sure I saw the flicker of a squirrel’s tail. A deer lifted its head before disappearing into the woods.

      The ambience completely charmed me.

      Then the van broke into full sunlight once more. The grounds spreading in front of the castle created a wide meadow with an even better view of Mt. Baker. It stole my breath away.

      “Is that the castle?” Joel asked.

      “No. See. That’s the castle.” Eli’s usually boisterous voice had softened with awe.

      “The smaller building is the Gatehouse,” Heath added. “I think that’s where the caretaker and his family live.”

      As we approached it, everyone sat in silence, even the boys. The Gatehouse looked like a mini-castle, with its two towers connected by a building-like bridge thingy. Heath was right that someone must live there because curtains hung from the windows.

      Dad brought the large moving truck to a stop, and Mom pulled up beside it. The boys scrambled out.

      “I’m surprised they didn’t bring any of the walls over from Ireland too.” Heath slid the minivan door open for Mellie. “Walls usually surrounded castles for protection.”
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