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      Millie Brannon, June 1928

      Something jolts me awake. Unsure what, I glance around. Everything is dark. I have no idea where I am.

      I’m definitely not in my bed. After sitting up, I realize I’m on a couch—one of many in my family’s ridiculously large house, so I could be almost anywhere. Given my condition, I shouldn’t be anywhere other than my room, which worries me. A lot.

      Locked in. I’m supposed to be locked in, for my safety and for that of everyone else within the walls—and outside.

      I’ve made it into the woods before. I was young and horribly scared when I awoke. Mama and my nanny were losing their minds until they found me—they’ve told me at least a hundred times since then.

      But that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      I shove those thoughts aside and rise to my feet. My ankles wobble for a moment because I’m wearing high-heeled shoes.

      Everything comes flooding back. The party. Peppy live music, dancing, laughing. Moonshine and appetizers enough for days.

      How did I wind up here? I can’t remember the party ending, the guests leaving.

      Think, Millie.

      I press my palms down along my dress. The fabric is stiff.

      Too stiff. Unnaturally stiff.

      My heart leaps to my throat. I fumble around, bumping into a table and a shelf before finding a light to turn on. I’m in one of the reading rooms near the servant’s quarters. But that barely registers.

      Not when my shimmery white dress is now more red than white.

      This can’t be happening. It just can’t.

      Not again.

      My breathing grows labored as I stare down at the large reddish-brown splotch across my abdomen and hips. The tiny dots freckling up my chest, some of them on my bare shoulders and arms.

      My gaze darts around. Did I bring the weapon in here?

      Nothing. Not even any blood on the couch fabric. That means the blood dried before I came in here to lie down.

      What happened?

      Hard as I try, I can’t remember anything beyond the party. Did Papa and Uncle John make a bad batch of moonshine? If that’s the case, then it makes sense that I passed out and did…

      I glance back down at my dress. My stomach lurches. I really, really hope this is because I’d made my way out to the barn and helped one of the servants to butcher an animal for tomorrow’s dinner.

      But I know better. Especially after⁠—

      No. I can’t think about that. It’s too painful.

      I need to figure out what happened. Why Nelly isn’t here.

      Oh, heavens. Don’t tell me this is her blood. It can’t be. But it would explain why I’m here alone at night when I should be in my room, tucked safely into bed with the locks firmly in place.

      This is bad. Very bad.

      The last thing I remember was dancing with Fred. We were laughing and having a grand time with plenty of other couples around us in my favorite ballroom in the Brannon Manor—not the one all my parties are in but for rare, intimate gatherings.

      I have to return there, even though it’s in an entirely different wing. Perhaps I should take one of the hidden passages. Then I won’t risk anyone seeing my blood-soaked dress. Not when the entire household—including each servant—knows about my sleepwalking condition and what can happen.

      What’s already happened.

      Despite all the hypnosis therapies and potions Mama has thrust my way, I can’t forget. Nothing works.

      Nothing will bring back sweet Mae.

      I miss her more than anything. The pain is still unbearable at times, despite the years.

      Tears well. I swipe them away. Now isn’t the time to think about her.

      What if the person whose blood I’m caked in is still alive? What if I can save him or her?

      My stomach roils. Plummets.

      I didn’t hurt Fred, did I? Not beautiful, lively Fred. I couldn’t have. Wouldn’t.

      Not that I’d have done anything to harm Mae either—if I’d been awake, aware of my actions. Yet she’s gone. Forever.

      Fear eclipses my foggy memory. Fred’s the last person I remember being with, and the thought of his demise—especially at my hand—is too much to bear. Gasping, I lean against the wall then slide down until I’m sitting on the floor. The room spins around me like I’ve had a bad batch of moonshine.

      I know all about bad shine. My brother Marshall’s first attempt was horrible. I’d gotten sick then passed out. Someone had brought me to my room and locked me in.

      Why didn’t that happen this time?

      I have to find out. Can’t sit here, succumbing to my fright. No matter how hard the truth is, I must face it.

      More tears threaten, but I manage to keep them at bay. Use the shelf next to me to pull myself up. Take shaky steps toward the door.

      Why? Why is this happening again? I should’ve been more careful. If only I could remember something. Did I try to go to my bedroom? If I was sleepy, I must have. I know that routine I know as well as my own name.

      I am Mildred—Millie—Brannon, born in 1905, and I have a terrible sleepwalking condition. A subconscious, murderous alter ego. A psychopathology nobody talks about outside of the Brannon family clan. I’m the family secret. One of them. Certainly the most dangerous. Not even my best friends have any idea, and definitely not any of my beaus.

      That’s what terrifies me about the thought that Fred is the last person I remember seeing. If I passed out from bad moonshine around him, he wouldn’t have known to lock me away for his own wellbeing.

      Taking a quick glance at my dress, my stomach roils. I’m not going to be able to keep down escargot, pastries, or hard drinks from the party.

      An empty pot sits across the room. It once held a plant that didn’t survive the indoors, a fact for which I’m now grateful. I rush over to it, reaching it just in time to retch into it. My throat burns as the appetizers return. I wipe my mouth and try to ignore the acidic taste.

      One of the servants will find this and clean it up. I have a more important matter—making sure Fred is still alive. Not that I prefer anyone else’s death in his stead, but I can’t bear it if poor Fred suffered at my hand. The handsome young bachelor doesn’t have a bad bone in his entire body. In fact, when I finally settle down, I hope he, of all my suitors, will be my future husband.

      Please don’t let this blood be Fred’s.

      I kick off my shoes so I can hurry to the ballroom faster, but I can’t let anyone know I was here, so I carry them under my arm. As I race through the corridors, I’m careful to avoid running into anyone.

      When I hear voices, I duck into another hallway and take a different route. Not even the hired help can know I’m awake at this hour.

      Nobody can see my dress.

      But what if someone finds the body before I do?

      Assuming there is a body. I don’t see how there can’t be—my dress is stiff with copious amounts of blood. Somebody most certainly died tonight.

      I must hurry.
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      Kenzi Brannon, current day

      The mansion looms in front of me, more ominous than usual with dark storm clouds and streaks of lightning behind it. I clutch the steering wheel, dreading the short run from my car to the front door. Not that sitting in a vehicle full of metal is much better than running out in the open.

      I sigh deeply then run my palms over my belly, which has recently “popped”—a fact many have pointed out to me as if I hadn’t noticed. Of course I smile at each comment and come up with something nice to say in response. Nobody means harm, and it isn’t like I tire of talking about my little girl… even if I do have nearly identical conversations with strangers as well as friends daily.

      The sky lights up blindingly bright. Almost immediately, a rumble of thunder shakes the car.

      Too close. I need to get the two of us inside. At least I’m not yet at the waddling stage, so I should be able to hurry to the house with enough ease—as long as I don’t slip on a puddle or anything like that. Lately, fatigue has made me clumsy. When I mentioned that fact to my OB-GYN, he expressed concern. Thankfully Graham had already left, called to respond to a burglary in progress. In a town this size, it’s all hands on deck in a situation like that. Rank doesn’t matter, nor does the fact that we were watching our little girl on an ultrasound monitor during his lunch break. At least he got to see her before rushing off. I loved watching his eyes light up with excitement almost as much as I loved seeing our baby on the screen.

      I’m supposed to get more rest. Good luck with that—not that I’d said so aloud at my appointment. I haven’t told anyone I’m still sleepwalking. As far as my family is concerned, that condition stopped when my mother passed away in the fall.

      In actuality, my episodes have ramped up. I’m still safe. I know because I keep setting up cameras around the house to try to track where I go and what I do. It’s eerie watching the footage—when I manage to capture it. Most of the time, I somehow avoid being recorded.

      I’m completely out of touch with my own mind and its nightly habits.

      I wish I had the opportunity to talk with anyone from my childhood so I could find out if I walked in my sleep back then. Both my parents and my older sister Claire are dead. I’ve since found half siblings—Jack and Billa—but neither knew me as a kid.

      Wait. Billa did know me when we were girls. Granted it was the weirdest friendship ever, considering my mother convinced me she was an imaginary friend, but if there’s a chance she knows something, I should find out. She’d keep my sleepwalking a secret if asked.

      Another clap of thunder pulls me from my thoughts. This storm isn’t going to let up anytime soon, so I grab my purse and make sure the ultrasound images are safely tucked inside. Graham and I are going to frame them and put them on display for the upcoming baby shower.

      When I cut the engine, the raindrops pelting the roof sound even louder. This storm doesn’t seem to be letting up at all. I take a deep breath, rest my hand on my belly one more time, and mentally prepare myself for the sprint to the front door.

      It really wouldn’t hurt to upgrade the driveway so that it goes directly to the front door. Not that such a realization helps me now. My focus needs to be on getting inside without incident.

      The moment I step out of the car, fat raindrops soak me. After slamming the door, I set the alarm while jogging toward the walkway, careful to avoid any puddles. Once I reach the entrance, I pause under the overhang, taking cover from the storm while I lean against the wall and gasp for air. It’s amazing how quickly I get winded these days, though my doctor says that’s normal.

      Once inside, my clothes drip on the entry floor, making puddles. I groan, too exhausted to deal with the mess.

      Ryker rounds the corner, placing a hammer into his tool belt. “Some rain, huh?”

      Water snakes down my face from my hair. “You could say that.”

      “Want some help? You look tired.”

      Glancing the rapidly expanding puddle at my feet makes me want to climb into bed. “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “Are you kidding?” He beams. “I still can’t believe I get to live here in this mansion with actual family. I’m glad to help.”

      “Just remember, you’re not a servant. Like you said, you’re family.”

      “I’ll grab some towels from the laundry room.” Ryker disappears down the hallway.

      We found him living in a secret passage last year, hiding because he didn’t think he’d be accepted despite being my brother’s son—one he had no idea about. Jack spent most of his adult life locked away in an apartment here in the mansion, thanks to our mother. He’s thrilled to have the chance to be a father now.

      Ryker returns with an armload of bath towels and won’t let me help wipe the floor. “Go upstairs and rest.” He motions toward the spiral staircase. “You’re expending energy for two now.”

      It’s hard to argue, especially given how sleepy I am. “I appreciate it. Just don’t overwork yourself.”

      “Not a chance.”

      When I get upstairs, I check on Ember studying in her room. She’s been homeschooling for months and is really thriving. She gushes over the ultrasound images before returning to her chemistry assignment.

      I’m glad she’s able to learn that stuff online, as I’m no help. I can’t remember breakfast let alone my own education.

      By the time I reach my room, which is only on the other side of the staircase, I’m thoroughly spent and collapse onto the massive bed. I don’t bother changing my wet clothes or climbing under the blankets. Once my head hits the pillow, my eyes close and fatigue cloaks me like covers.

      As I drift off, my mind pulls up an image of a reading room in a rarely used wing at the other end of the house. Almost as if it’s calling to me…
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      Kenzi

      I roll over, expecting to feel one of the pillows on Graham’s side of the bed. Instead, all I find is air.

      Terror runs through me, and I manage to wake up enough to catch myself before crashing on the ground which could be disastrous for the baby. I land on my feet and blink a few times, trying to figure out where I am.

      My sleepwalking is getting worse.

      There’s a couch behind me—that’s where I woke. But didn’t I fall asleep on my bed? I swear I did. Why am I here? I’m not even sure what part of the house I’m in.

      Then I remember. I imagined this room just before falling asleep. And now I’m here.

      A chill runs through me. I fumble backward until I’m sitting. Heart racing, I glance around the dim room. The old curtains are thick and block much of the limited daylight from outside. Raindrops pelt the window, telling me the winter storm is still raging.

      Once I regain my bearings, I open the curtains and peer through the tempest. Trees whip around in the forest behind the house. I turn my back to the glass and study my surroundings.

      The room has several bookshelves, all filled, and many of the tomes look to be a hundred years old. Certain sections of the mansion were used at various points and then ignored afterward. Many rooms in the unused wings are time capsules of eras long gone. This one makes me think of the roaring twenties because of a collection of small framed black-and-white photos of smiling women in flapper dresses. The backgrounds indicate at least some of the pictures had been taken in one of the mansion’s dance halls.

      Most everything in this room probably is a hundred years old, maybe more. Despite having grown up in the Brannon House, I never lose the sense of awe over a find like this. The history within these walls is so rich and varied—and part of my own heritage. This house is more valuable than a museum.

      There have been several offers on the Brannon estate over the years, but we’ll never sell.  We don’t need to, not when the family fortune is seemingly endless. All of us could retire today and never want for anything, and we’d still have plenty to pass on to the following generations.

      I pull myself from my thoughts. It must be getting close to dinner time, and someone is bound to be looking for me. My phone is in my purse, which is in my bedroom. Luckily it isn’t my night to figure out the meal.

      Even so, I need to get back to the main wing—using that term still feels so pretentious, no matter how many times I used it—and see how everyone else is doing. I glance around the room to make sure I haven’t left anything in here, but it appears I only brought myself.

      I hurry through the hallways until I reach the main part of the house. Voices sound from the kitchen, so I make my way there to find everyone gathered.

      Graham’s eyes light up when he sees me and he wraps me in a hug—though his reach decreases the more my middle grows. “Where have you been? I was looking all over for you.”

      Before I can answer, Carol speaks up. “She was probably nesting. Right?” She winks at me.

      “Something like that.”

      Luckily, the conversation moves to dinner. It’s Graham’s night, and after a busy day at work he didn’t have any time to think about what to make.

      Ember suggests eating out—she jumps at the opportunity whenever anyone isn’t prepared for their night. Ryker agrees. Everyone else goes along with the idea, but I’m too tired. Sleepwalking always makes me more exhausted than I was before. “You guys have fun, but I need to rest.”

      I yawn and then rub my belly, as if my pregnancy has anything to do with my fatigue. It’s a good cover, and nobody questions it.

      Graham gives me another squeeze. “Are you sure? I’d feel bad leaving you here.”

      “Given how much I don’t want to go out, you should feel worse about dragging me along.”

      “I’d never make you do anything against your will.”

      “Bring me back something good. In the meantime, I’m going to grab a snack.” Yawning again, I find some leftover macaroni and cheese in the fridge—a current favorite food—and stick it in the microwave while everyone else discusses where to go for dinner.

      I’ve finished eating by the time they decide where to go. They head out, ensuring me they’ll bring back something I’ll love.

      The silence makes my ears ring for a moment. I love having a lot of people here at the house. Growing up, the family was always so tense, but this is what I knew it could be. I never imagined I had so many relatives, and they all add so much to my life.

      For now, what I need is a nap. Hopefully my full stomach will help me to stay in place while I rest. This time, I climb under my covers and tuck them around me. Of course I can push them off in my sleep, but it’s an extra measure I didn’t take earlier.

      The moment I close my eyes, I start to drift off. The thick fog of fatigue settles on me like another blanket.

      Graham’s voice wakes me after what feels like only a moment.

      I reach for my blankets to cover my face so I can get a few more moments of sleep.

      There isn’t any bedding.

      My eyes fly open.

      I’m back in the same reading room I woke in before.

      My husband’s eyes are full of worry.

      “Would you believe this couch is the perfect nap spot?”

      “You’re sleepwalking again.”

      I start to say something, but I can’t lie to him, so I just nod. What else can I do? Denying it at this point would be pointless. Of course I wouldn’t choose to rest in here—not when we have a luxurious bed in our room.

      He sits next to me. “How long has this been going on?”

      My stomach knots. He isn’t going to like the answer.

      “Kenzi?”

      I take a deep breath. “It never stopped.”

      “What?” He stares at me, his expression a mix of shock and hurt. “You’ve been sleepwalking all this time? It didn’t stop after your mother died?”

      “Technically, it did. But only for a few days.” I sigh deeply. “Most of the time I ended up back in our bed, so it didn’t seem worth mentioning.”

      He blinks a few times. “You’re pregnant and sleepwalking—and our house has at least a dozen staircases. This is a huge deal.”

      “I’m always safe.”

      “Until you’re not.”

      I can’t argue that point. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should’ve told you, but I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “I should be worried! In fact, I am. We have to do something.”

      “Like what? I’m pregnant. There’s no medication I can take for it.”

      Graham rubs his hands together. “We can block our bedroom door. That’ll at least keep you in our room.”

      “You really think I wouldn’t be able to figure a way out?”

      “While you’re sleeping?”

      “Part of me is awake, otherwise there’s no way I could get here.”

      He doesn’t look convinced.

      “I’ve been completely wiped out—more than can be explained away by pregnancy. Even my doctor mentioned today that I looked too tired.”

      “Then we have to figure something out.”

      “Go ahead and block the door,” I concede. “Just do it after I’ve fallen asleep. That way I can’t see you do it and maybe won’t know how to get around it in my sleep.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Do you still have those cameras you bought when you were convinced your mom was wandering the house at night?”

      My face warms. “I’ve been using them to track my nightly adventures.”

      His mouth falls open. “Seriously? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me any of this.”

      Guilt stings. “I’m really sorry. It didn’t seem like a huge deal, but clearly I was wrong. It’s getting worse.”

      “Is this something new? Have you done this when you were younger? Or living in LA?”

      “If so, I can’t remember. I should ask Billa if she knows anything about it. Maybe I did some sleepwalking as a kid when she was around.”

      “Good idea. Let’s ask her!”

      I groan at the thought of dredging up old memories.

      “You don’t like that idea?” Graham asks.

      “Our time together as kids is a bit of a sore subject. It’s what led to my parents institutionalizing me! They convinced me Billa wasn’t real when they knew what was going on. She was here at the house visiting, but Regina wouldn’t accept her as part of the family, so she chose to make me think I was losing my mind instead.”

      Graham squeezes my hand. “It’s okay. It’s all in the past.”

      “It isn’t okay!” Anger makes me lightheaded. “I was young and impressionable. My parents should’ve been the ones locked away for what they did to me! My time in the facility may be over, but it’s part of me. I’ll never forget, and it can never go away. I have to live with the effects!”

      “You’re right. It’s my turn to apologize.” He wraps an arm around me. “I’m sure living here in the same home where all of that happened doesn’t help. There are probably triggers all over the place—subconscious things you don’t recognize while awake. It makes sense that you would have a hard time over it now, while you’re pregnant. You don’t want anything like that to happen to our baby.”

      “Thank you for understanding.” Tension melts away.

      “I wish I had before. Could that be why you’ve been sleepwalking? Maybe now that we’re talking about it, your unconscious mind can rest.”

      “It would be amazing if it were that easy.”

      “Maybe it is.”

      I shrug.

      He kisses my cheek. “Let’s get you some food, and then we’ll see what happens when you fall asleep. I’ll block our door, but hopefully you won’t even get up in the middle of the night. We’re going to face this together.”

      Unfortunately, I have a feeling it won’t be that simple. Things never are around here.
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      Millie Brannon, June 1928

      The lump in my throat grows bigger by the minute. I can hardly keep my tears at bay. Even if it isn’t sweet Fred who died, somebody was clearly killed.

      An innocent life, once again cut short. By my hand.

      How can I continue to live with myself? So far, Mama has always told me it isn’t my fault, that I can’t help what I do in my sleep. The fact that I can’t remember proves I have no blame.

      She should hate me. I don’t know how she doesn’t.

      I killed her daughter.

      Terror grips me. What if I took the life of another of my siblings? I couldn’t live with myself. My parents would surely throw me on the street if that’s the case.

      Why do I have this curse? Could it be a ghost of a Brannon from the past? Maybe it really isn’t my fault at all. Perhaps it’s an angry spirit.

      Now I’m truly thinking like a crazy person.

      A ghost would explain how my doll moves around the house seemingly on her own, though Marshall playing jokes on me is the more practical explanation. He’s always denied doing it, but at the same time, I think he blames me for Mae’s death.

      As do I, so I understand him resenting me.

      I turn down corridor after corridor. The ballroom isn’t far now. No music or boisterous conversation sounds. The party is long over, and all the guests have returned to their own homes.

      A tear slips onto my cheek. I wipe it away furiously.

      Maybe this isn’t as bad as it appears. The stiff, sticky stuff on my dress might not even be blood. Maybe someone spilled something on me. The newest hired servant has proven to be on the clumsy side. Perhaps he knocked a batch of sauce onto my dress.

      I can hope, but I’m too intelligent to actually believe that. I’m covered in blood. Somehow I managed to fall asleep outside of the safety of my bedroom, and I did the unthinkable. Again.

      This condition is never going away. Marshall is right—I’ll never be able to have a normal marriage. Not that I’m even thinking about that, despite being of the age where most of my peers are getting engaged or already married.

      Fred comes to mind, and I’m nearly sick again.

      No man would ever want to share a bedroom with me. Well, to be honest, plenty do—but none of them know my secret. My very deadly secret.

      When I reach the hall, I shove those thoughts away and peek inside the ballroom. The only people inside are servants who bustle about, cleaning. No guests remain. I have no way of determining who left and who might have been murdered and left in an abandoned nook of the house.

      My stomach churns acid. Why can’t I remember anything? I need to think harder.

      I retreat from view of the tired workers, my mind spinning. It makes sense that the body wouldn’t be in there. I couldn’t have killed anyone with so many people around.

      My victim must’ve convinced me to go somewhere alone with him. Or her.

      At the thought, my heart nearly explodes. What if my good friends pulled me away somewhere? Convinced me to host a sleepover in another wing? Surely I wouldn’t risk…

      I lean against the nearest wall and struggle to breathe normally. If anything happened to Doris, Edna, or Blanche, I could never forgive myself. They’re as close to me as Mae was, before I killed her. It feels like someone shoved a down pillow in my lungs, that’s how hard it is to breathe.

      What have I done?

      The thought of hurting anyone I care about is too much. I slide to the ground and give into my tears. They blur my vision.

      I barely survived being the perpetrator of such a tragedy one time. Going through that again would be the end of me.

      That might be for the best, actually. I’m a danger to everyone I love.

      Maybe it’s good I can’t find the body. Somebody else should, then they can alert the police, and I can be locked away permanently. Just like I deserve.

      Once I’m able to stop crying, I pull myself up then trudge down the hallway toward the front part of the house. Perhaps this path will set off a memory, and I’ll figure out what happened.

      What I did.

      Who I hurt.

      My chest feels like it has a thousand-pound weight pressing on it. I force my thoughts to the party. Dancing with my beaus. Laughing with my friends. Chatting with acquaintances.

      Overhearing whispers about Papa’s moonshine.

      I stop cold.

      Some of Marshall’s friends caught me listening in on their conversation. Perry glared at me, pointed at me. I would swear his eyes turned black when he saw me.

      Did something happen with them? Might they have forced me to take them to Papa’s secret room?

      Anxious voices sound nearby, pulling me from my thoughts.

      One of them says police.

      Police?

      My throat closes, and suddenly I can’t breathe again.

      Hurried footsteps rush away.

      I have to find out where they’re going. Could someone have found the dead body and alerted the authorities?

      That’s the only explanation.

      Even though I shouldn’t follow them, I do. What other choice do I have? Obviously, I could hide. Probably should. But I have to know who died, even if it means the end of my freedom.

      I’ll never follow any of my dreams, never have a chance to pilot a plane like my heroine Amelia Earhart. Never get married and have kids.

      Not that I deserve to have any of that after killing two people.

      By the time I make it to the front of the house, the cops are already in the front entry. They’re speaking with Papa and Marshall in front of the spiral staircase. Several servants are lingering about, all appearing unsure of what to do.

      They’ve likely already been told to keep an eye out for me. I’m a criminal.

      More tears threaten, but I stay strong. They don’t fall.

      I inch closer to the conversation. Everyone speaks in hushed tones.

      My actions are that shameful.

      Perhaps it’s time I make my escape. If the police can’t find me, they can’t arrest me. At least not now. Eventually my crimes will catch up with me. I got away with one killing, but two? That’s too much to ask for.

      I debate whether I should return the way I came or go a different route. There are plenty of secret passages. The cops will never think to look for me in the walls.

      It’s why they were put there in the first place. Everything about this building is to keep my family safe.

      There’s a passage not too far away. I could be hidden in under five minutes.

      But before I so much as take a step, one of the officers pulls out handcuffs.

      My knees turn to rubber. I don’t have time to fumble with a hidden door.

      The officer puts the cuffs on Papa.

      I stare in disbelief. Do they think he’s the killer?

      A good daughter would run out and tell the truth. My feet won’t budge.

      Then I hear a word that changes everything.

      Bootlegging.

      He’s being arrested for making alcohol and selling it. His undercover operation has been discovered.

      Perry—he turned in my father. Perry’s father is the chief of police.

      It all makes sense now. He didn’t want to drink the moonshine. I didn’t take him to it.

      I didn’t kill him.

      But someone else is still dead.

      And Papa is under arrest.

      Things have just gone from bad to worse.
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