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  While recovering from the recent loss of his parents, Daniel Donnelly receives a phone call from his estranged aunt, who turns over control of the family fortune and estate, Timber Manor. Though his father seemed guarded about the past, Daniel’s need for family and curiosity compel him to visit.


  Located in a secluded area of the Northwest, Timber Manor has grown silent over the years. Her halls sit empty and a thin layer of dust adorns the sheet-covered furniture. When Daniel arrives to begin repairs, strange things happen. Nightmares haunt his dreams. Memories not his own disturb his waking hours. Alive with the tragedies of the past, Timber Manor threatens to tear Daniel apart.


  Sherriff Hale Davis grew up working on the manor grounds. Seeing Daniel struggle, he vows protect the young man who captured his heart, and help him solve the mystery behind the haunting and confront the past—not only to save Daniel’s life, but to save his family, whose very souls hang in the balance.
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  Part One:

  Picking up the Pieces


  The rain pounded down on the cab of the truck, the wiper blades furiously working to no avail as my truck crept down the darkened forest road. I felt like I was driving underwater, deep in some forgotten sea. The music on the radio was barely a whisper, as I had the volume turned almost completely down; I held the steering wheel in a viselike grip, trying to see more than ten feet in front of me. The heater was cranked up on high to keep the windows from fogging up, and sweat trickled down the side of my face. I couldn’t tell whether it was from the heat or from the fear tightening my gut. It was probably a combination of both.


  Lightning danced across the sky, instantly followed by a peal of thunder that shook the world around me and caused me to yelp involuntarily and duck my head as I took my foot off the gas. My heart leaped into my throat as the thunder rumbled like a cranky dragon awakening from a deep slumber to find his treasure gone.


  I had slowed the truck to a near crawl almost ten miles back when the torrential rains began. The two thousand or so miles from Texas had passed pretty well without incident, and I’d made very good time as I traversed hell’s half acre. Now it felt like I was not moving at all, and I could barely make out the road in front of me. No cars passed me coming from the other direction, and nobody came up behind me. I was alone and isolated, as if the rest of the world had disappeared and all that existed was me and my old Chevy truck. Those thoughts didn’t help the panic that was building.


  Shall I pull over and wait the rain out? Or keep going until I find a gas station to pull in to?


  I didn’t like the situation at all; this was how horror novels started, or some slasher movie. Some maniac wielding a knife or some other sharp weapon would come hurtling out of the woods or maybe appear at Billy Bob’s gas station. You know, one of those rusted old out-of-the-way service stations no one has seen in forever.


  The subject of the 1980s and 1990s horror flicks began to flash in my mind as well as each serial killer: Freddy Krueger, Jason Voorhees, Michael Myers…and who could forget the ghost-face killer in Scream? And of course that didn’t account for the demon in The Stand, the ghosts in The Shining, or the werewolf in Silver Bullet. These movies were all part of my personal collection back home, their memory mocking me with sinister ease.


  My throat was dry and begging for a drink; my eyes were strained and grainy from staring out into the night as rain sloshed my windshield, and my headlights peered into the darkness in a sad attempt to guide me to my destination.


  How do I get myself into these situations?


  A few nights ago, I’d been sitting at a campus bar with some of my friends, lamenting the end of the semester, and now here I was, wishing I were back in my dorm room surrounded by my belongings, homework, and familiarity, which were so far away. But that was before receiving the terrible news that flipped my entire world upside down.


  Before that phone call, I was a college student ready to take on the world with a killer smile, a hot body, purposefully shaggy, unkempt hair, and a college degree. After the phone call, a visit to the morgue, and seven days of walking around in a stupor barely eating and hardly sleeping, unsure of what I’d signed or who I’d spoken to, I got into my truck and left it all behind me.


  Now I was out in butt-fucked who-knows-where trying to reach my estranged aunt’s house, where I would stay for the summer.


  With one hand, I removed a Marlboro from its pack, slipped it into my mouth, and lit the end. Sweet nicotine heaven poured in as I placed my hand back on the steering wheel and thumbed the window control. The burn of the drag in my lungs was the only thing on the way from Texas that reminded me I was, in fact, still alive. My head felt stuffed with cotton and my heart felt like a lead balloon. On my way, I’d eaten at fast-food joints, pissed in disgusting gas-station bathrooms (and once on the side of the freeway), and driven relentlessly from point A toward point B. Once, in Nebraska, I stopped only to get a room and passed out on the bed without taking my clothes off.


  With the window rolled down midway, a deluge of rain pelted the side of my face, but like with everything else, I didn’t care. My give-a-damn was fucked these days.


  I put the cigarette in my right hand so it wouldn’t get wet—addicts do the strangest things to get their fix. Besides, if I was going to die here in the backside of nowhere, either by a terrible car accident or a knife-wielding maniac, I was having a damn cigarette.


  The rain coming through the cracked window was cool on my fevered skin, and the air, which carried the smell of the storm and the woods that surrounded me, pushed the smoke from my cigarette away with its fresh, clean fragrance. That air was sweet and again reminded me that I was, in fact, alive.


   


  “Mr. Donnelly, can you confirm the identity of the man in front of you?”


  I had stared up at the screen in the white room as a woman in a lab coat pulled away the sheet.


  The city morgue smelled like antiseptic and something else. Something right underneath the smell of disinfectant. Something sticky and sweet and old that was impossible to wash off even as, hours later, I sat inside the shower with my arms wrapped around my knees. I could still smell it.


  “Yes.”


  The man standing next to me nodded and spoke into a microphone. The woman in the white room put the sheet back and went to the next table. She pulled the second sheet back.


  “And her?”


  The shock of seeing her face caused me to turn mine away and squeeze my eyes shut. I nodded quickly.


  “Yes?” he prompted.


  An involuntary sob escaped my lips, but I nodded furiously and gritted my teeth against it. “Yes. Yes. It’s her.”


   


  Another lightning flash lit the sky and I nearly jumped out of my seat as the world around me instantly turned a brilliant white but then disappeared. Thunder pealed again, this time closer and louder than before, and I knew the storm wasn’t going to let up soon. I had to pull over or I was going to end up crashing into a tree. Game over. No law school for me.


  The idea was disgustingly and seductively appealing. Suicide, I mean.


  I could just hit the gas and my truck would rocket forward. I would stay on the road for a moment, maybe make Marty McFly’s 88 mph before I slammed headlong into the thick trunk of a tree and ended it all. And then I wouldn’t have to deal with this. I wouldn’t have to go meet this lady who said she is my father’s sister. I wouldn’t feel like a zombie, wouldn’t need to be alone in the world anymore. I could join my parents, and we could sail off into heaven together.


  Or hell.


  Or nothing, if the atheists are right.


  My luck, all I’d do was break my legs, or snap my spine, and be in agony until someone showed up and untangled my ruined body from behind my steering wheel. Or better yet, I’d die, but because my truck caught fire and I was pinned. I’d slowly be burned to death.


  I carefully pulled off to the side of the road and turned on my emergency flashers to hopefully avoid getting creamed by a passerby. Yet, somewhere deep inside, I didn’t think anyone would be traveling down this road tonight.


  I hoped more than anything that I was wrong.


  I put the truck in park, engine running. The wiper blades slapped furiously, like a drowning man trying to hail a lifeguard at a beach. I took one last drag of my cigarette, flicked it out into the night, and rolled up my window. The left side of me was rain-soaked, and I shivered from the cool air I’d allowed in from the window, but it was soon replaced by the heat coming out of the register. I looked at the radio clock for the time, and it was only nine thirty at night. Still pretty early, but the storm cut out all ambient light except for the occasional flash of lightning. I leaned back into the seat and let the warm leather embrace my aching back as I laid my head against the headrest.


  “Damn,” I whispered.


  I checked my phone for missed calls or messages, but there was no signal. So now I was not only stranded in the middle of nowhere, I had no way to call for help should I get attacked by Cletus the knife-wielding drifter. The rain pounded relentlessly on the cab of my truck. It began to have a lulling effect on me, and my eyes grew heavy. Trying to keep myself awake, I began to thumb through the radio stations. Not too many were available out here in the middle of butt-fucked who-knows-where, except one country music and another with a lone preacher saying, “We must have revival in this land!” I decided against both.


  “This was a mistake,” I said out loud as I wiped the nervous, clammy sweat from my brow.


  I didn’t even know this lady, and all of a sudden, she came out of the blue now that Mom and Dad were gone?


  “This is nuts, Daniel,” I whispered as the anxiety threatened to take over.


  Lightning danced outside as if replying to my words, and the thunder shouted its amen almost instantly. Yet something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I thought I saw movement along the tree line as the world lit up like fire. I sat bolt upright in my seat, peering out into the rain-soaked darkness. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until my chest began to hurt and my temples began to ache. I let it out in a slow manner, as if my exhale would alert whatever ghoul or ghost or serial killer was lurking inside the shadows of those woods.


  Another flash and my eyes locked on a pair of yellow eyes staring at me from the place where I saw them before. Not a ghost or a killer—a wolf.


  Standing about twenty feet away, a huge, magnificent wolf was watching me with an oddly disconcerting amount of intelligence in its eyes, head hung low. Its gray-and-white fur was gorgeous and oddly dry-looking. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Instead of fading into the darkness, it began to walk forward into the headlights of my car. The beast never took its eyes off mine. Like it was staring into my soul.


  My heart began to hammer and my breathing quickly picked up. My hands went back to the steering wheel and clamped down again, as white-knuckled as before. A chill passed through me, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up straight. As if the wolf could sense my distress, it stopped and gave me a wicked grin.


  “You know I can see you, don’t you?” I whispered aloud. “You know I am afraid.”


  The wolf, in response, tilted its giant head up toward the rain and gave out a chilling howl as if to confirm that. “Why, yes, I do know, dear boy. What do you think I’m doing here? You wanted to die? Step out of the truck, and I’ll gladly make your dreams come true.”


  The blood ran cold in my veins as another chill passed through me, from the top of my head to the soles of my feet, at the thought of such a grisly end. Stepping out of the truck, walking forward, the beast suddenly lunging, and its friends coming out from the trees to help it dine on a young man who tasted like sweat and cigarettes and a thousand miles of bad road.


  I suddenly decided that staying alive wasn’t so bad after all. But the lightning danced across the sky in giant arcs, illuminating the night, and just as fast as it had appeared, the wolf was gone.


  I looked left and right into the torrential downpour but couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t have been paying attention, because suddenly a pair of headlights appeared behind me. Red and blue lights began to flash, and I let out a huge sigh of relief. I sat back in my seat and waited. A rap at my window, so I lowered it to find a cop in a rain slicker.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m all right. I just pulled over to keep from getting into an accident.”


  The police officer was tall and fairly young—no more than thirty, I supposed. He asked for my driver’s license and insurance paperwork, and I promptly handed him both. As he headed back to his patrol car to do whatever police officers do with those things, my eyes went immediately back to the front of the truck, and I suddenly wished I’d warned the officer about the wolf. Just a few minutes passed by, and then he rapped on my window again.


  “Where are you headed?” he asked as he handed me back my things.


  “I’m headed to my aunt’s house just outside of Portland. A town called Emerson. I’m staying at her home this summer.” I was going there to meet the only surviving member of my family now that both my parents were gone. I wasn’t going to divulge that much information to him, though.


  “You’re Carol Donnelly’s nephew?” His eyes grew wide and he stepped back.


  “Yeah, that’s my aunt.” His reaction surprised me. Well, I guessed if you were a rich spinster lady who had a house large enough to be referred to as an estate, then she could have possibly achieved celebrity status, especially in a small town.


  “Well, then, Danny”—my name is Daniel, and I loathed anyone calling me Danny, but I let it slide—“I’m Sheriff Davis, and I know exactly where your aunt lives. I can escort you to her house to make sure you get there all right if you’d like.” The surprise left his face as he eased into a smile. I didn’t want to let him go now that he was here, and the chance to be escorted safely to my destination was an offer I didn’t want to pass up.


  “Sure, man, that’d be great.”


  He nodded and pointed up the road. “It’s going to be about another fifteen to twenty minutes that way. I’ll drive slow and keep my lights on for you, and you follow close behind. The rain is letting up, so we shouldn’t run into any trouble. I’ll get you there safe and sound.”


  My eyes jerked up to his as he said the very last part. He was watching me intently.


  It seemed like I was looking at his face for the first time. Handsome, chiseled, and defined. His nose was very prominent but not unattractive. It suited him; he almost had the look of a Roman general. His eyes were large and his lips full.


  He flashed a comforting grin at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. That smile instantly disarmed me.


  He’s the killer, I thought. He’s going to lure you into the woods, and there he’ll—


  Shut up!


  “Sounds great, sure. I’ll follow right behind you.”


  He turned and walked back toward his patrol car, and just as he said, the rain did lighten up. I looked once more at the spot where the wolf had been. Considering I was about to meet my father’s sister for the first time, and the circumstances surrounding the meeting, I placed the wolf encounter in the back of my mind.


  The sheriff’s patrol car drove past mine with its flashers on; I put my truck in gear and followed. The woods slowly began to disappear along with the bad weather, and I couldn’t help but gasp as the rolling hills opened up and the full moon hung low and heavy in the night sky. We took a few turns here and there, and soon enough a sprawling estate lay before us. The sheriff jumped out of his car, opened the gate, and motioned for me to pull forward. I slowly moved the truck toward him, hoping not to splash him with any puddles, and rolled my window down once more.


  “You’re going to drive up maybe a half a mile, and the road curves to the left. Now take it slow, because you’re going to drive over a little covered bridge that passes over a creek, which, given the amount of rain we’ve had, is swollen, but just beyond that is the house. You can’t miss it.” He chuckled. “I called ahead. Your aunt Carol is waiting for you and was worried when she couldn’t get you on your cell phone. I explained everything, so don’t worry too much. Take care, Danny.” He grinned.


  I clenched my teeth at him calling me Danny again but disregarded it when I saw that grin once more. “Look, thank you so much. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem, none at all. Your aunt is a very nice lady. She donates money every year to the sheriff’s annual charity drive during the holidays. So we keep an eye out for her,” he said sheepishly.


  I nodded and began to drive away, then looked in the rearview mirror and saw him standing back there, watching me drive up the hill. I turned my eyes back onto the road.


  I’d gotten more information from him about my aunt than I’d learned in all my twenty-three years. Mom and Dad had never mentioned her much, and when her name did get brought up, his eyes would darken and he would leave the room. Mom would look at him, annoyed, as he made his exit. For some reason my aunt and my dad did not get along.


  I took the winding path across the covered bridge, and the sheriff had been right, the creek—if you could call it that—was rushing underneath quickly. But I made it across just fine, though my eyes grew large once again when I saw the house.


  It was huge. There, nestled in some trees in front of me, stood a sprawling Victorian home. Instantly I felt nervous and underdressed as I wound up the paved driveway to the porte cochere. I put the truck in park and opened the door. The scent of rain-filled air slammed against me as the wind buffeted my half-soaked body, making my shirt ripple against me. My legs shook, either from nervousness, simple fatigue, or a combination of both. But they held me upright, and I was grateful as a lady, whom I assumed to be my aunt, came down the stairs of the porch. I would have known it was her wherever I saw her. The resemblance to my father left no doubt in my mind. I slammed the truck shut and jumped at the sound of it. She rounded the front of my vehicle and walked up to me. I didn’t know what I should do. Hug her or shake her hand?


  I was impressed by the way she was dressed and the way she carried herself. She wore a pair of black slacks and a large cashmere sweater, with a diamond brooch on her left breast. She was beautiful. Her hair was a mixture of black and gray, her clothing expensive. She was slim but not malnourished-looking. Nothing about this woman seemed weak or frail, and when she placed her hands on my upper arms and stared at me, I knew she was as sharp as a tack. I wouldn’t have put her at over sixty years old.


  “I have not seen you since you were in diapers.” Her voice was melodious, and she looked at me in awe. “Daniel, you have grown into a fine young man.”


  A smile lit up her face, which was so much like my father’s that I unexpectedly began to choke up. She even had his brown eyes. She wrapped her arms around me in a huge hug, despite my being wet, and I cleared my throat, fighting back emotions that threatened to surface.


  She held me at arm’s length again and motioned for a man who was patiently waiting on the porch.


  “Thank you, Aunt Carol.” My voice sounded strange to my own ears. Previous to this moment, I hadn’t thought about calling her anything but Ms. Donnelly, but “Aunt” slipped out comfortably. Even though I didn’t know her, her likeness to my father made her familiar.


  “This is Thomas, my butler.” She indicated a man who stepped out the door and came down the stairs. “He has worked for the family for many years, as did his father before him.”


  It wasn’t until he reached me that I noticed he was like a walking mountain. Thomas’s hair was as snow-white as the dress shirt he wore under his jacket. It was neatly combed back, and his uniform, tails and all, was pristine. He looked down at me with an intense stare that made me a little nervous, and then his face lit up in a smile.


  “You look so much like your daddy, young man. It’s good to see you again.”


  His voice was like a lounge singer’s, whiskey-soaked and gravelly. Possibly sixty years old or so, he smelled faintly of aftershave, and my bags wouldn’t give him any trouble. As a matter of fact, he looked like he could haul the truck itself upstairs. I shook his hand, mine disappearing into his, and waited for him to pull his arm back and wipe off his hand with a handkerchief or something.


  In their company I felt like a drowned rat. Some poor beggar off the street coming to ask for alms. Something to be pitied. But he just grinned and patted me on the shoulder before asking where my belongings were.


  Aunt Carol stood by and let us gather what I had brought with me. She took me by the arm and led me up the steps to the front door. The whole scene was overwhelming, but I let myself be taken into the massive house. The foyer was immaculate, and the house seemed to stretch into eternity from left to right and ahead. In front of us was an incredibly beautiful staircase, and Thomas climbed, carrying some of my things. My aunt took my laptop bag, and we walked up the marble steps together.


  The furnishings were old—antiques—and velvet drapes hung at the windows. At the top of the staircase was the portrait of an old man, seated, with a beautiful woman standing behind him, her hand on his shoulder.


  My aunt caught my stare and said, “That is your grandfather, Jim Donnelly, and your grandmother, Katherine. His father built battleships during World War II and owned a steel company called Donnelly Enterprises, most of which we still own today. Your grandfather inherited the company after his father passed away, and made money in international business. That is how this house came into being.”


  “Wow.” I was stunned to know about all of this.


  Aunt Carol laughed. “It’s a lot to take in, but to be honest, Daniel, they were just two very kind people and very normal. They lived a very happy life and were much in love. Your grandmother passed away several years ago from cancer, and your grandfather just couldn’t bear life without her. He followed her to heaven a few years later. You would have been ten years old at the time.”


  “I remember Dad and Mom talking about it, actually,” I said, and immediately regretted divulging that because talking wasn’t the right word.


  Dad was distraught at grandfather’s passing but pretended he didn’t care. He and Mom fought about it constantly. I remember hearing them shouting from their bedroom. Aunt Carol gave my arm a sympathetic pat.


  “Papa Jim and your daddy were so much alike it was scary. Headstrong and stubborn, those two argued from the moment your father was born, I think.” She laughed good-naturedly and it eased my sudden bout of social awkwardness. “He wanted your father to follow in his footsteps and take part in the family business, but your dad had his own ideas.”


  “My dad was a Marine. Well, until he retired and opened up a business building sailboats. I guess business was in his blood.” Again I felt awkward talking about him in the past tense. Since he and Mom had died, I half expected him to come out from behind a tree, or around a corner, or grab my foot in the morning to wake me up as he’d done since I’d been a kid. I’d hated when he did that—


  I mentally shook myself to chase away the thoughts.


  “I hear he was great at it,” Carol said as she moved on. “Building boats, I mean.”


  I nodded. “Yeah. He was. He had customers from all over the country.”


  We’d always lived comfortably, but nothing like this. He’d set aside a college fund for me when I was born, and that’s what I went to school on—although he never understood what a political science degree would do for me. Even as a young kid, I would read anything I could about the courts, and when I was in high school, I collected law books to read from cover to cover.


  My aunt and I continued up another flight of stairs, heading to a long hallway and the room that would be mine. Thomas stood in the doorway, patiently waiting. He folded his hands in front of him, and as we approached, he stood aside to let us through.


  The room Aunt Carol walked me into was incredible. The bed was a king-size canopy, which was massive, with ornate carvings etched into the frame. The furniture was beautiful and fit perfectly in a room that was at least five times the size of my dorm room back at the university. I felt like I’d walked back in time. A set of doors led out to the balcony, which overlooked the grounds in the front.


  “That will be all, Thomas,” Carol said. The man simply nodded and walked away. “This was your father’s room when he was a boy. You have a private bathroom there off to the left, and you’ve already seen the balcony.” I turned to her, wide-eyed, and she chuckled again, holding up her hands. “Daniel, don’t be intimidated. This house has been in the family for many years, and it is as much a part of you as it is me. I hope you can feel comfortable and welcome here. When I heard of your mother and father’s passing, I thought it would be good to let you know you still have some family left.”


  I looked at myself in the mirror over a dresser just past her: my eyes looked tired, and I didn’t like the dark circles under them. My clothes were shabby and kind of just hung on me. I looked like a ragamuffin. I didn’t have my father’s frame, stocky and tall; I was slender. As a kid, I wasn’t much into sports, but I loved to swim, and the years of doing laps had paid off. Yet now I just looked tired and worn-out. More than that, I felt worn-out. This had been a hell of a year.


  Carol walked my laptop bag to the dresser and set it down.


  I said, “I really appreciate you reaching out. Arranging Mom and Dad’s funeral after their boating accident was surreal. Luckily, my professors had enough confidence in me to go ahead and pass me without my having to take finals. Which is a good thing, I guess. They were the last things on my mind. Dad and Mom already had most of the arrangements made, but I still had to meet with their lawyer in Texas and have them cremated like they wanted and sign paperwork.” I noticed her looking at me in the mirror and wondered if I sounded as hollow to her as I did to myself.


  “The authorities said the boat was lost during a storm,” she whispered.


  I nodded. “Dad took his sailboat out of Sabine Pass in Texas and headed to Florida. They were going to visit some old Marine friends of his near Tampa and decided to break out the sailboat early. A storm blew up, and he was able to radio in to the Coast Guard. But the mast had been struck by lightning, which caused a fire. The boat literally broke apart. They didn’t have their life jackets on. Their bodies washed up—”


  I stopped speaking immediately; it suddenly felt like my suitcase was standing on my chest, so I sat down on the edge of the bed. This was the first time I’d spoken about the incident, outside of the funeral viewing. The last few weeks were a blur of signatures, pats on the back, and condolences from everyone, including my schoolmates and professors.


  My world, awash in vivid colors and personalities, had suddenly gone gray. And what I thought was important—my schoolwork and grades—suddenly wasn’t. I reckoned I was in shock then, and still was to some degree.


  But I started talking again to fill the sudden maddening silence that hung between myself and my estranged aunt. It came out rapid-fire and matter-of-fact.


  “I have their house on the market now and have already sold both of their vehicles. They had more than enough in their savings to cover funeral expenses, and my tuition is still intact.” I couldn’t believe how easily the words just flowed out of me. “The company is now being run by Dad’s best friend, Tom Barlow, and I think that was the appropriate thing to do. I don’t know how to run a business like Dad, so I figured I’d rather have someone run it who can keep it afloat instead of laying off his employees.”


  Carol came and sat next to me and patted my hand.


  I looked at her. “I am so sorry for not contacting you. I just didn’t know…”


  She nodded. “It’s okay. You wouldn’t have known how to get ahold of me anyway. I don’t mean to upset you, Daniel, but once I found out where your mom and dad moved when they had you, I always kept an eye out for them.”


  I looked at her, confused. She continued. “I’m not a spring chicken anymore, although I don’t plan on going anywhere any time soon. But I don’t have any children, and all of this”—she gestured around—“is yours. You are the rightful heir to your grandfather’s estate. But let’s not worry about that right now. Let’s get you fed and set up, and then we can talk more about these things in the morning. I can’t wait to show you around the house and the property. I’ll also familiarize you with the caretakers of the property, who come and go almost daily. We have a maid, Anita; you’ve already met Thomas, the butler; and then there is a gardening crew, a pool crew, and groundskeeper. The sheriff, Hale, checks on us daily, is a frequent visitor, and helps take care of the stables when he has time off from work.”


  I nodded and was about to say something when I heard a howl off in the distance. I jumped a bit. My mind returned right to a few hours prior, staring down at the wolf from inside the cab of my truck. I looked outside the window but was greeted with nothing but darkness.


  My aunt said, “We have timber wolves around here. As a matter of fact, the house was named after them: Timber Manor. They usually don’t start trouble, but don’t wander the grounds without a pistol. You don’t have to shoot at them, but the report from the gun will send them running. We’ve had people out here trying to trap them and relocate them, but to no avail. They seem to outsmart the trappers.


  “All right, well, the kitchen downstairs is stocked with everything you can imagine. Are you hungry?”


  I shook my head. “No. Thank you. I ate at some fast-food place a couple of hours ago. I’m pretty full from that.”


  She stood and looked down at me. “Well, if you do find yourself hungry, go downstairs and walk all the way to the back of the house. Eventually you’ll reach the kitchen. If not, breakfast will be ready when you get up in the morning. Please make yourself at home, and I’m in the room on the first floor right under your room. If you need me, I’ll be there. Just come knock on my door, sweetheart.”


  She kissed the top of my head and stood looking down at me once more. “Rest up. You’ve had a long day.” She walked toward the door, opened it, and paused. Turning around, she said, “Welcome home, Daniel.” And with that, she left and shut the door behind her.


  I simply watched her go.


  Carol


  I heard the door click, and I leaned back on it, resting my hand over my heart. “Jesus, help him,” I whispered, fiddling with the silver cross at my throat. “He’s been through so much.”


  I headed back down the hallway to the staircase and stopped. Everything sat still and quiet, save for the constant ticking of the grandfather clock at the landing. I paused to look at the oil painting of Mom and Dad, thinking back over the years to why Michael left in the first place. So many bad memories flooded up from a time so long ago.


  “Michael didn’t leave. He was forced out,” I said to the painting. “How can I tell him everything, Mother? He apparently knows nothing.” The oil painting of my mother and father just smiled down on me, as if saying, “This is your show now, Carol. Do as you will.”


  My shoulders felt heavy and my heart fluttered momentarily, and then everything became steady again. So much heartbreak had happened inside these walls that it was hard to walk here at night. Memories stalked the halls, cold and unforgiving records of the past. Perhaps, with the workers coming tomorrow to throw open the shutters and dust out the rooms, things would feel better. Maybe a good dose of sunlight would throw some of the shadows into oblivion.


  God, he looks so much like his father, I thought. His mannerisms and the way he just looked at me, as if questioning everything I said and taking time to consider before speaking. I had been almost afraid he wouldn’t come.


  I continued down the hallway, down the stairs, and into my room on the first floor. Flipping on the light, I walked into my bedroom, to the familiar trappings of an old lady, and fished my nightgown out of the dresser. I changed quickly and crawled into my waiting bed.


  Lying back, I couldn’t help but think of what had happened.


   


  I came running from outside, just getting home from school. Thomas was busy parking the car, and as I ran up the front steps, I heard a scream.


  I flung the door open and saw Christopher lying in a pool of blood on the floor at the foot of the stairs, his neck twisted at an odd angle. I uttered a strangled scream of my own and looked up to find Mother and my little brother, Michael, at the top of the stairs. He was crying in Mother’s arms.


  Mother had her arms wrapped around Michael’s small, shaking body and rocked him. Anita, Thomas’s wife, stood like a statue, staring up at Mother and Michael; she didn’t move.


  “Anita, fetch a doctor. Anita!” I screamed.


  The maid finally snapped back into reality, looked at me as if seeing me for the first time, and ran off to call for help.


  What bothered me more than anything was the look in Mother’s eyes. Not horror, not sadness, but defiance, like a mother wolf protecting her pup.


  ***


  Now Michael was a young man. I knocked on the door to his room and cracked it open a bit to peer inside. I found Michael throwing clothes into a green duffel.


  “Where are you going?” I demanded.


  “I have to get out of here, Carol. I can’t stay anymore!” he cried, throwing in more clothes.


  “You think running away from this is going to make it any better?” I asked, coming into the room, tears running down my face. “Where are you going to go? Who’s going to take care of me?”


  “He isn’t bothering you, Carol. It’s me he is after!”


  Michael was crying too. He was racked with sobs and I threw my arms around him. His tears fell hot and wet onto my shoulder as his whole body shook. The fear he had felt all these years flowed out of him, angry and bitter. Mother couldn’t do anything about it, and Father chose to ignore it. The house itself was killing their son.


  No…not the house…


  “Please promise to write. Call, and I’ll come visit you,” I said, holding him at arm’s length.


  He wiped the tears away with the palms of his hands and nodded. “I promise. I’m joining the military in the morning. I’m eighteen, and Father cannot stop me. I’ll write to you, sis.” He hugged me one more time. “Promise me you won’t tell them where I’ve gone until tomorrow—swear it!”


  “I swear.” He headed for the door. “Wait!” I cried out. He stopped short and turned around. I took off my Saint Michael’s medallion, handed it to him, and kissed him on the cheek. “For luck.”


  He smiled at me once more, opened the door, and once into the darkened hallway, he ran.


  I felt my knees grow weak under me, and I felt myself collapse…sobbing. Not the first tears this house had heard and surely not the last…


   


  I was happy my nephew was here and had arrived safely. Yet I had a nagging concern that I might have interrupted the boy’s life. Thinking of the years gone by, I drifted off into a fitful sleep. My dreams were disturbing. Images of things, bits of old memory, faces long gone flashed before my eyes, and something a bit more sinister followed me in the shadows of my slumber.


  ***


  Somewhere inside the house, more than simple memories began to stir.


  Daniel


  I fished out my toiletries bag and walked into the bathroom. I didn’t have to flip on a light switch; the motion sensor on the wall picked up my movement and lit up the room in a warm glow.


  The bathroom was solid marble, save for the mirrors. The bathtub looked less like a tub and more like a Jacuzzi, and the shower was open, completely made of marble, and had two showerheads in it. The colors of the room were soft browns and white, surprisingly modern given the age of the house, and there was a small window above the toilet. The moon shone through a skylight. Fresh towels were laid out, along with washrags and soap. I reached over and turned on the taps, and both showerheads instantly kicked in with hot water. I adjusted the temperature lower—just a little under scalding—and let it run.


  I stripped out of my clothes and let them fall to the floor, not bothering to fold them—they were wilted and smelled like cigarette smoke and a thousand miles of wear. In the mirror, I checked myself over and winced when I saw how thin I looked. I leaned forward and rubbed my face; stubble was starting to grow. The fatigue was still present in my green eyes, and my hair looked disheveled. I wear it shoulder length and loose, almost long enough to tie in a ponytail. I turned from the mirror, stepped into the shower, and was immediately in heaven.


  The hot water flowed over my sore, aching muscles, and I just let it pour over me. I leaned into the wall at my side, folded my arms together, and rested my eyes for a moment. Visions of the funeral home, the throngs of people who’d come to pay their condolences, and spreading my parents’ ashes out into the Gulf of Mexico flooded my mind. My friends’ concerned faces—especially my roommate, Jeff, who’d never left my side during the whole ordeal—shuffled through my thoughts.


  My heart swelled and a sob escaped my lips. I shook myself. “Stop it!”


  Angrily I reached for the soap and lathered myself down. I couldn’t afford to lose control of myself now. Besides, what was the point? Pain had kept me fueled across the country, and it would get me through this crisis. My friends, associates, and life were back in Texas, but it was going to be put on hold for now. At least until the end of the summer—and after that, who knew? Now here I was, in a house that would rival the Biltmore Estate, and me its Anderson Cooper. Shit. I towel-dried, wrapped it around my waist, and walked into my bedroom to dress. When I opened the suitcase where my jeans and T-shirts were, another reminder slapped me in the face.


  Unlike my father, I’d never joined the Marines, but everyone folded their clothes the same way. Mom had done laundry for Dad over the years, and when I wanted to help, she passed along her knowledge of the way things were done. I had never broken the habit.


  I fished out a pair of underwear and slipped them on. The bed looked incredibly inviting, and I was so tired. As I pulled the covers back, I could smell the fresh linens and fabric softener, and I knew the bedclothes had been washed recently. I slipped into the cool sheets and laid my head on the pillow. Thinking about the trip up here, I lay there a moment. The wolf instantly flashed into my mind, then Sheriff Davis. I grinned at the memory of his smile and, while focusing on that, drifted off to sleep.


   


  Out in the woods, I stood on the road where I’d been stranded a few hours before, my bare feet planted on the asphalt of the highway.


  I glanced around to the tree line, but something was off about it. The trees were misshapen and twisted, the branches reaching toward the heavens leafless. They sent their fingerlike limbs out and covered the road like a canopy. I looked back down to find Timber Manor awaiting me at the end of the road, so I started walking toward it.


  “Go back,” I heard behind me.


  I stopped and turned. Nothing there. I turned around and continued walking.


  “Go back,” the voice said again.


  There was something familiar about it. I glanced back—nothing but the open road behind me. As I turned back, I was greeted by my father.


  “Go back!” he screamed.


   


  I jerked awake and sat up in bed, my heart pounding furiously. Sweat had gathered above my brow, and I wiped it with the back of my hand as I tried to catch my breath.


  Outside, thunder rolled in the distance, and as I lay back down, I listened to the rumble, hoping it would lull me back to sleep.


  Eventually, it did.


  Carol


  Extravagant, large, ornate, and breathtaking were words used to describe this house in many magazines over the years, from People Magazine and Luxury Home, as well as several back copies of Forbes Magazine. Rightly so. Made of stone, brick, and wood, she stood grand as her wings stretched from right to left and her spire reached for the sky. Windows cascaded throughout the house, allowing plenty of sunlight to find its way inside. Her alabaster coloring was warm and inviting, and although she was intimidating to look at, inside she felt like a home. The furniture was antique, but not in a cold, sterile way. No, the chair cushions were thick, plush, and welcoming. Her floors were solid wood, save for the marble foyer just inside the front door. The rooms, many of which had been closed off over the years, were receiving special attention by the handymen and maids I’d hired to spruce her up.


  As a young girl, I would ride my bike up and down the long corridors when the constant Oregon rain would drive my siblings and me indoors. With pigtails in my hair, Michael and I would tear through the hallways or play hide-and-seek in various rooms, ripping past the maids, who laughed and dodged the children.


  Momma and Daddy gave us free rein to build forts and have sleepovers, swim in the pool, and if accompanied by Daddy or Thomas’s daddy—because of the wolves—we would ride horses over the fields. It was a good life here. Until the darkness came, when things changed. But I won’t think about that. Not now. Right now I have a house to prepare.


  The house sat on fifty-three acres of private property that butted up to national forest, four acres of which was always mowed and maintained, surrounding the house and stables. When the sun was out, the six-bedroom, six-and-a-half-bathroom Timber Manor looked like a giant white stone set in the midst of a sea of green. It hadn’t changed much over the years, except for the stables Father built me when I was a girl and the renovation of the servants’ quarters in the back. It was home. It was my home. And now it was Daniel’s if he wanted it.


  As I wandered about dictating to various workmen, I felt pride well up in my heart at seeing the house begin to sparkle like a new penny. The rooms were being dusted and vacuumed, the linens washed or replaced. Windows were thrown open to let the summer air creep into the home, bringing with it the smell of freshly cut grass, dew, and roses. In the upstairs hallways, green carpet stretched the length of the house, dark and inlaid with golden threads in little fleur-de-lis. The walls were adorned with portraits of a happy family shown on all manner of special occasions, as well as various other pieces of artwork. The marble foyer shone like glass now, as the workers had buffed and waxed its sandstone-colored surface. Large bouquets of fresh flowers filled each grand bathroom. New candles in silver candelabras replaced the old wax candles in the library and on top of fireplaces. Chimney sweeps had cleaned out the flues, removing old soot and birds’ nests.


  Timber Manor was waking from a deep slumber. I stood watching the goings-on in my house, directing the temporary hires, and I thought about Daniel, asleep upstairs. This was his home now. He was the last of the Donnellys, and he was going to see what this house looked like when they chased away all the shadows and the dust.


  I walked through the back-patio door and stood looking out over the back property. Down a small path that eventually led to the stables was the servants’ quarters where Thomas and Anita lived separate from my home. Several years back, they’d insisted they be allowed to live near me, and I had renovated the whole building to their liking. I appreciated their constant companionship.


  Beyond that was the pool house, an enclosed and heated structure my father had built to give them something to do in the predominantly cool months.


  After speaking with Daniel on the phone about competitive swimming back home, I’d gone ahead and had the pool house cleaned out, the water drained from the Olympic-length pool, and the walls scrubbed down. Now water was filling her up at this very minute. Money, I knew, wasn’t an object for me—never had been my entire life, thanks to the awesome financial planning of Papa Jim and his daddy all those years ago, and to my own piloting skills concerning the various interests of my company.
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