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      Scott swung the battered Nissan into his driveway and killed the engine. He sighed, looking up at the peeling paint on the antique home he and Holly spent too much on — faith, dollars, years. Two stories were capped by a low-pitched roof with broad eaves and a drooping face that looked sad despite the bright-yellow paint. Like inside, where the living room looked hollow despite stuffed shelves and mountains of life. The backyard had verandas, wide porches, and a nice patio, but even in shape they were broken, with scattered stacks of boxes — interior refugees with little hope of ever returning. 

      It was a crappy home, but it was their home. Until the bank came and took it. 

      Scott looked at Hudson and Hazel in the Nissan’s rearview. On the outside, they looked like your average fifteen-year-old boy and eleven-year-old girl. But in their eyes he could see how much they’d aged in the six months since their mother vanished without a trace. 

      It’s okay, I miss Holly too.

      Of course, he didn’t say that. Bringing her up was getting harder to do with each day gone without her.

      Scott smiled, burying his anxiety as the kids reached for the door handles. He looked past them, out the car windows, looking to make sure that no one was coming. No men with certified letters, or police telling them to get out. At least not yet.

      Scott yanked his keys from the ignition, hit the button to open the trunk, and stepped out into the late summer sun. He went to the trunk. Hazel was already leaning inside and grabbing two plastic bags while Hudson made a beeline to the front door, without offering to help.

      Sighing, Scott slipped his fingers through the straps of six plastic bags — three per hand.

      Hazel nodded toward the house. “Want me to get him?”  

      “No. Probably not a good idea.” 

      The idea was, in fact, awful. If Hazel went inside to tell Hudson he had to help Dad with the groceries because it was his job, Hudson would be his usual moody teen self, lash out at Hazel, tell her to stop managing him and that she’s not his mother. That would lead to yet another fight he’d have to break up, and more hurt feelings as the kids sulked in their respective corners.

      Holly had a saint’s patience, and had always been so much better at navigating sibling squabbles. Scott, not so much.

      He followed Hazel up the drive, onto the porch, through the front door into the living room, and across to the kitchen. Hudson — giant surprise — was already on the PS4, playing The Last of Us, picking up from where he left off before Scott demanded that they go shopping as a family. Not because he didn’t trust Hudson alone (Scott doubted he would do anything other than play the game he borrowed from his buddy Brady), but because he specifically didn’t trust him to refuse the notice of default that would be arriving any time: the notice that had haunted Scott since losing their house became inevitable.

      “No, we don’t need any help unloading the groceries,” Scott said to Hudson as he passed. “But it’s awesome of you to offer.” 

      Scott hated himself for being a passive-aggressive parent, but lately couldn’t help it. Without Holly around, he had no balance, and if he didn’t pepper a bit of passive into his aggressive, Scott was afraid that his aggression might go too far. He wondered if his children knew how close to the edge he felt. How close he was to exploding, again. Scott had no idea how much Hudson remembered of his earliest years, if the kid could remember Scott’s temper before they had Hazel, before Holly had helped him see just how destructive his behavior was.

      Raising children was hard; raising them without a mom was harder. Raising them without a mom because she vanished without a trace, well, Scott couldn’t imagine too many things harder than that. Hudson was confrontational and moody: A mouth like his mother with few of her manners. Hazel was withdrawn like Scott, but had Holly’s deep, intelligent soul. She sought answers inside herself and trusted their whisper. 

      Hudson ignored Scott’s passive-aggressive remark, which pissed Scott off more than his blind eye to the groceries. Scott considered escalating the situation, letting his son know that attitude wouldn’t be tolerated. Instead, he heard Holly in his head: Put yourself in his shoes.

      Scott had been a jerk at fifteen, too, and hadn’t had to swallow any of the crap that Hudson was forced to gulp as their world decayed from bad to worse to what in the hell are we gonna do now?

      He set his bags on the kitchen counter. On the way back outside, Scott stopped at the couch for a word with his son. He wouldn’t get Hudson off the PS4 without an argument, and wouldn’t try. Worrying about the house — and the unrelenting threat of getting served — was hard enough. Until things were settled, Scott’s mantra was No conflict. 

      “So, is the game as good as you hoped?” 

      Hudson paused his game, shrugging. “Yeah. But the hype kinda ruined it for me. I’m playing what I thought it would be, instead of what it is. Wished I played it before everyone said it was the Second Coming.” 

      Hudson tucked a long strand of hair behind his ear and turned back to the game. 

      “Yeah, movies are like that, too. You read all the great reviews and anything short of perfect fails to live up to the hype. Lower your expectations, and life gets a lot better.”

      “Sage advice, Dad,” Hudson said, staring at the screen. 

      Scott felt like a jerk, teaching his son to subtract from his dreams. He wanted to correct it, maybe ask another question about the game, but his heart hammered in a way he couldn’t explain. He turned from the couch, looking around. 

      Where’s Hazel? 

      He looked outside and saw his fear turned real: Hazel speaking with a stranger.

      “I’ll be back.” Scott slapped his hand on the sofa and launched himself toward the door. Hudson caught his father’s stress, leaped up behind him — without pausing his game — and followed Scott outside. 

      Scott headed straight for the man, who looked exactly like the sort of person who came delivering news that promised an end to Life as They Knew It. Even though Scott had been preparing since the inevitable first blew its breath on their necks, with their lives and histories packed, Scott could never be ready to go. For one, he had no money, no job, no credit, and no prospects to send them anywhere but wayward. For two, he wasn’t ready to leave. None of them were.

      What if Holly comes home?

      As odd as it felt, leaving meant closing the door to the possibility of Holly’s return. It was agreeing with those who said she was dead. He’d accept her death, but not without proof.

      Scott stepped between his daughter and the man who threatened their world.
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      The man smiled like a man who took pleasure from delivering bad news.

      “Mr. Dawson.” 

      Scott hated everything about him — the man’s phony smile, his tiny gold-rimmed glasses, the perfect head of wavy milk chocolate hair, his trim waist, the phone on his belt, and most of all, the suit that looked like it cost enough to feed them for months. Scott wanted to punch him, hard. He wanted to fall asleep with a dull ache in his bruised knuckles after having felled the man who ambushed his daughter in the driveway and drove them from their home. 

      “Who’s asking?”

      Scott’s heart beat faster as he realized things weren’t making sense. The car was a rental, and a nice one. The Italian suit was wrong. He had warned the kids about a man in a tie, but never pictured silk. The person sent to deliver their paperwork would be a glorified clerk, not the lawyer himself. 

      The man reached into his jacket, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to Scott. “My name is Jared Davenport, sir. I’ve come—” 

      Scott shook his head, held his hands palms out, and retreated several steps back. He grabbed Hazel — almost too roughly — and spun her to Hudson, who had followed him out to see what was happening. 

      “Take her inside. I need a minute.” 

      “Sir …”

      “Whatever you have, I don’t want it. I’m not taking it. You need to get off of my property, now!” 

      Scott had to swallow hard not to roar. He spoke through gritted teeth and barely kept the growl from his throat. He was tempted to say, “Before I call the cops,” but in cases like this, the police would only facilitate the delivery of terrible news.

      “I mean you no harm, Mr. Dawson.” The man cleared his throat and took a step toward Scott. “I’m here about Holly.” 

      Holly’s name felt like a thunderclap on a clear day.

      Hazel pulled away from Hudson and ran toward the stranger. She grabbed Scott’s hand and yelled, “Mommy?”

      Scott had one happy second. His heart gave a grateful thud, and his mind swam, brightened by an unexpected spark of hope. Then he felt crushed ice in his bloodstream as he realized that whatever this man — lawyer — had to say about Holly, it couldn’t be good. 

      Good news meant Holly standing in their lightly stained driveway, not this mysterious stranger in his expensive suit and charitable expression. Scott turned to Hudson. 

      “Take her inside. Now.” 

      Hudson took Hazel by the wrist and turned her toward the house. 

      “No!” She pulled away. “It’s about Mom, not the house! I’m allowed to know that. I’m allowed to be here!”

       Scott bellowed with his back to the stranger. 

      “Go inside with your brother, now!” 

      Hazel’s eyes turned into two great lakes as she tried to stifle a flood. 

      “Come on, Hazel,” Hudson said, taking his sister by the shoulder and leading her toward the porch.  

      Scott waited a moment for Hazel and Hudson to get inside the house, and for his breathing to settle, before turning to face the patient stranger. The man seemed as if he had nowhere to go, and was in no way offended when Scott finally found his voice. “What?” 

      He cleared his throat again. “I can understand your alarm. But I’m here to help.” His smile seemed awkward as he tried again to hand Scott the envelope. 

      Reluctantly, he took it. 

      “You can read it later. I’m sure you’d like to get back inside. But please, let me give you the broad strokes: Again, sir, my name is Jared Davenport. I’m a lawyer representing the late Mr. Alastair Galloway. You and your children have been named in Mr. Galloway’s last will and testament.” 

      “Who the hell is Alastair Galloway?” 

      The name sounded made up, like it belonged to a rich villain in a badly written movie full of clichés and clunky dialogue.

      “Ah, yes, we did anticipate some confusion.”

      “Some confusion? Try total confusion, pal. I don’t know anyone with the last name Galloway, except for my third-grade teacher. And I don’t remember her first name, but it sure as hell wasn’t Alastair. I’ve no idea what this has to do with me or my family.” 

      “Yes, Mr. Galloway was under the assumption that Holly wasn’t exactly forthcoming about her family tree.”

      “What are you saying, Davenport?” 

      “Mr. Galloway is Holly’s uncle, husband to her aunt Lucille.” 

      “Never heard of either of them.” 

      “Yes, I understand what you’re saying, Mr. Dawson …” Davenport held his awkward smile. “But I can assure you, Holly was quite aware of her uncle, whether she ever spoke of him or not.” 

      A too-long pause settled between them. It seemed to Scott that the man was waiting for him to say — or maybe do — something. 

      “So, what do you want from me?” 

      “I’m so sorry. I feel like we’ve started this all wrong. Again, I know how difficult things have been for you and your family.” 

      “How do you know anything  about my family?” Scott’s anger was swelling. He could feel Hudson and Hazel staring from the dining room.

      “It is my business to know everything about your family, my family’s business, actually.” 

      “What do you mean by that?” 

      “I’m a lawyer with one client, same as my father and my father’s father before him … and so on. It is my job to serve the Galloway family. I could continue, but prefer not to do so here. There are things we’ll need you to do, some things that must be tended to. These things must be done elsewhere. I’ll need you and your family to come with me to Clovis Point in three days.”

      “Clovis Point? Where’s that?” 

      “Right outside Galloway Falls, Oregon. The envelope has a letter explaining the nature of Mr. Galloway’s last will and testament, along with your itinerary.”

      “Itinerary?” 

      “Yes, Mr. Dawson. Everything has been arranged. You’ll find plane tickets for you, Hudson, and Hazel. Our man Johnston will pick you up at the airport.” 

      “Sorry, Davenport. I can’t do that. Too many things happening here.” Scott thrust his thumb behind him. “We’re days from losing this house. I’m on pins and needles waiting to hear from Holly, and, well, I can’t just drop shit and go, at least not if you’re unwilling to tell me what this is about.”

      “I understand your concern, and your hesitation. But I assure you this is in your family’s best interests, Mr. Dawson. You and your children are in the will because of your relationship with Holly. She is the intended beneficiary. Because she is missing, you three will inherit her share.”

      Scott looked around, searching for a hidden camera, or some jackass from a prank reality show or Youtube channel. If someone was pranking him, using Holly no less, he’d probably kill them with his bare hands. 

      “Again, I apologize for the lack of clarity, but this is all expressly detailed in Mr. Galloway’s will. You must be present at the estate for the reading, no exceptions. I can promise, however, that your house here means nothing. Not anymore. Let the bank take it. You can leave and never return. Once the will is read, housing will never be a concern for your family again.”

      “What?” Scott almost whispered.

      “Yes,” Davenport nodded. “I promise you’ll be quite happy once the will is read. But that is all I can say. Again, everything you’ll need is in the envelope, along with my card. Call if you need anything at all — I’m here to help you however I’m able, twenty-four hours a day.” 

      “Twenty-four hours a day?” 

      “Yes,” Davenport continued to nod and smile. “I serve the Galloways, which means I’m now serving your family.”

      “My family?” 

      “Yes.” The lawyer broke into a quiet chuckle. “I know how odd this must seem, but everything will make sense when we meet again.” He gestured toward the house. “I see that Hudson and Hazel are worried; please tell them there’s nothing to fret about, and that although I’m afraid I don’t have good news about their mother’s whereabouts, I do offer some very real hope for all of you.”

      Still in disbelief, Scott said, “I’ll make sure to tell them.” 

      Davenport gave Scott a final smile, a two-fingered salute, then climbed into his rental, pulled out of the driveway, and shrank down the street as Scott stood there, the envelope in his hand practically screaming at him to open it. But he couldn’t do anything but stare in disbelief. After what felt like forever, he turned and started walking back on shaky legs toward the house. 

      Things had been too hard for too long. 

      Ever since the Dawsons had lost it all in 2012, life at large had felt a bit too hard. Yet Scott still managed to hold onto hope for a better tomorrow. That wasn’t his nature, but it was Holly’s. When the numbers finally refused to work, quitting months after they should have, Scott found himself upside down, sobbing in an icy tub for hours until she found him, then dabbed his tears and whispered until he stopped crying. 

      They slashed their income in half and said all was well. Scott could finally become the father he wanted to be, the kind he’d always imagined being. He lost his business, but gained presence, and in the last five years had grown to know his children in ways that few fathers ever could. 

      As a family, things were improving. 

      But Holly’s disappearance ended that. Hazel’s quirks were getting quirkier, Hudson’s moods were getting moodier, and Scott felt rage creeping through his every crevice. 

      Holly had given them balance, and now she was gone. 

      Scott looked up at their old home as he stepped onto the porch, then over to the dining room where his children stared through the window, trying to untangle his expression. He swallowed, then crossed the porch into the house, envelope shaking in his hand.

       It was time to say goodbye to what wasn’t working, time to believe in the impossible just like Holly would have wanted. 

      The children erupted in questions.  

      “Pack,” he said. “Three days, and we’re gone.” 

      Hudson said, “We lost the house?” 

      “Probably, but who cares? We won’t need it where we’re going.” 

      “Where are we going?” Hazel asked. 

      “Someplace better than here.”
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      Clovis Point was right outside Galloway Falls, Oregon, as Davenport promised. But Galloway Falls, it turned out, was a long way from the airport. 

      They flew into Portland, then took a small private plane to the coast, where their driver, Johnston, whisked them through the rocky headlands looming high above the sea. Sprawling vistas spilled over craggy rocks scattered along the shoreline like broken soldiers. The coast was carved with rivers and patched with forests, all under a mournful gray sky churning with clouds that unleashed a deluge on their drive’s final hour.

      Scott and his kids sat in the back of the car — a Jaguar XJ8L — with Hazel to his right and Hudson to his left. When Scott wasn’t sizing up his surroundings, he found his attention drifting to the back of the driver’s head.

      Johnston was long and lean — didn’t appear to have an ounce of fat on his body — with a face as long as the rest of him. He seemed to have a mountain of hair, but it was all stuffed up under his charcoal driver’s cap. Scott could see tufts of silver locks falling out in small, curled ribbons from the side. He stayed mostly quiet through the drive, opening his mouth only to remark on scenery, or announce an upcoming landmark. 

       “It’s gorgeous,” Hazel whispered many times while staring out the window, past raindrops racing down the glass. Johnston smiled like he’d painted their surroundings himself. 

      “There’s no place prettier than Oregon.” He met their eyes in the rearview. “Not in America, and not in the world. Most folks just don’t know it. Even folks from around here don’t know what they’re looking at, even when they’re staring right at it.”

      “What do you mean?” Hudson asked. 

      “Well, it’s a bit of distance from here, but take the fossil beds — millions of years’ worth of history there, buried in layers of volcanic tuff. A window back millions of years just sitting there, waiting for discovery.”

      “That sounds cool,” said Hazel, awestruck.

      “That it is, Young Miss Hazel,” Johnston said.

      He fell silent for many slow forest miles after that, saying nothing until they were passing through a small downtown nestled by the surrounding woods. “Just a few minutes now.” Johnston smiled into the rearview. 

      They left downtown, continued along a winding wooded road, until trees began ceding some of the land for homes. 

      “I hope Mom can find us here,” Hazel said.

      Scott flinched, waiting for Hudson’s response.

      “Oh, here we go again.”

      “What?” Hazel whined.

      Scott shot his son a look and shook his head. The last thing he wanted to do was invite their old pain to a new place.

      “Nothing,” Hudson said, glaring at Scott before rediscovering his iPad.

      “What?” Hazel repeated, egging him on.

      “Enough,” Scott said.

      Hazel returned her attention to the passing scenery.

      Scott couldn’t help but see a miniature version of Holly. Hazel looked just like her mother did as a child. And, before Holly’s disappearance, had the same sort of confidence.

      But lately Hazel was becoming insistent that her mother was still alive and somehow visiting in her dreams. Every time she’d talk about the dreams in the morning, it would piss Hudson off. He’d call her an attention-seeking baby, and sometimes worse.

      And while Hudson hadn’t said it in so many words, Scott could tell what his son was thinking: Holly was dead. She wasn’t ever coming back, and Hazel was just in denial. 

      On the scale of hope, Scott felt himself unfortunately closer to Hudson than Hazel. But of course he couldn’t admit that to anyone. Whenever he was around others, old friends and neighbors, he could feel their judgment like waves of heat wafting off of their bodies. 

      Oh, look, it’s Scott. 

      I wonder if he killed her.

      Or maybe he was such a shitty husband that she ran off with a lover.

      Scott wasn’t sure what he hated more: the not knowing what happened, or having to pretend for his children that everything would be okay, and that mommy would be home soon.

      Perhaps worse than not knowing if she was alive was how her absence was slowly killing their family.

      Before Holly’s disappearance, the family was chatty, trading stories, rumors, and jokes in bellows and whispers. Their home was rarely silent. After she went missing, loss was a blanket on their lives. It changed them, and they each found themselves settling into their own breed of silence, not quite knowing how to relate to new versions of each other. The spoke that held them together had gone missing from their wheel. 

      In the last few days, though, chatter returned. Not a lot, and never in bursts as it once gushed, but curious questions were given voice. Out loud wondering was back. Scott hoped Davenport hadn’t flown into Las Orillas with an envelope and empty promises, but even if they went back home with nothing, Scott was already grateful to see a change, a spark, in his children. It helped him believe that more was possible, and maybe coming just past the bend. 

      As the car turned off the road and pulled up to a looming black iron gate, the rain stopped, and the clouds seemed to part as if the heavens themselves were proud to reveal the sight below.

      A driveway that looked a half-mile long winded through a well-manicured lawn replete with colorful flowers and impressive hedgerows, leading to a house on a hill. But it wasn’t just a house. With its steep-pitched roofs, towers, and turrets, it was practically a castle on a hill looking down on what appeared to be a guest house and perhaps a garage. Beyond the manor stretched rolling knolls, brilliant and lush, and tall trees that looked centuries old, growing thicker the farther you went from the house. It was hard to tell where the grounds ended and the woods began, and all of it left Scott breathless. 

      “Oh my God,” Hazel said beside him, echoing the words he might have uttered if he could pick his jaw up off the floor of the car.

      The castle looked like something out of a Disney park. Years had done little to dilute the manor’s majesty. The brick had been brushed by age, but still seemed regal with deep shades of red and clay. Walls were ornamented with mosaics and strange symbols Scott had never seen. He couldn’t be certain about the number of stories because of how they were stacked, but it was definitely the largest house he’d ever seen this close.

      The garage was past the last gazebo. Johnston parked and the Dawsons piled out. Scott started to thank the driver, wondering if he should tip him. 

      Johnston nodded toward the front porch at a pair of somethings that were probably supposed to be stone gargoyles. But they were long and lean rather than squat or gothic. Tall like sticks, eight feet from toe to nose, and nothing but muscle. “Davenport was supposed to—” 

      The driver didn’t finish. The manor’s double doors swung open, and the lawyer stepped outside. He passed the odd stone creatures and took two steps at a time across the lawn toward them. 

      “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Dawson. Thank you for coming.” Scott shook his hand, then the man turned to Hazel. “What do you think?” 

      She shrugged and said nothing, instead chewing her lip. Scott wondered where her awe had gone.

      “I think it’s awesome.” Hudson was smiling like a happy drunk. “How old is this place?” 

      “Quite. It’s been in your mother’s family forever.” 

      Hudson shook his head. “No flipping way.” 

      Hazel held her silence.

      Scott looked around at the trees, gardens, and fresh white paint on the sharp-cornered gazebos. The gleam of a greenhouse sat neatly between the farthest two. Though the rain was gone and the sun was high and warmed the world below, Scott felt a sudden chill. 

      Davenport thanked Johnston, then gestured toward the manor doors. “I’m sure you’re eager to discover what this is all about. I apologize for all the secrets, Mr. Dawson, but again, I can only act as instructed by the will.” He smiled. “Fortunately, that’s over now that you’re here.” 

      He started up the steps as Johnston carried bags from the Jag to the stairs. Scott followed with Hudson and Hazel beside him, his son uncharacteristically close. Hazel cried just as Davenport started through the doorway. Scott turned to find her standing behind them, rooted to a spot about fifteen feet back. 

      He went to Hazel, leaned down, and looked her in the eyes. “What is it, honey?” 

      “I don’t want to go in there, Daddy.” 

      He looked at her. “Why?” 

      “Because.” 

      “Because why, Hazel?” 

      “I don’t want to say.” Before Scott could ask why not: “You won’t believe me, and he’ll make me feel bad and say I’m only trying to get attention.” Hazel thrust an accusing finger at her brother. 

      “Oh my God. Really? This crap again?” 

      Scott turned to Hudson. “Please.”

      Davenport stood patiently, not wanting to rush the family’s moment. 

      “It’s okay.” Scott took Hazel’s trembling hands, ice cold in his. “Tell me why you’re scared. I want to know.” 

      “Because she doesn’t want us here.” 

      “Who doesn’t want us here?” he asked, figuring she meant Holly.

      Hazel pointed to a second-story window, two spires over. “Her.”

      Scott looked up, but saw no one. Still, another chill ran through him. “There’s nobody there.” 

      Hazel looked up, then shook her head. “There was a girl. A girl with long blonde hair. Up there. She was staring.” 

      “So.” Scott shrugged. “Haven’t you ever stared out a window?” He laughed. “I’ve seen you do that, honey.” 

      “There’s something about her … something wrong.” 

      Davenport raised his eyebrows, seeming to assess her.

      Scott wanted to kill this quick. Hazel was seconds from tumbling down one of her irrational rabbit holes. Once at the bottom he wouldn’t be able to pull her back with a hundred yards of rope. Once Hazel got hysterical, Hudson became a jerk, saying things you should never say to your kid sister, and it would take every molecule of Scott’s patience to regain control. 

      If Hazel saw a girl in the window, then the girl probably lived there, or was maybe Davenport’s daughter. Scott didn’t want his daughter freaking out and offending people.

      Scott smiled, still kneeling. “It’s okay, sweetie. Everything is fine. I’m right here by your side. But we have to go inside if we want to hear what Mr. Davenport wants to tell us. Aren’t you curious?” 

      “Not enough to go inside.” 

      “Please, Hazel.” Scott squeezed her hand tighter. 

      She met his eyes, looked back to the window, then let out a tiny sigh.

      “Okay, Dad.”

      Davenport smiled at the Dawsons, then turned the knob. Scott stood and glanced back at the window to where the girl was supposed to have been standing. 

      He saw only cream-colored curtains, but felt Hazel’s chill. She took his hand, and together they entered the manor.
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      They crossed a massive foyer, filled with sky high ceilings and art that seemed to hang nearly from roof to floor. After what felt like a minute of walking they turned right down an endless hall, passing many closed doors until they reached the end and entered a sprawling library, where Scott was surprised to see nobody waiting.

      “Where is everyone?” 

      Davenport was so precise about the day and time, Scott expected to find a room full of waiting people.

      The lawyer smiled. “You’re it. This is the family required for the reading.” 

      “What? What do you mean, we’re it? You mean the will’s already been read and we’re the last to hear it? Why the exact date and time then?” 

      “Because that is how the will states things must be. And no, Mr. Dawson. The will has not been read. You are all that remains of the family.” 

      “Really? Nobody else?”

      Davenport’s smile grew cold and sad, suddenly filled with something that made Scott afraid. The lawyer looked down, eyes grazing the plush carpet before returning to Scott. “I’m sorry, but your wife, and your children, are all that remain of the Galloways.”  

      Davenport turned, walked toward a large mahogany desk, and sat as the Dawsons took their three neatly arranged chairs: Scott in the middle, Hudson to his right, and Hazel on the left. “Well then, let’s get started.” 

      Davenport shuffled papers, moved them to the desk’s corner, put on his glasses, then slid a tablet toward the Dawsons and pointed at the screen. “That’s the same thing I’ll be reading. I thought you might like a copy to look at as I go over it. I’ve also sent you a copy by email. Just drag your finger to scroll.” He tapped the screen. “Questions?”

      The children were silent. Scott shook his head.  

      “Okay, then.” Davenport cleared his throat and read:

      

      I, Alastair Galloway, declare this as my Last Will and Testament.

      I give, devise, and bequeath the residue and remainder of my Estate to Hazel and Hudson Dawson, in the absence of their mother, Holly Dawson, maiden name Florence. The Estate shall remain in the sole custody of Mr. Scott Dawson, legally betrothed to Mrs. Dawson, and guardian to Hazel and Hudson, disbursed in the sum of $1,000,000 United States Dollars for every calendar year spent in its entirety at Galloway Manor. 

      

      Davenport stopped reading and looked up at the family. 

      Scott was speechless. He knew Davenport had said their housing situation would be taken care of, but even as they entered through the iron gates, he didn’t think they’d be getting this house. He looked at his children to see if they were as shocked as he was.

      Hudson’s eyes were giant. “This house is ours?” He looked pained, like he wanted to say more and was throttling his smile for fear of a joke.

      Immediately, Hazel’s eyes began to well up.

      Scott set a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 

      “We can’t leave our home. What if Mom comes back?”

      “She’s not coming back, dummy.”

      “Hudson!” Scott gave his son The Look.

      Hazel folded her arms across her chest, seeming to sink deeper into the large chair. “You don’t know that!” 

      “If I may,” Davenport interrupted. 

      Scott nodded.

      “Miss Dawson, I understand your concern, which is why we’ll arrange to purchase your old house from the bank. Should your mother return, she will find her home as it was, and we’ll leave word of your whereabouts. We’ve also arranged for movers to pack your old house and bring your belongings here, should you approve.”

      “I don’t know why we can’t just live there.”

      “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.” Davenport smiled kindly at Hazel. “The will is explicit that your family must live here. Your mother, should she return, will also be welcome to live here with you, as it is her family’s estate.”

      Hazel rubbed her eyes. Scott squeezed her shoulder tighter. “It’s going to be okay, honey. If Mom comes back, she’ll find us.”

      “If?” Hazel met his eyes.

      “When,” he amended. 

      Scott gave Hudson another look to make sure he kept his mouth shut while Hazel calmed herself. Then he turned back to Davenport, still in disbelief. Scott had expected a longer reading — two paragraphs? — and too many questions left him clueless about where to get started. 

      “That’s it?”  

      Davenport adjusted the tablet so it was facing him, dragged his finger across the screen, then turned it back toward Scott. 

      “As you can see, the will has many provisions, so it isn’t just what you’ve heard.” Davenport tapped the screen. “Totals are here at the bottom so you can see the estate’s value, valid as of this last quarter. But yes, Mr. Dawson, essentially, this is it.” 

      Scott ignored the lawyer’s finger. 

      “Why did we need two planes to hear one paragraph? It’s not that I’m not grateful, Mr. Davenport …” Scott paused, unsure exactly what to say, or even how to say it. They had just been given something extraordinary enough to seem impossible. 

      “We — myself and Mr. Galloway — knew when we drafted the will that we would need the three of you here. Would you have accepted the house without seeing it first? Yes, that’s likely. But who knew how long it would have been before you settled? Mr. Galloway required someone at the house immediately. He is a superstitious man, and the manor has never been left unattended. Someone from the family has always been here. He wanted — needed — to know you would be here as he passed, otherwise he would have had to make other plans.” 

      “Then why the three days?” Scott asked. 

      Davenport smiled sadly. “Because Mr. Galloway requested them. His life support was turned off as Johnston drove through the gates. He is being removed from the premises as we speak, per his wishes.” 

      Scott stared at the lawyer as he tried to push through waves of unexpected information.

      “I know this is all quite sudden and confusing. I do apologize. But there could be no other way. Hopefully, you will see this as the opportunity it is, Mr. Dawson. For you and your family.” Davenport smiled and dragged his finger down the screen. “Guidelines have been sent to your email along with the will, and can also be seen here. Ignoring the rules will relinquish one hundred percent of the inheritance. You might think Holly’s Uncle Alastair is insane, but understand that crazy or not, if a single rule is broken, you will forfeit the fortune and be ejected from the property. The estate will then be destroyed.” 

      “Destroyed?” Scott could hardly believe someone would go to such extremes over superstition. Hazel and Hudson were clearly considering the lawyer’s lunacy. 

      Davenport nodded at the Dawsons. 

      “The rules are simple, and we can go over them all if you’d like, but I suggest we start with the two most important.” 

      Scott nodded. 

      “One of your children must stay on the grounds at all times. From here on out, you must make Galloway Manor your permanent home. I cannot stress this enough: Leave, and you will lose everything.” 

      Bluntly, Scott said, “So, you’re saying that we’re prisoners forever if we want the house and money?” 

      “I don’t think Mr. Galloway would want you to feel like prisoners. And I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. You can leave, but only one at a time. Mr. Galloway is insistent that someone from the bloodline remains on premises at all times.” Davenport cleared his throat and turned to Scott. “You, however, Mr. Dawson, are free to go whenever you’d like.” 

      Scott turned the odd request in his head, wondering what kind of weirdo Uncle Alastair was to have such odd stipulations. I’ll give you more money than you could ever want, but you have to abide by my superstitious nonsense. No wonder Holly had never mentioned him.

      “As you can imagine, an estate as large as Galloway Manor takes a tremendous amount of care and maintenance. Its general health is as important as a person’s. The staff ensures that its heart keeps beating and its muscles stay strong. The manor’s most important muscle is the caretaker, Carter. And that man will be here until he dies. Carter lives in the servant wing along with your two maids, Jacquelyn and Mara; Able, the gardener; Johnston, whom you’ve already met — he does some general maintenance along with the driving; Garza, the chef; and Don, our handyman. Nothing he can’t do. Keeps the manor looking just so, like his great-great-grandfather did back when the manor was first built. We’ll also bring in the best teachers in the state to homeschool you kids.”

      “Cool!” Hudson grinned. “I don’t have to go to school anymore. What’s the other condition?” 

      “All staff are permitted to stay so long as they continue to fulfill their duties. They, in their way, are also part of the family, and their salaries are provided for in the will.” The lawyer sighed appreciatively. “I can’t imagine how much this is to take in, and I’m sure you have plenty of questions.” He turned to Hudson, who was clearly most excited. “What do you think?”

      “So, all of this. It’s all ours — for real?” 

      “For real. As long as you follow the conditions set forth in the will.” 

      “But we can’t leave?” Hudson scrunched his nose. 

      “You can leave, but never together. With you two,” he looked from Hudson to his sister, “it can only be one at a time. Someone in the family, in the bloodline, which doesn’t include your father, must remain here.” 

      “That’s crazy,” Hudson said, tucking hair behind his ear. “I mean, it’s cool, and I’m happy to do it. But it’s nuts, no doubt.” 

      Scott shot Hudson a look. Hazel eyed her brother like he was stupid. 

      The lawyer smiled. “My family has served the Galloways for generations. I understand the need for preservation better than most people could. So no, I don’t think it’s crazy, but I certainly understand why you would. Perfectly natural. As the manor becomes your home, I believe you will come to see things as Mr. Galloway has.” 

      “Well, what if we get sick or something?” Hudson asked. 

      “There are doctors we can access immediately.” Davenport turned to Hazel, dismissing her brother. “How are you feeling?” 

      Hazel said nothing. Scott wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

      “Well then,” Davenport leaned back and looked at the Dawsons. “If you wouldn’t mind, Hudson and Hazel, I’d like a moment alone with your father. Would that be okay?” 

      Before either could answer, and as if working from a pre-scripted cue, there came a loud, decisive knock on the door. 

      “Come in,” Davenport called. The door opened, and a pretty woman, likely in her late forties, entered the library. She had long, straight black hair, a flowing white skirt, a perfectly tailored cream-colored blouse, and a beautiful string of pearls like a halo at her neck. Her smile seemed to warm the room by several degrees. 

      “Hello. My name is Jacquelyn. My daughter, Mara, and I live and work here at the manor. I oversee the day-to-day stuff and am here to help with whatever you might need. I’d love to show you both around. Give you a tour. Cookies included, of course.” 

      “Let’s go.” Hudson laughed, already up from his seat. He turned to Scott, said, “Have fun,” then clapped Hazel on her shoulder. 

      Hazel stayed quiet, and leaned into Scott. 

      “Don’t be a chicken,” Hudson said. 

      Scott leaned into Hazel’s ear and whispered, “Please. I need you to do this one more thing for me. Whatever you see — whatever you see or hear, Hazel — I want to hear about it. Just keep it to yourself until I see you, okay?” 

      Scott pictured Hazel freaking out and told himself that she wouldn’t. He smiled, flush with relief as she smiled back. “Okay, Dad.” She hugged him, stood, then followed her brother and Jacquelyn out of the room. 

      Davenport waited three beats after the door closed. “There is one other thing.” 

      “What?” 

      “If you were to look this house up online, which I’m certain you’ll want to do the moment you’re able, you will see that twenty-nine years ago Alastair’s daughter, Savannah, died in her room. Some of the people in Clovis Point have claimed that they’ve … seen her. Many of the townsfolk like to entertain notions that Galloway Manor is haunted. And of course, you know how rumors spread. This manor is a place of note in the Pacific Northwest, particularly for those seeking things that don’t exist.”

      “Things like what?” 

      “Like ghosts, Mr. Dawson. Of course.” 

      Scott thought of Hazel. “Is there a blonde girl who lives here now? My daughter said she saw a blonde girl in the upstairs window.” 

      “No,” Davenport shook his head. “There are no blonde girls here. Our youngest staff member is Mara; she is twenty-four, and a brunette. Might it have been Hazel’s imagination?”

      Scott sighed. “Things have been tough since her mother … well, you know. Tell me, would we move in immediately?” 

      “Yes. You can stay right now. And as long as you’re here, the money is yours, all of it, to do with as you wish. You can order whatever you’d like online and have it delivered to the manor. Unless you’re planning on buying a state, you can never spend it all.” 

      “So, even if we leave in a year, the money’s ours until then?” 

      “Correct.” 

      “Could we buy ourselves a house and move into that, if we wanted? Could we move back into our old house that you bought?”  

      “Yes, you could do that, but you would forfeit this home and the remaining fortune once you left. And you seem like a smarter man than that, Mr. Dawson.” 

      “What if the kids want a life, you know, at the same time?” Scott kept laughing — it was all so ridiculous. “What then?” 

      “Leave when you want,” Davenport said with an air of finality to match his thinning smile. “Enjoy it until you do.” 

      Scott couldn’t imagine ever wanting — or needing — to leave the manor for anything ever again. But unlike his children, he could go whenever he wanted. He should consult with Hudson and Hazel, but it wasn’t as if they had a choice. The Dawsons had nothing—no home, money, or anyone else to lean on.

      Scott looked at Davenport, swallowed, and held out his hand. 

      “We’ll take it.”
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      The lawyer, Davenport, seemed like a tool, but was still Hudson’s personal Lord and Savior for having pulled them from the gutter where they’d spent the last six months after Mom skipped town for who-knew-why, off to who-knows-where, with —Hudson felt increasingly certain — who-knew-whom. 

      Dad was still in the room talking to the lawyer while he and Hazel finished their cookies. 

      “Do you like them?” Jacquelyn asked. 

      Hudson nodded, grabbed another, and shoved the entire thing past his lips. Her own mouth full, Hazel blurted, “They’re really good.” 

      The parlor door opened. Dad entered the dining area with the lawyer. They paused on the other side, trading whispers. Dad nodded as he looked toward Hudson and Hazel. The lawyer approached their table as Dad went to Jacquelyn and said something in a low voice that Hudson couldn’t hear. She smiled, nodded, and left the room. 

      The lawyer spoke as Dad came up behind him. “We’re going to introduce you to Charlie Carter, Galloway Manor’s caretaker. He’ll expect you to call him Carter. He’s been working with the Galloways forever, and has requested that he be the one to show you around.”

      “I asked Jacquelyn to get him,” Dad announced. 

      “Excellent.” The lawyer nodded, then killed minutes with irritating small talk while waiting for Carter to arrive. 

      After feeling like crap for months, Hudson had to chew his bottom lip to bottle the joyous laughter that kept wanting to burst out. They’d gone from losing their house to rolling in stacks of dough. If this was a movie, Hudson wouldn’t believe it. He kept looking into the room’s corners, up at the ceiling, outside the windows onto the sprawling lawns, and even on the floor, searching carpet seams and everywhere else for any sign of a small red light that might indicate a hidden camera for some prank show or channel on Youtube. This had to be a joke. Someone was watching. They would leap out, yell gotcha, have them sign release papers, pay them a small participation fee, and put their family on a reality show. Real Life Suckers!, or something like that.  

      Fine with Hudson. At least it was a change. Reality shows were as stupid as the people who stuffed their DVRs full of them, but at least the Dawsons weren’t in Las Orillas waiting for the proverbial shit to hit the fan. 

      The door opened, and the lawyer sparked to attention. He spun toward the tall old man as Carter entered the dining room. His face was ancient, but he ambled into the room like a kid. His shoulders were strong, rather than sagged with age. His face was lined like a tattered map, but his eyes were bright. His hair was a shock of snowy white, with single strands of black that looked as out of place as the pepper in his beard.

      He nodded at Jacquelyn on his way to the cookies, hedged between a macadamia nut and a chocolate chip, then grabbed the macadamia and shoved half of the cookie into his mouth. He showed only slightly more restraint than Hudson, raining crumbs and spittle onto the table. He swallowed, looked up at Dad, and thrust out his hand. 

      “I’m Carter. Good to meet you.” 

      Dad held out his hand. “Good to meet you, Mr. Carter.” 

      “Just Carter. Call me Mr. or Charlie, and I’ll have to poison your food.” After too long a pause, Carter — whom Hudson had decided to like after only a moment — added, “Just kidding,” then laughed loudly as he smacked Dad’s arm playfully. 

      Wow, this dude is full-on crazy! Now I know this has to be a TV show!

      Carter’s laughter seemed to make the lawyer nervous. Davenport mopped his brow and tapped his foot, waiting for the old man to speak. Carter finally clapped the lawyer’s shoulder. “Want me to take it from here?”  

      He looked relieved. “That would be great, Carter. Thank you.” 

      Jacquelyn and the lawyer left together. Carter watched them go, then turned back toward the newcomers. “So, did Atticus Finch tell you the house is haunted?” 

      Hudson and Hazel traded glances, neither knowing who Atticus Finch was. 

      “Yes, Mr. Davenport informed me about a few of the local rumors, in private, so as not to freak out my children.” Dad looked first at Hazel then accusingly at Carter. 

      The old man swatted the air and grabbed a chocolate chip cookie. “Dog balls. Davenport’s just scared you’ll see the ghosts and take off!”

      “Ghosts?” Hazel asked, eyes wide.

      Hudson laughed. “He’s just messing with us.”

      Carter met his eyes, and gave him the oddest, most unsettling smile that Hudson had ever seen. 

      “Right?” Hudson asked.

      Carter put a hand on Hazel’s shoulder. “The ghosts have never hurt anyone, sweetie, no need to worry. Less harmless than the vermin on the grounds.”

      Hazel shook her head. “I don’t want to stay here.”

      Hudson noticed Dad’s uncomfortable expression. A look that said it was too late — he’d already signed.

      Dad asked, “Does anyone who lives here not think the manor is haunted?” 

      Carter laughed, slapped his hand on the table, and said nothing, shaking his head like Dad and his question were equally ridiculous. 

      “I don’t want to live here,” Hazel said again, pouting.

      Hudson had to steer the ship away from the rocks before Hazel screwed this up for everyone. But he had to be diplomatic about it, lest she’d dig her heels in further, and they’d be on the first flight back to California.

      “First off, I don’t believe in ghosts, but let’s just say you’re right — why would anyone want to live in a haunted house?” Hudson grabbed a cookie, waiting for an answer, hoping Carter would say something to alleviate Hazel’s skittishness. 

      The old man shrugged. “Whether you believe is irrelevant to the facts, and besides, ghosts ain’t nothin’ but energy — left by those who lived here before. Some part of us that never dies, stuck here for whatever reason. That’s the best I can describe it. Energy that every now and then gathers enough steam to blow a window wide open, maybe knock something over, but that’s it, really.”

      Hudson looked at his sister, trying to gauge her response.

      She was staring at Carter with wide eyes, still looking scared. “I saw a ghost in a window upstairs. A blonde girl.”

      Hudson rolled his eyes and wanted to say something to shut his sister up, but the way Carter regarded her words seriously changed his mind.

      “You saw her?” he asked as if surprised, even though he’d already admitted to seeing them himself.

      “Yes,” Hazel said, slowly nodding.

      “That was probably Savannah,” he said, a wistful look in his eyes.

      “Who is she?” Hazel asked.

      “Mr. Galloway’s daughter. A lovely girl who died too young.”

      “How did she die?” 

      “Hazel!” Dad said as if she’d asked a rude question, even though it was the exact question that Hudson had wanted to ask.

      “No, no, it’s okay,” Carter said. “It was an accident, a long time ago. But trust me, if you saw her, that means she likes you. She doesn’t show herself to many.”

      “She doesn’t?” Hazel asked, almost warming to the idea like the weird little sister she was.

      “No, and you should consider yourself lucky to have seen her.”

      “Will she come back? Will she hurt us?”

      Carter shook his head and laughed. “Hurt you? Heavens no. We just see them every now and then, but that’s it, really. If there was any danger, none of us would be here.”

      Hazel looked down at the floor, then back up at Carter. “Do you think I’ll see my mom?”

      Sharply, Hudson said, “Don’t even start.” 

      Dad broke in before they started fighting. “I think you were going to show us the house, Mis … I mean, Carter.”

      “Just this way,” Carter said with a smile, leading them through the hallway.

      The Dawsons followed. Hudson took the rear, still searching for cameras on his way to the door. Carter led them outside, showing them the guest house, the garage, a garden and gazebo, then pointed to the woods and streams lining the property. It all looked like it was from some remote vacation spot, not someone’s house.

      As much as the grounds impressed him, the manor was the main attraction. 

      It was a freaking castle, at least on the outside, built in the 1800s, then added on to and improved throughout the years by Hudson’s ancestors, who were obviously filthy rich. Hudson made a note to later ask Carter what the Great Great Great or Whatever Galloways did for a living to build such wealth. Had they been pioneers who got lucky during the gold rush? Or were they a powerful political family back in the day? Maybe both?

      And now he and his family had inherited all of it.

      It was too much to take in. Too much to believe. This was the sort of thing that happened to other people. Not him. He remembered when a good friend of his, Billy Harcourt, found out a rich grandma had left them a ton of money. Billy’s family moved to a nicer town, to a better school, and that was the last Hudson had ever seen him. He’d known at least four kids whose families had come into unexpected wealth, and each and every time they moved away never to be seen again. While Hudson had been happy for his friends, he’d also felt envious.

      They were the lucky ones who escaped.

      And now he was one of them — assuming this wasn’t all an elaborate prank or wouldn’t get somehow screwed up. If there was a way to ruin this, Hudson had no doubt that either his father or Hazel would find a way to do it.

      They continued the house tour, through the ground floor until they reached a set of stairs leading down to the cellar.

      Carter paused, as if for dramatic effect, and his old crazy nice guy persona shifted to that of an overly serious parent about to warn their child not to do anything stupid.

      “Okay, folks, I want you to pay attention because I’m only gonna say this once, and I need you to remember, got it?”

      Hudson and Hazel both nodded.

      “See that door down there? That’s the cellar, one of two places off-limits in the house. It’s the oldest part of the house, and not safe for kids to be playing around in, okay?”

      Hudson looked down at the door and ignored his chill. It was a big, ancient-looking wooden door, dark, with iron bands and bolts. The doorknob was surrounded by a metal plate with a circular depression above the knob rather than a keyhole. Hudson thought it looked like something out of an actual castle.
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