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      Many years ago…

      The wind whisked the grass, the eerie rustle cutting the silence. It also blew the smoke all the way from the big house to the stables.

      She crouched all the lower, trying to hold her breath. Listening for his footsteps, his favorite tune to whistle, anything.

      A horse neighed not far away.

      She jumped, nearly falling to the ground, but managed to catch herself. It was hard to balance with the long skirt, not to mention with her newly expanded belly—a feature she had been trying to hide. Needed to hide. It wouldn’t be possible much longer.

      Not that it mattered.

      He knew. Somehow Jedidiah had figured it out, despite her efforts to keep the secret.

      Crash!

      She tensed and pressed herself into the little corner where she hid. Tried to meld with the wall. It would be the only way to remain concealed.

      Once Jed found her, her life would be over. He’d already warned her to stay away from the love of her life. The only thing he cared about was keeping the family name.

      It was all that mattered to any of the Brannon men. Some of the women too.

      Not her.

      She only wanted the freedom to live her life as she saw fit—to love who she wanted and make her own decisions. And she had—for a brief moment. She’d loved gloriously and totally. Unfortunately, that decision would get either her or the one she loved killed. She’d come to the stables to find him, to warn him.

      But Jed was, as always, one step ahead of her.

      He thought he had more authority over her than Papa did. Because he cared more about controlling others than falling in love, he focused on her. On making her life miserable at every turn.

      Now he knew the one thing that could destroy her.

      Her breathing grew shakier.

      Jed would find her in here.

      She’d come to warn the love of her life—she didn’t even dare to think his name. Jed seemed to have the powers to read her very thoughts.

      Clink!

      That was closer. Too close for comfort.

      She nearly cried out. Barely managed to cover her mouth to keep the sound from escaping.

      “I know you’re in here!” Jed’s voice wasn’t far away.

      His heavy footsteps grew louder.

      If he found her, he would beat her hard enough to rid her of her condition.

      Then he’d kill the one she loved.

      She needed to get away before she lost everything, including her own life and the one she carried inside her.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      There was only one other way out of the stable since Jed was coming from the main entrance.

      It was a risk.

      But it was also the only chance she had, small as it was.

      She pressed herself against the wall, held her breath, and took a moment to build her courage.

      The footsteps had stopped for a moment.

      Jed was listening for her.

      She froze in place, afraid to even blink. The stable was so quiet, any sound could be heard.

      Anything.

      Her heart pounded so loudly, he had to be able to hear it. It felt strong enough to shake the floor beneath. She tried not to breathe, but that didn’t work. Plus, she couldn’t go without air for long.

      She would almost take hearing his footsteps over the silence. Then at least she would know where he was.

      Not knowing was worse than knowing.

      It was hard to hear anything over her heart and trying to keep her ragged breaths quiet.

      She needed to get free. Run away. Never return to the cursed Brannon house. It made people go crazy. Especially the women—though that was no fault of the structure itself.

      No, it was the men. They knew what they were doing, and they loved seeing their women lose their sanity.

      The stories went back generations, chronicling all the women who lost their minds. The men always had the upper hand. It was true to this day. The reason she was hiding for her life.

      Thump.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Couldn’t bear to see what was coming. Needed to get away. Couldn’t budge.

      Thump, thump.

      It was about to be the moment of truth. Jed would drag her back to the house and tell their father everything. He would end her life.

      Another footstep. This one was close.

      Breathing sounded.

      It wasn’t her.

      Shaking, she opened her eyes. Nearly fainted.

      It was Abel.

      Not Jed.

      Her body turned to rubber.

      “Where have you been hiding?” Abel pulled her up and wrapped her in his arms.

      “He… Jed knows.”

      “Everything?”

      “Enough.”

      “We have to run! You aren’t safe.”

      She blinked back tears. “Neither are you!”

      He wrapped his hand around hers and led her through the stables.

      Jed was nowhere in sight. Neither was Papa or any of his other faithful followers.

      Abel tugged on her hand, and they broke out into a run. The Brannon family property spanned on for what seemed like forever. They might never be able to escape, to get away from her brother and father.

      Neither would bat an eye at killing the both of them.

      She and Abel ran for the woods. Her feet caught on her skirt, so she had to hike it up.

      If Papa and Jed were near the house, the trees would provide distance for the time being. At least they wouldn’t be out in the open. Not yet.

      Then it was a matter of staying hidden.

      They only had to make it a little farther.

      “Found them!” Jed’s voice rang through the air like a shotgun.

      Mouth dry, she glanced over her shoulder.

      Her brother held a rifle.

      Aimed it right at them. The maniacal gleam in his eye chilled her blood.

      Then he fired.
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      Current Day…

      Ember

      I can barely hold back my tears as I step off the school bus. They blur my vision, and I nearly stumble onto the ground in front of my home. Some of the kids still think I’m a freak for living in the Brannon House, so the last thing I need is to give them more fuel for their fires.

      Alone—I just need to get someplace where I can be by myself. I also need to get my license. Doing so is my new number one priority… after I cry until my tears completely dry up.

      I race across the lawn toward the enormous old structure I call home. The mansion my ancestor and town founder built for himself. If he knew the horrors that would eventually take place there, would he have still built it?

      The bus squeals as it pulls away from the curb to take other kids to their homes. Normally I’d look back and wave at the ones who like me, but not today.

      My attention is focused on the silhouettes in the kitchen. Both my aunts and my uncle are inside, plus it looks like someone else might be with them. Not my dad. He’s working at the police station.

      Any other day I’d be happy to see all of them gathered together and want to talk with them to procrastinate on doing my homework.

      Today, that’s the last thing I want. I can’t face anyone. Luckily no one inside is glancing toward the window.

      I race around the building to the back, checking every window along the way. Sometimes I see unfamiliar faces glancing back at me from one for a split second, making me wonder if it’s a ghost of the past or my overactive imagination. There aren’t any apparitions now, not with my tears blurring my vision.

      I’m alone, so I could give into the sobs desperate to escape, but it isn’t time. Our gardener could appear from around a corner, or one of my aunts or my uncle could. I want to suffer in silence. At least for the moment. People can try to comfort me later. I don’t want any of that now.

      The hot, angry tears grow fatter, making it all the harder to see anything. But I only need another minute or so before I can collapse onto the ground and wail. The trees and foliage will absorb the sounds and not alert my family, who will insist on trying to fix everything.

      Granted, I could have worse problems than a caring family. After dealing with a narcissistic stepfather and a murdered mom, I’m definitely grateful for all the people who care about me. If things had played out differently, I could be all alone right now—I mean the existential alone. Obviously, I’m trying to be by myself at the moment.

      I don’t stop when I reach the woods. In fact, my feet move faster, and I don’t stop until I get to the abandoned Brannon family graveyard.

      The one with an ancestor who had the same name as me.

      I stop at her tombstone and stare at my own name. When I first saw this, I was the same age as the other Ember when she died. Now I’ve already lived a year more than her.

      Makes my problems seem small in comparison.

      I trace her—our—name, using my nails to pull off moss and dirt along the way. Her problems were probably a lot worse than mine. I mean, that seems completely obvious since she died so young, but it puts things in perspective.

      Had she been in love too? Did somebody break her heart? My tears fall like raindrops from a thunderstorm, dripping onto my arms and lap. I try to imagine what the other Ember went through on this very property, living in the same house I do. The same home my mom, aunts, and uncle grew up in.

      I almost didn’t. If my mom was still alive, the house would still be dilapidated. But she did die, and everything changed for me. My aunt Kenzi came back up here to Washington state, and we moved into the mansion that night. Richard couldn’t wait to boot me from my home once Mom wasn’t there to stand up for me.

      Maybe my life really isn’t so much better than the other Ember’s was. The Brannon name comes with a cost. It stains, causes untold heartbreak.

      Just ask my Uncle Jack and my Aunt Billa. I don’t even know how my uncle is still alive after everything he endured.

      Even though the home has been renovated, I won’t raise my own future kids here.

      Still, the building has a mysterious way of bringing all the Brannons back whether they want to or not. Kenzi moved all the way to California to get away and start a new life.

      Look where she is now. Back in the Brannon House raising me. At least we’re happy, and things look nice. Everything sparkles and shines, at least on the surface. But there are places in the home that outsiders don’t see. Parts the construction crew never knew where there. Rooms they hadn’t gone near because they hadn’t been compromised by the fire. The house was so large that it had different wiring systems in different wings, and it obviously saved a lot of money not having to update an entire mansion.

      That’s why we say the house is renovated, and we don’t say it’s fully renovated. I personally think that keeps the ghosts happy. Kenzi and my dad, of course, think that’s my over-active imagination. Billa and Jack agree with me. I can’t tell which side Jack’s wife Carol falls. She agrees with everyone, even when people disagree with each other.

      Billa is the smart one. She has her own little cottage tucked away on the property, away from the literal and figurate ghosts of the past.

      Places untouched by anyone for decades. Maybe centuries. We keep finding hidden rooms and passages. Just last week I pulled an old book from a shelf and found a hidden nursery. It was the creepiest thing I’d ever seen—and that’s saying something considering what else I’ve seen in that house. Everything was dusty and covered in cobwebs. Not that I was surprised, because that’s par for the course. But all of the furniture and toys looked like they belonged in a scary movie.

      In fact, there’s an old doll that moves around the house. I don’t move her, and I’m too afraid to ask anyone else if they do.

      I’m pretty sure I know the answer, and I don’t want confirmation that I’m right.

      Why am I thinking about all of this when I came here to cry and scream? Because it’s easier to think about the mansion’s mysteries than to face the truth.

      My life is over.

      Jakob broke up with me today at lunch. We’ve been together forever, even to the point that we were talking about picking the same college.

      Now that loser is going to the upcoming school dance with one of the cheerleaders. I’ve never been a fan of them to begin with, but now I think I hate them all. It might not be fair, some of them might be nice, but I don’t care. They’re all associated with her.

      Just thinking about it sends a fresh wave of grief through me, but now that I’m in the middle of nowhere, I’m finally able to release the sobs I’ve been holding onto since just before I took a bite of something that looked like chicken in the cafeteria. Obviously I didn’t eat any lunch today.

      I don’t ever want to eat again.

      If there weren’t so many trees around me, I’m sure my wails would echo across the neighborhood. Thankfully nobody can hear me. The sounds won’t even carry to my house.

      I wipe my eyes and nose, getting a mixture of makeup and snot on my sleeve. I’m sure my eyes are puffy and my nose is red. That’s what happens every single time I so much as sniffle.

      Jakob said it was cute. That thought is all it takes to make me double over again, soaking both my sleeves.

      What am I going to do? I have to go back to school tomorrow and face him. Them. Everyone’s going to know I got dumped when they see him happy and with someone else.

      I’m not only going to be alone. I’ll be the laughing stock of the school.

      Maybe I can talk Dad and Kenzi into homeschooling me. Then I won’t have to see any of those people ever again. Plenty of people homeschool now. A girl from my math class just started after getting bullied by a group of girls.

      Plus, Kenzi’s pregnant. She’s been cutting back on her work hours and is planning to quit altogether by her third trimester. It’s the perfect setup for homeschooling. Not only that, but the Brannon fortune could keep the next two generations of our family going without having to work. Why am I bothering with school at all? I can hide away in the mansion for the rest of my life.

      It’s the perfect solution. I wouldn’t even have to worry about learning anything. I can spend the money my ancestors have earned and collected over time. Dad and Kenzi will see the logic in that.

      If I weren’t sobbing like a maniac, that thought would be laughable.

      Crunch!

      I freeze. Listen. Wipe my face again.

      Crunch!

      That was definitely a twig snapping. Correction—another one snapping.

      Someone is walking out here. Nobody ever comes to the graveyard. That’s the whole point of an abandoned graveyard. None of us even knew anything about it until recently. If my mom ever stumbled upon it, she never mentioned it to me.

      The footsteps are getting closer. I don’t know if I’m more worried about a person or an animal. Either could be bad. It isn’t like I have anything to defend myself with, unless I throw a textbook at them. That’s hardly going to save me.

      The footsteps come closer.

      Someone’s behind me.

      I whip around. Nearly faint. My entire body turns to rubber.

      I can’t move.
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      Ember

      It takes me a moment to find my voice. “What are you doing out here?”

      “What are you doing?” Billa cocks a brow, but her eyes are full of concern.

      “Sitting. Obviously.”

      “That’s what the kids are doing now? Sitting in cemeteries?” My aunt clearly doesn’t believe me.

      “Yeah. Everyone’s doing it.”

      “Cool.” She plops down beside me. “Interesting. I see why everyone likes this. But where are the others?”

      “At the town cemetery. Where else?”

      “Makes sense.”

      Silence screams between us.

      I clear my throat. “Seriously, what are you doing all the way out here?”

      She plays with the fringe on her shirt. “I was heading to my cottage when I heard something that sounded like a wounded animal. Turns out it was you. Everything okay?”

      I could lie and tell her I’m fine. She is giving the out by asking if I’m okay.

      Clearly I’m not. My entire face must be puffy and swollen at this point.

      “Anything you want to talk about?” she asks.

      “Not really.”

      “You sure?”

      A lump forms in my throat at the thought of telling her about Jakob, so I nod before more tears can fall.

      “Does it have to do with your boyfriend?”

      She’s good.

      I clear my throat and blink quickly to keep from crying. “I d-don’t have a boyfriend anymore.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, Ember!”

      For a moment, I’m afraid she’s going to burst into tears, but she pulls me close and rubs my back. “Let it all out now so tomorrow when you go to school he’ll only see you at your best.”

      “I’m thinking about homeschooling.”

      “Because of him? That joker isn’t worth it. What do your friends have to say about this?”

      “They don’t know.”

      “You haven’t even told Gretchen?”

      I shake my head, and the tears return. Once they start, they come full force.

      Billa rubs circles on my back. “I’m sure she and the others would want to be here for you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “They’ll talk smack about him with you. I could get you girls ice cream and then you can make fun of him and the other girl.”

      “I didn’t say anything about another girl.”

      “It’s always another girl, sweetie. Guys like that are too insecure to break up with their girlfriend if they don’t already have someone waiting.”

      I sigh.

      “Don’t take it personally. It’s about him, not you.”

      “It feels like it’s about me.”

      “That’s because he wasn’t honest with you. He strung you along until he was sure the floozy was a sure thing. It’s sadly typical.”

      “How do you know so much?” I wipe my eyes.

      “Because guys like that are the same no matter where you live. That type is exactly the same in Alaska or here or Timbuktu. Don’t forget, I’m twenty-six and have been married twice. You don’t go through that without some battle scars and lessons learned.”

      “So there are guys like Jakob in Alaska too?”

      “Literally everywhere, sweetie. Why do you think I’m living solo? It’s my best life.”

      “Not everyone is like that. My dad isn’t.”

      “He’s one of the good ones. They’re a rare find. Kenzi’s lucky.”

      “I wish I was lucky.”

      “Make your own luck. Now that you’ve gone through this, you can look at other boys through different lenses—the lenses of experience. It’ll be easier to spot the red flags.”

      “You really think so?”

      “If you’re careful. Some women go from one bad relationship to the next. But if you work on you and realize you deserve someone who will appreciate you, that’s what you’ll find.”

      My heart sinks. “It sounds like a lot of work.”

      “Not really. You just have to see your own worth. Jakob didn’t, and that’s his loss. When he sees you walking around with your head held high, he’ll regret ever letting you go.”

      I look up at her. “He will?”

      “Maybe not this week or even this year, but yes. But you have to remember the most important thing.”

      “What?” My breath hitches.

      “Don’t ever take him back. He’s already shown you his true colors.”

      “Oh.” My face falls.

      “You want him back?”

      I wipe my eyes. “Why else would I be crying?”

      “Is it him you want, or the idea of a good relationship?”

      She has me there.

      “Build yourself up, and you’ll find someone who will lift you even higher.”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like a greeting card.”

      Billa laughs. “Maybe so, but it’s true. You ready to come back to the house?”

      “No.”

      “We were talking about ordering pizza because none of us feel like cooking dinner.”

      “I don’t want to eat.”

      “You have to take care of yourself, remember? If you value your body, you’ll feed it.”

      “Pizza?”

      “Sometimes you gotta splurge. As long as it isn’t every day.”

      I still don’t feel like eating anything.

      “We can even order pineapple.” She makes a disgusted expression.

      “Pineapple’s good.”

      “That’s up for debate, but I’m willing to have some on my pizza for you. What do you say?”

      We go back and forth before I finally agree. If I had my way, I’d stay here in the cemetery and wallow for the rest of my life. But Billa’s right. I should take care of myself. It isn’t like Jakob’s spending any time mourning what we had. He’s already moved on—he just didn’t give me a head’s up on it.

      My aunt is right. He’s a jerk, and he doesn’t deserve anymore of my headspace.

      I let Billa help me up, and we make our way to the house. When we get to one of the doors in the back of the building, I stop. “I’m going in here. Are you going to tell the others about me and Jakob?”

      “Not unless you want me to.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not ready to talk about it yet. Like you said, I should take care of myself first.”

      “Good for you.” She squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll let them know about the pineapple. Unless you actually don’t want any?”

      “Nice try.”

      “Pineapple it is.” Billa scrunches her nose. “But seriously, think about calling your friends. Girls gotta stick together.”

      “I guess.”

      “You know I’m right.” She pulls out a key, unlocks the door, then we go inside and head our separate ways.

      I’m tempted to turn right back around and continue wallowing in the cemetery, but Jakob really doesn’t deserve anymore of my thoughts. If I’d been paying closer attention, I’d have seen him pulling away.

      It’s so obvious now. I should’ve been the one to dump him.

      Too late now, but I can find a way to pamper myself and then, like Billa said, show up to school with my head held high tomorrow. I don’t need him. He’s the one who made the mistake. Although I’m sure he’s thrilled to be with a cheerleader instead of the freak who lives in the Brannon House.

      I shove those thoughts from my mind and make my way to my room, ignoring the stares of invisible eyes on me. I’m so used it, I’ve long since convinced myself that friendly ancestors are keeping watch for me.

      In my room, I lock the door and collapse onto my bed. Unfortunately, several pictures of Jakob stare at me from various points. I leap up and gather them so I can throw them in a fire at some point. That’s self-care at its finest.

      Knock, knock!

      I groan. “Who is it?”

      “Kenzi!”

      “I’m busy!”

      “Can I come in?”

      The Brannons are a determined bunch.

      “I’m busy.”

      “It’ll only be a minute.”

      I have a hard time believing that, but what other choice do I have?

      Her eyes widen when she sees me. “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look that bad?”

      “Your makeup is smeared all over your face.”

      Billa could’ve warned me about that.

      “Jakob and I broke up, but I’m fine now. I got it out of my system, and now I’m ready to move on.”

      Now Kenzi’s eyes are as wide as saucers. She pulls me into a tight hug. “Oh, you poor thing! Do you need anything? Chocolate? A mud mask?”

      “I wouldn’t turn down either of those, but really I’m going to be fine.”

      She pulls back and looks me over. “Let’s go with a mud mask. I’ll get that for you, then get yourself into a bubble bath. Otherwise, when your dad gets home he’ll take one look at you and know something’s wrong.”

      “So?”

      “He’s on the police force. What do you think he’ll do when he hears Jakob broke his daughter’s heart? You’re the daughter he didn’t know about for fifteen years—he already feels like he has so much to make up for.”

      I picture him showing up at Jakob’s front door, flashing his badge.

      “Out of my way! I have a bubble bath to start.”

      “I’ll get the mud mask.”

      We both scramble around. Kenzi comes to the bathroom while I’m dumping half the bottle of liquid soap under the running faucet.

      She puts the heavy little container in my palm. “Spread this all over your face after you wash it, then let the mask work its magic for at least fifteen minutes, but no more than thirty.”

      “Got it.”

      “Your dad will be home in about an hour, then once you’re ready we’ll all go that Italian restaurant you like so much.”

      “I thought we were ordering pizza.”

      “That was before I knew about Jakob.”

      “Are Billa, Jack, and Carol coming?”

      “Yep, it’ll be the whole gang.”

      “The gang? What, have we gone back in time to like the nineteen seventies?”

      “Get in the tub before it overflows.” She steps out and closes the door.

      I lock it then climb into the hot water, letting my skin adjust as I sink in and turn off the faucet. After dunking my head, I read the directions on the mud mask. Shouldn’t be a problem not letting it sit longer than a half hour, because I’ll need to get out and get ready.

      I’m actually excited about dinner. We almost never go because it’s so expensive. Even though we have the Brannon fortune at our disposal, nobody wants to blow it on extravagant things. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. I get that aspect, but at the same time, why do I need to get dumped before we finally return to my favorite restaurant?

      Dad says I’ll understand once I get a job. Then he insinuated I should think about getting one. I reminded him that my job is school, and I want to get into a good college.

      The water pipes creak and groan in the walls despite all the updates. Everything in this part of the house is new, but that doesn’t stop things from sounding like a haunted house.

      Before long, my face starts to burn from the mask. Time to get it off. I slide back under the water, hold my breath, and rub my skin until I’m sure all remnants of the mud are gone.

      I take a few more minutes to enjoy the warm water before pulling the plug and getting out. My face still tingles. Hopefully that’s supposed to happen. I pull on my bathrobe once I’m dry and make my way to my room.

      The creepy doll is sitting on my bed staring at me, exactly where I was lounging earlier.
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      Kenzi

      Graham wraps his arms around me when he gets home. I return the embrace and take in the faint traces of his cologne still lingering from this morning, intermingled with the scent I’ve come to recognize as the police station. It isn’t something I could describe, but I now know it well.

      “Is Ember okay?” he asks.

      Through a texting thread, I told him about her breakup but left out any details. Not that I really know anything beyond what Billa told me. My recently discovered half-sister is one of our best allies in helping to raise Ember. She can still be the cool aunt, a role I gave up when adopting our niece. Now I walk a tightrope, trying to figure out motherhood with a girl who lost her mom in such a brutal way.

      Ember needs a lot of care, but at the same time, she’s sixteen and at the age where she has a growing need for independence.

      Graham’s walking a similar fine line with her, having only found out about her when he was trying to solve Claire’s murder. While working with Ember and me during his investigation, none of us had any idea he was Ember’s dad.

      If we had, there’s a strong chance Graham and I never would’ve gotten involved romantically. How irresponsible would it have been of me to date my new daughter’s dad? By the time we found out, we were in too deep to simply drop everything.

      Thankfully it worked out. But even if it hadn’t, I’m sure we both would’ve done what we could to put Ember’s needs first.

      Before I can answer my husband’s question, Ember bounds down the stairs wearing a dress I picked out for her some time ago but have never seen on her until now. Her hair is up—another change—and her makeup is more than just mascara and lip gloss.

      “Wow, look at you,” Graham says. “What are you all dressed up for?”

      She gives us a bright smile. “I’m just happy to be going to the best Italian restaurant in town with my family!” She looks around. “Where’s everyone else?”

      My older brother Jack appears from around the corner with his wife Carol, as if on cue. He turns to Ember. “You look beautiful, sweet niece.”

      “You really do,” Carol agrees.

      She beams, a little color finally filling her cheeks. She’d been so pale before her bath.

      “Are we ready?” Jack turns to Graham and me.

      “Almost.” Graham steps toward the spiraling staircase. “Give me a minute to wash up.”

      “You look fine, Dad.”

      “I want to get the station off me. It’ll only take a few minutes, tops.” He hurries up, and after a few moments, a shower starts.
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