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      The minivan bounced over another pothole. More like it got sucked into its vortex. The vehicle bounced several times.

      Vanessa’s double-shot latte splashed out from the slit of its plastic lid, running down the cupholder and barely missing her new slacks. Getting messy was the last thing she needed after having kept herself pristine for the majority of the hours-long drive. She’d have to wipe the mess clean, but that was fine as long as her clothes weren’t wet when they arrived.

      Seventeen-year-old Hope, in the passenger seat, held up her own cup. Coffee dripped halfway down her arm and soaked into her sleeve. “Mom, can’t you be more careful?”

      “Sure. I’ll stop the van so you can get out and fill the holes yourself.” Vanessa motioned to the dirt road surrounded by thick woods that blocked much of the afternoon’s sunlight.

      “Seriously?” Hope grabbed napkins from the glove box.

      “Are we there yet?” Summer whined from the back of the van.

      “It’s taking forever,” Winter added. “This is so boring.”

      The ten-year-old twins had barely said a word since entering the woods — none of Vanessa’s four kids had. Their moods had darkened with the gloomy trees all around. It didn’t help that they were all exhausted from being stuck in the vehicle the entire day.

      They’d mostly enjoyed the morning’s long drive and the ferry ride to Recluse Island. It had been refreshing to stretch their legs and breathe in the fresh Puget Sound air. Even driving through the quaint little tourist town had sparked the kids’ interest, but that had ended abruptly when they’d entered the woods.

      Maybe it was the gloomy setting. More likely, it was the anticipation of the unknown. None of them had been to the mysterious building that would soon be their new home. That was only half it. The more nerve-wracking part would be blending the two families.

      Vanessa’s new husband Chris and his three kids followed behind in his SUV. The moving trucks with all of their combined belongings traveled behind him. She hated to think of her fine china plates bouncing around on these potholes.

      “Are we there yet?” Summer asked again, pulling Vanessa from her thoughts.

      “Does it look like it?” asked fifteen-year-old Maverick from the middle row.

      “We’re almost there.” Vanessa turned and smiled at the twins in the back, then at Maverick and Hope. “I know it’s been a long day, and we’re all antsy. It won’t be much longer.”

      She had to admit the twenty-minute drive through the woods was getting to her too. If she ran over another pothole, she might lose her mind.

      But it was up to her to keep the kids in good spirits. She had to keep herself together. And she would. Vanessa Chesterton-Avery was nothing if not self-controlled and a self-sacrificing mom. Everything she did was for her kids. All the more since their dad had abandoned them.

      For the last few years, she’d not only given them a mother’s love but a father’s too. Thankfully, now she had Chris to share the burden. But they had seven kids who’d all lost a parent, either through abandonment or death, to care for.

      It would be no small task.

      Vanessa found some upbeat music and turned the volume up. She managed to avoid the next two potholes, despite the narrow road.

      Hope held up her coffee with one hand and snapped selfies with the other before tapping furiously at her screen.

      “You haven’t posted enough pictures today?” Vanessa asked.

      “I’m documenting the move for all my friends before we drift away and forget about each other.”

      “We’ll have wifi and cell service. You won’t lose touch with anybody.”

      “I won’t see them in person,” Hope said. “We’ll eventually go our separate ways. Like how I barely talk to my old friends from Cali anymore. I’ll lose touch with these friends too.”

      “That means you’ll make new friends again. You always do.”

      “Doesn’t mean I want to.”

      Bump!

      Hope scowled and slid her finger around the phone’s screen. “I can’t get a good picture under these conditions.”

      “You can get out and fill in the holes.”

      “One of the boys can do that,” Hope said.

      Maverick kicked her seat.

      “I meant Blake or Dustin. Obviously.”

      Vanessa released a long, drawn-out breath. “We’re not going to give any of you kids hard labor. Not you guys, and not your new stepsiblings. Besides, I’m sure the hotel staff has plans to fix the road.”

      “Wouldn’t they already have done it if they cared?” Hope puckered her lips and held up her phone for another picture of herself.

      “I’m sure it’s on their list.” Vanessa turned her attention back to the gravel road.

      “We own the hotel,” Hope said. “Can’t we demand someone fix the holes?”

      “Chris owns it,” Maverick muttered.

      “And we’re all family now,” Vanessa said. “Therefore, it belongs to all of us.”

      “How much longer?” Summer asked.

      Maverick groaned and stuck in his earbuds.

      They came to a sparkling white sign that stood out from the dark woods.

      Royal Legacy Resort & Spa: 2 Miles.

      “There’s your answer,” Hope said and snapped a picture of it.

      The twins whispered to each other.

      Vanessa turned the wheel, barely avoiding another pothole. Once they got settled into their new home, she would have to talk to Chris about the holes. For a five-star resort, the road wasn’t a good first impression.

      Although it wasn’t your average top-rated hotel. Sure, the parts the guests used were magnificent — a fully renovated mansion that sprawled on as far as the eye could see. At least that’s what she’d gathered from the pictures on the website.

      What made it different was there were also parts of the massive building that hadn’t been touched in decades, maybe even a full century. There were rooms that were off-limits for the hotel staff and only the family had access to — and now that included Vanessa and her kids. She and Chris had only days ago returned from their honeymoon, and were about to move into that part of the hotel with their kids.

      They hadn’t been able to find an affordable home for their new family of nine, so the hotel was the perfect solution. Everyone would start out on equal ground, moving into a home that was new to them all.

      Chris and his kids had been to the hotel before, but they’d always stayed in guest suites. Neither he nor his kids had ever seen the older part of the building. The property had originally belonged to his late wife’s family. Liz had been the last living adult, so everything went to Chris after her death.

      Vanessa felt a little uneasy moving into a place that her new husband’s previous wife had owned, but overall it didn’t bother her. Liz never had any interest in the building and let the staff run it. It was a self-sufficient machine that she rarely thought about.

      On the other hand, Vanessa couldn’t wait to explore what long-forgotten treasures awaited them. She was also eager to look into starting a dance studio in town after having given up her own successful business in California after her divorce. It would do her a world of good to have that kind of a focus again.

      Hope gasped. “Did you see that guy?”

      “Where?” Vanessa asked.

      Hope pointed to the trees.

      Nobody.

      “It was probably the shadows playing tricks on your eyes,” Vanessa said.

      “Was it a ghost?” Maverick teased his sister.

      “Shut up,” Hope said. “There was a man dressed in all black. He glared right at me. I didn’t imagine anything.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Maverick said, the teasing tone still in his voice.

      “Were you looking?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Whatever,” Hope said. “He was there.”

      “Did he have a scythe? Maybe the Grim Reaper’s after you.” Maverick snickered.

      Hope threw her makeup bag at him.

      He laughed and tossed it back at her.

      Vanessa squeezed the steering wheel. “Nobody’s after anyone. Let’s try to enjoy the rest of the ride in silence. Okay?”

      “The guy was there,” Hope muttered, and aimed her phone out the window.

      “Silence means no talking,” Vanessa said.

      The road curved, and bright daylight shone ahead.

      Vanessa pulled on her sunglasses.

      Up ahead, a castle loomed. In front of it, a perfectly manicured grassy field and a cement road without so much as a crack. Beyond that, the ocean. Sailboats speckled the water.

      All tension left Vanessa’s body.

      “Is that it?” Summer asked from the back. “Our new home?”

      “It’s so beautiful.” Hope took a bunch of pictures.

      Vanessa couldn’t pull her attention from the stark elegance to reply.

      Not that she had time. The road ahead turned sharply. The castle quickly faded to a mossy, cracked building. No sparkle, no view of the ocean.

      “I think this is our home,” Maverick grumbled.

      “Is it, Mom?” Summer asked, sounding near tears.

      Vanessa pulled into a parking lot filled with old, unkempt cars. She let Chris pass her, and she followed him to a parking spot.

      “Mom?” Winter asked.

      “Yes, I believe this is where we’ll be living.”

      A chorus of groans filled the minivan.

      What a way to start their new life.
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      Chris motioned for Vanessa to park in the spot next to him before directing the two rental trucks to park next to the building.

      Anya crossed her arms. “Can’t we live on the other side of the building as them? Then we wouldn’t have to see them or spend any time together.”

      He opened the back of the SUV and counted to ten before responding. “We’re a family now. Everyone’s living together in the same wing.”

      “Do you know how snooty that sounds?”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that we’re now a family.”

      “You married her. That doesn’t make the rest of us—”

      “Get your bags.” He gave her a look that warned her not to finish her sentence.

      “Fine.” Anya spun around, her long red hair twirling out, and marched to the side of the car. That girl’s personality was the one thing more fiery than her hair.

      Liz had said the same thing about Chris. Their daughter was the one of the three kids who’d gotten both his hair color and temperament. Hopefully it didn’t end up getting her into as much trouble as it had him.

      “Hey there, stranger,” Vanessa said.

      He turned around as his new wife wrapped her arm around his waist. They shared a quick kiss and he held her tight. “How was your drive?”

      “The scenery was even better than you described.”

      “I mean, the kids. Are they warming to the idea of everybody living together?”

      Her hesitation was answer enough.

      “Yeah, mine neither.”

      Vanessa ran her hand along his scruff. “We have to give them time. It’s a huge adjustment, especially with the big move on top of the marriage.”

      Chris glanced over at his two boys talking to her son. It didn’t look like any of them were upset or taunting anyone. “I’d better unlock the building so we can get our stuff inside.”

      She pulled out her keyring. “The key for our living area also works for the outside of the building?”

      “Yes. And I told the hotel manager to make enough copies for all the kids to have their own. She said they’d be waiting for us in the kitchen.”

      He took in the old rundown building, still unable to believe they were all moving in. But it had been the only option for such a large family. He dug into his pocket for his own key, grabbed some bags, and marched for the entrance.

      Before he had a chance to unlock it, the door flung open. Marcia Adams, the hotel’s manager, stepped outside. “Hello, Chris. I wanted to be here to welcome the owners personally. I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” He never knew if that was the appropriate response, but it had been working since Liz’s untimely death.

      “Where’s your new wife? I’m eager to meet her.” Marcia’s smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      It was a look Chris had grown familiar with since getting engaged and married less than a year after Liz’s passing. But at forty-five, he knew what he needed, and that was Vanessa. He wasn’t about to wait for some random amount of time to avoid others’ judgment. This new marriage was right for his family, even if his three teenagers didn’t see it yet.

      He waved Vanessa over and introduced the two women.

      Marcia gave his wife a sterile, professional greeting. “You have my number if you need anything. If I can’t come right away due to running the resort, I’ll send someone to help right away.”

      “We appreciate it.” Vanessa gave her a warm smile.

      The manager turned inside the building. “Would you like me to give you a tour?”

      Chris cleared his throat. “I’ll take care of that. How about I introduce you to all the kids? You haven’t seen my three since they were smaller. Then you can get back to work.”

      “Certainly.” She turned back around, unblinking.

      Chris stuck his thumb and finger in his mouth and whistled sharply. “Kids!”

      Both women grimaced at the noise.

      His kids came over first, used to his way of calling them. “This is Marcia, the manager. Do you remember her?”

      They all shook their heads. It had been years since they’d been here, and the hotel manager was hardly someone they spent time with.

      Chris put his hand on his eldest’s shoulder. “This is Blake. He’s sixteen now, Dustin is fifteen, and Anya just turned thirteen.”

      “Six months ago,” she said.

      Marcia glanced them over. “They’ve really gotten big. Blake sure looks like his mom’s side of the family. Could be his grandfather’s twin.”

      Blake squared his shoulders. “He was a champion hunter.”

      “Sure was.”

      Vanessa’s kids made their way over to her. Each half of the family standing in its unit. How much work would it take to blend them? Hopefully not long. His kids needed the mother figure that Vanessa was eager to be and her kids needed a dad. He was equally ready to fill that role for them.

      Chris crossed the threshold and introduced the twins first. “Summer and Winter are ten-year-old twins.” Both girls looked at the ground. “Maverick is their older brother, and this is Hope, the eldest. They’re all great kids.”

      “I’m sure they are.” Marcia looked at her phone. “If you’re sure you don’t need me, I’m going to see myself to the spa where I’m needed.”

      He nodded. “We’ll see you around.”

      “Of course.” She left.

      “What’s her problem?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, really,” Anya said. “She obviously doesn’t like us.”

      “She’s busy, that’s all.” Chris ushered them inside. “Let’s see our new home.”

      He ignored the groans as he led them down the hallway. The ratty red shag carpeting called out to a decade long gone. The peeling, flowered wallpaper was at least as old. A few stray items, such as pens and a stray sock, reminded Chris how long it had been since any of the owners had resided in the hotel.

      Liz’s mom had grown up here, but she’d fled as soon as she graduated. Never brought Liz for vacations. Curious, Liz had insisted on family vacation when the kids were younger, but as they got older they were more interested in theme parks and tropical beaches. Liz’s grandparents had died before she was born, so the family residence had been empty for over forty-five years.

      “Are we there yet?” asked one of the twins.

      “Almost,” Chris said. He still couldn’t tell them apart half the time. Winter was more surly than Summer — fitting, given their names — and that was how he could tell them apart the other half of the time. Vanessa was sure he’d be able to see the differences before long.

      “Is this place haunted?” Hope asked, her eyes wide.

      “Yep,” Blake said. He and Dustin shared a mischievous grin.

      “No, it isn’t,” Chris said. He shot his boys a warning glare. “And don’t get any ideas.”

      They snickered.

      He was going to have to keep them busy with outdoor activities. If they were occupied and tired, they wouldn’t have the energy to bother their new stepsister.

      Hope turned to him. “I thought this place was supposed to be a luxury hotel. It looks more like a haunted house.”

      Chris put his hand on her shoulder. “The main part of the building is completely redone. But this part, where the family and staff live, hasn’t been updated in some time.”

      “In the last hundred years?”

      “Not quite that long.”

      “I’m not off by much.”

      “It’s been a few decades.”

      “Is that something we can fix?” she asked.

      “We can certainly look into it.”

      His stepdaughter visibly relaxed.

      “Once we get settled in, I’ll give you all the full tour. But for now, let’s check out our new home.”

      The reactions were a mix of joy and disdain.

      When they came to their door, he dug out the key and unlocked the knob. It stuck and resisted, but finally twisted, allowing him to open the door.

      A whiff of a musty odor smacked him in the face. Clearly the cleaning staff hadn’t touched the living quarters. It was fully furnished with antiques, but everything in sight was covered in piles of dust. Nobody had thought to cover anything with sheets or open the windows.

      Some of the kids gagged while others held their noses. They all complained.

      “It’ll be fine,” he reassured them. “We’ll air it out and call for cleaning services.”

      “Why didn’t you do that before we got here?” Blake asked.

      “I assumed it’d be taken care of. My bad.”

      The twins were the first to rush in. One turned to him. “Where’s our room?”

      “You kids have your pick of any on the second floor. There are nine total. Your mom and I will take the master bedroom, which is down here.”

      The kids ran past him. After only a few moments, they called out their claims.

      Vanessa slipped her hand into his. “Seems to be going well so far.”

      He coughed from some dust. “Yes, but I’m surprised nobody bothered cleaning before we got here. Marcia knew to meet us.”

      “It isn’t a problem. Might be good for everyone to work on it together.”

      “I’m not sure the kids will like that.”

      “Doesn’t mean it won’t be a good bonding activity.”

      “Maybe.”

      She gave him a kiss. “Let’s see our room.”

      He returned the kiss heartily, then led her down the hall.

      The movers made noise behind them as they brought in boxes.

      It would be a tall order to go through both family’s things and figure out what to do with the items already here. Some of the furniture looked like it would sell for a lot of money. Maybe they’d decide to keep some of it and get rid of what they’d brought.

      He had no attachments to any of it, so he’d leave it up to everyone else.

      Vanessa pulled him down the hall. “Is this the master bedroom? Look at that dresser. It’s to die for.”

      Chris stepped inside and took in the large room. Everything looked turn-of-the-century or from the Victorian era, or maybe older. He didn’t know much about that sort of thing. Given his experience with construction, he could tell if a building was designed in the last thirty years or not, and which decade in particular. That was about it.

      While his wife gushed over the furnishings, he fought with the windows, which had likely been shut for the last four decades.

      From upstairs, one of the girls screamed. Footsteps thundered above them.

      Another scream. That sounded like Anya.

      “Dad, get up here now!”

      Chris exchanged a worried look with Vanessa before bolting from the room.
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      By the time Chris reached the second story, his lungs were on fire. Not so much from racing up the stairs, but from all the dust everywhere.

      He turned to a family room — probably called a parlor room or something fancy like that back in the day. All of the kids had gathered there. Half of them looked like they’d seen a ghost. The others looked confused.

      The twins ran over to Vanessa, clinging to her.

      Chris struggled to catch his breath. “What … is … it?”

      Anya pointed to the wall. “A bloody warning!”

      Underneath a painting of Recluse Island when the hotel was a sprawling mansion, in dripping red paint, a message read:

      Leave and live. Stay and die.

      Anger festered in Chris’s gut. The words turned fuzzy before coming back into focus. How dare someone threaten his family?

      “We’re leaving, right?” Anya asked. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Me neither,” Hope said.

      At least the stepsisters were in agreement about something.

      Vanessa straightened her back. “Nobody’s going anywhere. It’s just graffiti.”

      Maverick looked between the message and his mom. “If that’s all it was, there’d be more paint all over the place. It’s only here.”

      “He’s right,” Dustin said. “It’s a warning.”

      Chris pulled out his phone and snapped some pictures. Studied the paint up close.

      “It’s only a joke,” Vanessa said. “And even it’s not, why would it be aimed at us? It could be meant for someone who lived here before, or someone else who was planning on living here.”

      While everyone else went back and forth, Chris sniffed the paint. Ran his fingers over it. Sized it up.

      It had been written recently.

      Vanessa turned to him. “Will you back me up? It’s old and harmless.”

      He took another picture. “It may be harmless, but it isn’t old.”

      “Pardon me?” Her eyebrows furrowed.

      “Smell it. It was done not long ago.”

      The twins clung to their mom all the tighter.

      She looked at him like he’d committed a great offense. “We need to reassure the kids everything is fine.”

      He glanced back at the paint. “I need to find out who did this and why. Then once I know what’s going on, I can deal with it.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Of course I am.”

      “It’s only graffiti.”

      “Someone came in here recently, getting in despite the locked door, and left this message.”

      Vanessa took his hand and tugged him toward the stairs. “Kids, excuse us. We’ll be right back.”

      “We aren’t moving in, are we?” Hope asked.

      “Wait here.” Vanessa dragged him back down to the master bedroom. “We can’t let the kids worry. This is our new home. If they think something’s wrong—”

      “I refuse to pretend everything is okay when I don’t know that it is.”

      “So, what are we going to do, then?”

      “I’m going to find out who wrote that. Then I’m going to deal with them.”

      She gave him a double-take. “You think this is serious?”

      “Yes. Someone has threatened my family. Even if they think it was a joke, it wasn’t. If nothing else, I’ll make an example out of that person for the rest of the hotel staff.”

      “Okay. But will you at least stand with me and tell the kids everything is going to be fine.”

      “How can I tell them that when we could be in danger?”

      “Because that will put their minds at ease! We can look into it, but at least they won’t be worried.”

      “Maybe they should be, if someone actually wants us dead. Best to have them on alert rather than walking around with a false sense of security.”

      “And why would somebody want to kill us?” Her nostrils flared.

      “I don’t know. We just got here. I’m going to have to look into it. Maybe someone likes not having the owners here.”

      “Enough to threaten our lives?”

      “Depending on what they’re doing, yeah.”

      “What would they be doing?” she countered.

      “How would I know? But I intend to find out.”

      “Can you at least reassure the kids that everything is okay? Please. If you’d feel better playing detective, then fine. Do that. But it won’t do the kids any good to be scared. Surely, you can see that.”

      “It won’t do them any good to live with false security.”

      “We don’t know it’s false.”

      Chris bit his tongue, not wanting to keep going in circles.

      Vanessa’s mouth twisted. “So, this is our first impasse.”

      “Doesn’t have to be.”

      “You’ll reassure the kids that everything is all right?”

      “Once I know it really is.”

      “They’re scared. What they need is a little reassurance.”

      “Then I’ll reassure them I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

      Vanessa paced. “Why won’t you tell them everything will be okay?”

      “Because I can’t see the future. But I will figure out what’s going on, and who’s behind the threat.” Then if it came down to it, he would deal with that person the same way he dealt with the last person who threatened his family — he was no longer a worry.

      “That’s the best you’ll give them?”

      “It’s all I can guarantee.” He stepped closer and held her gaze. “One thing you need to know about me is that I won’t give you or our kids empty promises. If I say something, I mean it.”

      Her expression softened. “I appreciate that. Really, I do. Tom said whatever I wanted to hear, and look how that ended up.”

      “Exactly. I’m not going to feed you lies and then suddenly leave with my pregnant secretary.”

      “She wasn’t his secretary.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes, but what are we going to do about the kids? I don’t want them frightened. We haven’t even unpacked yet.”

      Chris raked his fingers through his hair. “We’ll tell them the truth.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We don’t know for certain that it is a threat, but that we’ll look into it. In the meantime, they only need to worry about unpacking and settling in. There’s plenty to keep them occupied in our house.”

      “House?”

      “Living quarters sounds so pompous. House is much better. It’s close to ten thousand square feet with all the floors. We could spend all of our time here and ignore the rest of the hotel.”

      Vanessa slid her hands into his. “Okay, but my kids might want more than ‘we’ll look into it.’”

      “And maybe they won’t. Kids are usually tougher and smarter than we give them credit for.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He pulled her close. “I do. Let’s go tell them our plan, and I’ll start looking into who’s behind the message. They’re probably going stir crazy up there.”

      “I’m sure they are. What are we going to do about the red paint?”

      “We’ll figure that out later.”

      “Later?” she asked.

      “We need to leave it for now in case we have to involve the police.”

      She started to say something, but then stopped. “I think we should at least cover it for now, so the kids don’t have to see it every time they go in there.”

      “Cover it with what?”

      “Anything. Move a piece of furniture in front of it or hang a picture over it. Whatever it takes to get it out of sight.”

      “We’ll have to be careful not to disturb the message — there could be fingerprints or other evidence on the wall.”

      “Will do. Let’s talk with the kids.”

      Upstairs, they gathered everyone into a small library. He let Vanessa do most of the talking while he planned his next steps. There were a lot of employees in the hotel, but probably only a handful who would be threatened by their arrival.

      He would need to figure out who that person was without letting them know he was looking into the matter.

      Whoever it was already had a key to their home and could enter at any time.
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