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      Kenzi

      Early morning light filters through the thick window, making me think I’ve forgotten something. Somewhere I should be. A performance to put on. But I can’t get out of this room.

      I’ve already tried.

      My final act is yet to come, and I have to prepare. The stage is set, and people are waiting for me. I’m the main actor. The favorite. Everyone will cheer and beg for more after the last line.

      Laurel told me. She’s never wrong.

      I spin, turning my back to the window. It’s my job to wait until I’m called to the stage, and I’ll do just that. As long as she wants me to be patient, I will be. She’s the director.

      The door still won’t unlock, and the current scene doesn’t call for me, so I walk around the room, running my finger along every smooth surface. Things are so white in here. There’s hardly a splash of color. Must be to keep me from getting distracted. While I wait, I’ll focus on my part.

      Click.

      I whip around. The door is creaking open from the outside.

      Is it Laurel? Could she be here to call me to the stage?

      My breath hitches, and I cling to the blanket next to me. What am I thinking? I fluff my hair and stand straight. Need to show her I’m ready and eager to start. I know my lines and will do everything perfectly.

      This play will go down in the books. She’ll be so proud.

      Someone else steps inside. She’s dressed all in white, like a nurse.

      Is there a nurse in this show? I don’t remember a nurse.

      I don’t remember my lines.

      Terror grips me. I can hardly breathe. My lines! Laurel will be so disappointed.

      The stranger in white gives me a tired smile. “How are you doing now?”

      She makes it sound as if we’ve already met.

      It’s a trick. She’s trying to trap me.

      Or it’s a test. Laurel could see if I’m in character.

      Why can’t I remember my lines? I just knew them. Had them down perfectly.

      “Mackenzie?”

      She’s calling me by my full name. Something must be wrong. I stare at her. “Why are you here? Are you the stagehand?”

      “I’m checking on you.” She says it like I should already know.

      How would that be possible?

      “You haven’t touched your breakfast.” Her palms sweep toward a tray on a bed I didn’t notice before. “You have to eat.”

      Why is there a bed in my dressing room?

      “Aren’t you hungry?”

      I don’t know if I am or not. The audience is waiting for me.

      “You’re going to turn into skin and bones. We’ll have to feed you through a tube soon, and you don’t want that.”

      A tube? I look down at myself. Instead of wearing a beautiful costume, I’m in a checkered hospital gown.

      Did Laurel give me a different role? I’m supposed to be the star. That’s what she said. I’m her favorite.

      This has to be a test. I press the gown and fluff my hair again. “I’m ready for the stage.”

      She sighs. “I’m going to have to get the doctor.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Please eat.” The woman leaves, mumbling something I can’t make out.

      The door slams shut as if it’s heavy, then a lock clicks into place.

      My stomach rumbles, but I can’t feel any hunger. Why am I here? What is this place? It’s the strangest dressing room I’ve seen. Now that I think about it, there aren’t any costumes or makeup. There really shouldn’t be a bed. Not unless the play is longer than I remember and Laurel wants me to sleep.

      My lines elude me. I’ll let Laurel down if I can’t recall them. What ever will I tell her?

      Maybe I should eat the food. It could help my memory.

      I have to remember my lines.

      My stomach rumbles again. I don’t want to be hungry on set. That won’t be good.

      The hospital gown rustles as I walk around the bed, which looks like someone slept in it recently. The covers are rumpled and twisted. Why would Laurel put me in a dressing room with a bed someone else slept in? That doesn’t feel right.

      I stop cold as I pass the door.

      That smell. I sniff the air. The scent’s familiar, bitter. Antiseptic. Makes me dizzy.

      Images swirl in my mind. Faces, voices, but most disturbingly, darkness—so much darkness. Something smells musty, and the air is chilly.

      Someone screams. It’s high-pitched, an agonized wail. Then another. A third.

      It keeps going.

      I cover my ears, but the shrieking doesn’t stop.

      It’s coming from inside my mind. This is a memory. Not something happening now. It’s from the past, gone and done. Why do I feel connected to it? It wasn’t me.

      But I was there.

      Another person cries out, adding to the first person’s pained outbursts. The yells are out of sync, out of tune. Unharmonious. Disturbing.

      My head pounds.

      Someone says my name, orders me to do something.

      They put something cold and metallic into my hand. Tell me to walk toward the noise.

      No!

      I close my eyes and run. Trip. Knock something over. Something clatters.

      The screams continue.

      Something wet soaks into my gown, clings to my skin. Blood?

      My throat nearly closes as I open my eyes.

      I knocked over the tray of food. The drink spilled onto me, and now everything is on the floor.

      Click.

      The door opens.

      A man steps inside. He looks at me with brows arched. One eye is cloudy, and there’s something vaguely familiar about him.

      He holds my gaze. Opens his mouth slowly. Says a single word. “Milkshake.”

      Everything goes fuzzy. At least the screaming finally stops.

      Milkshake…

      That’s my trigger word.

      What does it trigger?

      I think I’m about to find out.
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      Billa

      The long, dark hallway looms before me like a taunting, laughing clown at a carnival funhouse. Since moving to the Brannon property, I’ve always avoided this wing. To be fair, I keep away from most areas in the mansion—but this wing in particular gives me the creeps.

      I’m not even sure why. It isn’t like it’s any spookier than the rest of the giant house that my narcissistic paternal ancestors built so long ago.

      Soon, I suspect I’ll have the answer. I glance down at the handwritten journal tucked under my arm. It’s one from my childhood I don’t remember writing.

      I didn’t even know this existed, but an old landlord tracked me down after having found a box of my and my mother’s things in the attic of a house we rented when I was a kid. The lady couldn’t find Mom—no real surprise there, as I haven’t heard from her in ages myself. I stopped counting at the three-year mark.

      The timing of the journal’s return is especially haunting. It makes me think it isn’t simply by chance. Part of me thinks Laurel Radley is behind it somehow, even from prison. I don’t know how, and I know it makes little sense, but it’s the only explanation. I don’t believe in coincidences.

      Now that I know I spent time in the mental institution as a child, it changes everything I thought I knew about my time spent here at the Brannon house as a little girl. The last pages of my journal cryptically mention this wing, and that I’d find answers there when I need them.

      Another box of my things, perhaps? Or something much, much worse?

      A shiver runs down my back as I glance down the hallway again.

      Maybe I shouldn’t attempt this alone. But with Kenzi in the psychiatric hospital, I’m pretty much stuck. I’d ask Ember to join me, but Graham is already watching me like a hawk. Ember would love nothing more than to explore more history of this mansion, but my brother-in-law is still mad at me for dragging her into all the Radley stuff.

      It wasn’t my fault his daughter secretly climbed into the trunk of my car and went exploring on the grounds of the old mental institution where I’ve been working—speaking of people watching me carefully. Nobody there trusts me farther than they could throw the old theater. Not that I can blame them, but at least they allowed me back to work as the laundry girl. Once I regain their trust, I’m going to start digging for information again.

      The abandoned theater is now condemned, but I still hope to get back in and find anything we missed before. So far, there is no actual timeline for demolition, so I’m not worried.

      Not yet.

      My phone rings in my pocket. I nearly jump out of my skin. Gasping for air, I yank it out and check the screen.

      Ryker. He’s my nephew, who’s barely younger than I am. Like me, he’s a Brannon by blood but wasn’t accepted to be an actual part of the family as a child. In a way, that makes us kindred spirits.

      I accept the call. “What’s up?” I try to sound calm, but I’m out of breath. Between staring down the scary wing and the journal, I’m about as on edge as I could get.

      “New memory unlocked.”

      We’ve both been dealing with spotty recollections of our time spent working at Radley recently. Both of us think they gave us something to mess with our memories. I’m still there, but he left and never plans to return. We’ll still find answers, one way or another. I thought going back would help, but I’m having no more luck than he is, and he refuses to return to the place. “Anything useful?”

      His last recalled memory was of a rabbit in the woods. Not exactly earth-shattering.

      “I think I got into that locked storage room.”

      “The one the universal key didn’t fit into?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d you get in?”

      “I think someone brought me in...” His voice trails off. “But I’m not sure. Everything’s still fuzzy.”

      “It always is.” I sigh. “Who took you there?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. But I’m thinking either Laurel or her wackadoodle sidekick.”

      “We’ll keep trying. Maybe Ember will find something useful. Every time I go to her room, she’s glued to her computers. Did you know she’s using more than one? It’s like she’s in a movie or something.”

      Our niece has been hunting for anything she can find about the Radley institution and its evil namesakes. She’s learned more about digital archeology in the last month than anyone paying for a college-level course on the subject.

      “Hopefully.” He doesn’t sound very optimistic. “Did you figure out if your childhood journals had anything about the hospital or the hypnotics or weird drugs?”

      I twirl a strand of hair around a finger. “Well, one of them mentioned a part of the east wing of the mansion.”

      “Did you find anything?” Now he sounds excited.

      “No. I haven’t worked up the nerve to check. You know how much I hate exploring this house.”

      “It really isn’t that bad. At least the main area isn’t. You should move back in.”

      “Don’t waste your energy trying to talk me into it. I love my cottage.”

      “Okay, okay. Do you want me to explore that wing with you?”

      I suddenly feel lighter. “You’d do that? Really?”

      “Of course. When?”

      “I’m here now. At the entrance.”

      “Nice. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll join you. You’re near that creepy suit of armor?”

      “Unfortunately.” I glance over at the statue that I’m not convinced doesn’t still have bones in it. It always feels like it’s watching me.

      “Be there soon.” The call ends.

      I relax a little. Maybe this won’t be so bad with Ryker. I won’t be alone, and he isn’t scared of anything.

      He clearly hasn’t spent enough time in the Brannon mansion since he isn’t freaked out by it yet.

      I play a game on my phone to pass the time and distract myself as I wait for him, but then the game glitches and finally freezes altogether.

      No signal, even though I didn’t move from this spot where I was talking to Ryker. Seriously, I don’t know what’s creepier—all the cold spots in this house or the random no-signal areas that seem to change every hour.

      Old floorboards creak and groan in protest at the weight of someone headed my way.

      I hold up the old journal, ready to use it as a weapon if I have to. Not that it would do much against a ghost. Or a human, for that matter.

      Ryker rounds the corner, appearing from one corridor. He has two large flashlights and face masks. The guy is always prepared for anything. He holds out one of each for me to take. “You ready?”

      I swallow, uncertain I’ll ever be, but I take the items with a shaking hand. “Let’s do this.”

      He marches on ahead of me.

      Suddenly, I’m not sure I want to find anything my younger self left for me.
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      Ember

      My eyes go bleary as I try to read the words on the largest computer monitor on my desk. I’ve been at this too long without a break. I rise and stretch, giving myself a charley horse in the process.

      I definitely need to sit less, even though I desperately need to get these answers for Kenzi. She needs her memories back so she can return home to all of us—especially to baby Fenna, who’s growing and changing every day without her.

      Once my leg muscle chills out, I stretch it with care until it feels normal. Then I grab the empty energy drink cans spread across my room, managing to knock over some papers with scrawled codes, notes, and login details for fake accounts on them.

      Stepping into the hallway, I nearly trip over the doll that moves on its own no matter how many times we lock her in a room. I’ve even gone as far as putting her in a wooden chest with a padlock in a room with a chair shoved under the knob. All to no avail.

      Here she is. Again. I keep telling myself I’ll miss this when I move out on my own. It’s part of the Brannon house charm, creepy as it is.

      After dumping my recycling in the bin downstairs, I check Uncle Jack and Aunt Carol’s apartment. It’s empty. They’ve been the ones mostly watching Fenna when Dad’s at work. Billa, Ryker, and I help too, but not as much. They work full time, and I’m finishing up my homeschooling. I’m already behind and should have graduated, but since I’m not doing a ceremony, I don’t care when I finish. After I get done, I’ll go to college. It isn’t like there’s a law stating I have to finish my lessons and start college by eighteen. I’m taking my courses and helping my family.

      If I’m being honest, neither school nor family obligations are the problem. I’m spending most of my time digging into the Radley secrets, but to be fair, the things I’ve learned about how to get the information is more educational than anything I’m taught in my online courses.

      Not that I’ll likely be able to use encrypted browsers, proxy servers, or VPNs in many jobs. But who knows? If I go into law enforcement like Dad, I could possibly use those. I don’t want to be a detective like him—no patrol duties for me, which he had to do first—but something like the FBI might be fun. I feel like with the deep research I’m doing, that would be along the same lines.

      I was originally thinking about going into something like programming or creating video games, but I have to admit the thrill of seeking information people want to keep hidden is much more exciting.

      Who’d have thought trying to find answers for my aunt-turned-adoptive-mom would be what would help me figure out what I might want to do for a living? That was kind of the point of homeschooling. Actually, the real point was so Luke could be my boyfriend. With me still being a student and him working as a PE teacher in the district, it was too much of a risk. His own homeschooling allowed him to get his teaching degree early, which gave us that unusual problem, even though there’s no real age gap between us to speak of.

      I find some leftovers in the fridge and warm them for lunch. As I’m about to dig in, Luke sends me a text wanting to know if I can hang out.

      This early? I glance at the time and realize it’s already past three. Where did the time go? I must’ve spent more time than I thought digging up information that had been previously scrubbed from the internet on Dr. Elias Radley.

      So much has been removed, but now that I’ve learned how to find things, almost anything can be found. As they say, the internet is forever. That’s why, unlike most of the friends I had in school, I don’t post every stupid thing on social media. It’s crazy what people share.

      Luke texts me again, and I realize my mind wandered. It’s been doing that a lot lately. I think because I’m filling it with so much. Between learning hacking techniques and secrets from a mysterious psychiatric facility, I’m probably overloading my brain cells.

      I text Luke that I’d love nothing more than to hang out. And since nobody else seems to be home, I don’t even have to worry about telling anyone where I’m going.

      After scarfing down my late lunch, I hurry back to my room—the doll is no longer in the hallway—pull my hair into a messy bun, apply concealer so I don’t look as tired as I am, then swipe on lip gloss and call it good.

      Just as I’m about to shut down my multiple computers and monitors, something on the smallest screen catches my attention. A place in Oregon has one of the exact program names as Radley.

      Therapeutic Reimagining and Reintegrating System for Children.

      There’s zero chance that’s a coincidence.

      The two facilities have to be working together. It shouldn’t be hard to find the connection—not with such an obvious link between them. It’s probably nothing, considering nobody went to any effort to hide this. But even so, I refuse to leave any stone unturned.

      My fingers race across the keyboard and slide over the mouse pad as quickly as my synapses fire.

      There’s another facility with a program of the same name in Idaho. Three?

      I stare in disbelief. It will take more digging to figure out if this has anything to do with Kenzi’s time there. Or even Billa’s, though I’ve yet to find anything official about her being there. Only a few options come to mind as to why—they didn’t document her, didn’t enter her records into any computer system with internet access, or didn’t put her under her name. I’ve checked everything I could think of, even seeing if she stayed under the last name Brannon.

      The amount of secrecy surrounding Radley is astounding.

      My phone buzzes with a text. Luke’s outside.

      I stare at the screen, desperate for more answers but willing to wait a few hours. The information will still be here when I get back, and I definitely can’t put off Luke. I already get so little time with anyone else my age, and I want to spend time with my boyfriend. He’s my favorite person.

      It’s so hard to desire two opposing things at the same time. But Kenzi, if she were in her right mind, wouldn’t want me spending my every waking hour on this.

      I text Luke that I’ll be right down. As I shut down my computers, I doubt I’ll be able to stop thinking about why three different mental hospitals have programs named Therapeutic Reimagining and Reintegrating System for Children.

      If they’re tied together—of course they are—I’m going to find how. And what they did to so many innocent kids.
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      Billa

      “You sure this map is accurate?” Ryker takes the journal and holds it sideways. “Maybe we’re supposed to look at it this way?”

      I sigh. “It’s a map I drew when I was probably nine years old. I’d be more surprised if it was drawn to scale than if it wasn’t.”

      We’ve tried following it twice. The first time we ended up in a bathroom, and the second time in a storage closet. I’m starting to think this was just a game I made for Kenzi and nothing more.

      Ryker studies the map, holding it upside-down and then sideways again. “I think we’ve been looking at this all wrong.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “What if we’re supposed to begin at the outside entrance? You know, near the woods?”

      “Just about everything except the main area is near the woods, but I get what you’re saying.”

      He points to the squiggly arrow next to the word “start” written in loopy letters. “If we did that, we’d end up somewhere completely different.”

      The thought of going through this wing for a third time is enough to make me want to give up completely, but looking at Ryker’s excited eyes makes it hard to say no. “Let’s try it, but I’m done if we end up in another bathroom.”

      “Sounds like a plan. If we still don’t find anything, we can always have Ember run analytics on it.”

      “On a child’s hand-drawn map?”

      “Why not?”

      “Okay,” I say to placate him. What’s one more trip through this wing? Especially if we end up finding something I left for myself so many years ago.

      Ryker marches ahead of me down the dim, creepy hall. I hurry to keep up.

      Slam!

      That sounded like a door behind us.

      An icy chill runs through me like a raging river.

      We both look back.

      One door is shut.

      Usually, we keep the doors open so everything gets air moving around. However, some rooms do stay closed for various reasons.

      Ryker looks past me. “Should we check that out?”

      “I’m out.”

      Slam!

      I jolt, then wrap my arms around myself. “I don’t like this. Coming here was a bad idea, and now the wing itself is confirming that.”

      He whips his head around, stalks past me, then opens the closed door.

      Looks like we’re doing this. I glance around for something I could use as a weapon. This journal will do nothing, and this hallway doesn’t have much. It’s just Ryker, me, and this journal against whatever’s slamming the doors.

      He opens one door and steps inside.

      I hold my breath and wait, but then I feel bad. Ryker shouldn’t have to go in there alone, especially when he’s here to help me. I’ve faced off against plenty of other scary things.

      But this house is different.

      It scared me as a child, when I was most vulnerable. Though now it appears I spent time at Radley too, and I’m brave there.

      I take a deep breath before stepping toward the room Ryker’s in.

      A noise sounds inside.

      My senses all urge me to run the other way, but I can’t do that to him. I always wanted a big family, and now I have one. Time to go see if he needs help.

      I quickly tap a few pressure points. Draw in another deep breath. Let it out slowly. I’ve got this.

      Just as I step through the threshold, I nearly crash into him.

      He steps to the side before we do. “It was an open window. That’s what made the door slam like it did. There must be a cross breeze with another one.”

      My knees turn to rubber, and I lean against the wall. “That’s all it was?”

      “The simplest explanation is usually right.” He moves past me and across the hall.

      I’m not sure that axiom is true in this house, though he may be right about this particular incident.

      If he finds another open window. It’s possible the cleaning team opened some to air everything out and forgot to close a couple. Nobody could fault them for that. This wing alone has dozens of them.

      Ryker returns to the hall. “Yep, another open window. No ghosts.”

      “Don’t say that word.”

      “Sorry, I forgot how much it freaks you out.”

      “You didn’t spend time here as a child.”

      “No, but I was harmed by the older Brannons as much as anyone else here. My wicked grandmother kept me from knowing my dad for my entire childhood.”

      “The same woman put Kenzi and me in a mental institution because she preferred child-free summers. Let’s hurry up and follow the map one last time.”

      He looks thoughtful for a moment. “I guess none of us have escaped their harm.”

      “Only Graham and Carol, who married into this mess we call a family.”

      “Let’s do this. It could give you some closure. Imagine how that will feel.” He gives me a bright smile.

      Sometimes I wish I had his kind of optimism, but my distrust of the world has kept me alive through circumstances most couldn’t even imagine. How many people can say that by the age of twenty-five they were already divorced and widowed? Plus, I’ve been kidnapped, had Regina Brannon as a stepmother, and outwitted an angry bear in Alaska.

      Now I can add being institutionalized at Radley as a child, even though I can’t remember any of it—or much. Only the little snippets and flashes that pop into my mind and disappear just as quickly. Hopefully, continuing to work there will spark more.

      Ryker and I head toward the back entrance to this wing. As we near it, a painting on the wall catches my attention. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before, and there’s something about it that makes me stop in my tracks.

      The woman is dressed in Victorian-era clothes and is almost smiling. Nobody back then ever did for pictures, supposedly because of the poor dental care available. I don’t buy it. If everyone had ugly teeth, why would anyone care? It’d have been normal. Plus, painters could’ve simply made the teeth look nice. It wasn’t photography. This woman has something haunting in her eyes, like she’s holding onto secrets that could pull the entire world from its axis.

      She’s a juxtaposition of conflicts. Her almost-smile seems genuine, but the pain in her eyes sucks me in.

      “What are you doing?” Ryker asks from far down the hall.

      I don’t answer, mesmerized by the painting.

      “Wow, she really looks like you,” Ryker says.

      His words make me jump. “What? No, she doesn’t.”

      “She really does. I think it’s her eyes.”

      A chill runs down my spine. “I don’t see any resemblance.”

      “If you were transported into her time period, it’d be impossible to tell the difference between you two.”

      “Stop.”

      “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “Don’t you remember what happened when Kenzi discovered an ancestor she resembles?” I shudder at the thought. In a way, all of that sleepwalking led to what we’re dealing with now. The last thing any of us needs is a long-dead Brannon giving us more grief.

      “Let’s focus on the map instead.”

      “Good idea.” I pull myself from the painting of the woman who most certainly does not look like me and saunter down the hall with my shoulders squared. I will not let this house or any of its memories get to me.

      After making several turns down various corridors, we finally make it to the door leading outside. Part of me wants to run outside and not stop until I reach my cottage.

      This is all too much, especially with the creepy painting. The slamming doors helped nothing, even if it was just from a cross breeze.

      Ryker takes the journal again and holds up the map at various angles. “Pretty sure we go left from here.”

      I shudder. “Lead the way.”

      My mind pulls from my body as I trail after Ryker. I barely register the turns or long hallways. In fact, I crash into him when he stops.

      He doesn’t seem to notice. “Weird.”

      “What?”

      “I must’ve been wrong.” He shrugs. “If this was the right path, it wouldn’t have led us to a blank wall.”

      Goosebumps form along my arms and down my back. “I don’t think this is a blank wall.”

      Ryker gives me a dubious look. “What else would it be?”

      “You, of all people, should be able to figure this out.” I study the wall, and sure enough, along the molding is an almost unnoticeable button.

      His face pales. “A secret passage?”

      I nod. “Another one we missed during the upgrades.”

      He turns to me. “You do the honors.”

      My heart slams against my ribcage. I kneel. Reach for the little button. Push it.

      The wall shakes a little before sliding open.

      My childhood map led us here. This means I knew about it all along.

      Even though I have no memory of it now.
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