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PROLOGUE
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“Ithink it’s finally time, Grams,” Callie said. “I don’t know why, but it just feels right. Everything in life is finally calm, and the house feels like home again.”

“Oh, honey, I think that’s the best news I’ve gotten all week. You know I was starting to worry about you after you decided to leave home so suddenly. Is everything okay down there? You’ve always had a soft spot for that awful place.”

She chuckled. “It’s not that bad, Grams. I know you hate it here, but the heat is dry and I don’t have to worry about our family when I’m thousands of miles away.”

“You shouldn’t have to worry about them when you are here, either. Listen, I’ve looked into what we were talking about, and I think you’re right. I’ve hired a private investigator to see if we can’t keep tabs on him.”

“Thank you for everything, Grams.”

“Oh, honey, you don’t ever need to thank me. So, tell me, when are you going to be heading home? This place feels lonely without you. I know your mother feels it, too.”

“Don’t worry, I am heading straight from the shelter to the airport. I was just about to get a car and find myself a ticket home,” Callie said.

“I do wish you’d let us send one of the jets down for you. There is no reason for you to be flying commercial.”

She chuckled and rolled her eyes. As much as she adored her grandmother, they would never see eye to eye on some things. Being a normal person, flying coach, and eating takeout were all things Callie enjoyed. It was hard to imagine the matriarch of the Redwood family getting tacos from a drive-thru. She couldn’t even get the stubborn woman to set foot in a supermarket. It didn’t matter, though. She had a kind and generous heart full of love to give, and that was the only thing that mattered to Callie.

“There are plenty of reasons for me to fly commercial. For starters, the carbon footprint of private jets is—”

“All right, all right. Forget I asked. So, you’ll be home soon? All done feeding the homeless?”

“The shelter here does more than that, and you know it, Grams. This place is the reason so many abused women have a place to hide and get back on their feet while those pricks hiding behind their fists face the consequences. You know, the money I save each year from my per-diem not using the jet and flying coach is enough to pay for an attorney for this place for a decade. Can you believe that?”

“It’s wonderful and amazing, sweetheart. You know, if you ever need or want anything for your shelter, all you have to do is ask. I’ll write you a check.”

“I know, and I really appreciate it, but for now, I’m happy making some sacrifices and letting the inheritance stay where it’s at. Someday, that’s going to go to my daughters, and who knows what they’ll be able to do with it.”

The woman chuckled. “You’re a good mother, sweetheart. I know you struggle with seeing that given what you had to do for your child, but some day she will understand why you did it.”

Her stomach lurched at the thought of her child. She couldn’t afford to lose another. Callie had suffered through more loss in her life than any woman ever should. Drawing a ragged breath, she smiled as a cool breeze moved through the cityscape to where she was standing. To her, it was a reminder that there would be a fresh start just waiting around the corner. It was finally time to bring her daughters home.

Even their existence was something that only Callie carried with her. The woman on the other end of the call had no idea the girls were alive and well, that there were not one but two children she’d sent away for their own safety. To an outsider or even to members of her own family, her actions might be taken as extreme or insane. She knew the truth, though. There was something dark lurking at the family home, an evil she would never expose her children to again.

“I’ll see you soon, Grams. My car should be here any minute,” Callie said.

“Safe travels, my darling girl. We’ll talk more when you get home.”

Ending the call, Callie smiled and leaned against the brick wall of the women’s shelter. The alley she’d taken as her waiting room for her car was just out of the sun enough that the sweltering Southern heat could be kept at bay. She smiled to herself as she tucked away her phone. Soon, everything would be perfect. Yet her heart lurched at the memory of her little boy, the child she’d loved first before all others, the son who was now buried beneath the earth in his final resting place. The darkness had taken her boy from her long before his time. Callie wouldn’t let that same fate fall on her babies.

When her phone chimed that the car she’d ordered was nearly there, Callie stepped out of the alley and tucked her phone back into her pocket. Suddenly, she felt the strange sensation of being watched, and her heart started to race. It was the first time she’d had the feeling since leaving the estate, but now, it was weighing on her with a heavy force. Instantly, her eyes darted up and down the road, but she saw no one who appeared out of place. Just as she was about to spin and look down the alley, the presence closed in on her.

The first thing Callie felt was the tip of the knife puncturing her cotton shirt. She tried to jump away from it, but her attacker already had an arm around her neck. As the blade plunged deep into her lungs, the blinding pain nearly enough to knock her out, Callie’s attacker withdrew the knife and plunged it into her chest a second time. She struggled, but by the time the assailant let her go, it was already too late.

Falling to the ground, a pool of blood slowly growing around her, Callie gasped as she locked eyes with the masked figure. At that moment, she knew it was all over. The killer had found her, and now, her daughters would be next. As the world started to fade around her, she closed her eyes and refused to give the attacker the satisfaction of seeing the light fade from her eyes. As Callie gasped her last breath, she prayed that her daughters would never be found by her family. They would never be safe.
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Samantha Hastings jogged down the steps of her college’s main building and raced for the bus set to leave any minute. There was no time for her to stop to think about the people she bumped into, nor her friend who called her name. If she missed the last bus heading to her end of town for the night, it would mean a long walk or an expensive taxi ride, neither of which sounded appealing in the least. After several minutes at a dead sprint, only the rage-fueled words she wanted to use on her professor to keep her going, she reached the bus station just in time to see it pull away.

No amount of shouting would bring it back, though Samantha tried her best. Once again, her anger turned toward the overbearing lecture that the aged man had been giving moments before. He didn’t care about the occult or even writing, yet the man preached as if he was God’s gift to authors everywhere. She had considered leaving a half dozen times, but at the pinnacle of every attempt, she found herself chickening out. The temporary professor was known for calling students out. Slumping down against the bench seat, she cursed and pulled out her phone.

Had it not been for the steady drizzle starting, Samantha would have opted for the three-mile walk home, but instead, she thought her best course of action was to call her twin sister, Donna. The two of them lived together on the other side of town from the campus, and she could only hope that her sister would be available to come to pick her up since she was already running late for her job at the diner. Quickly dialing her sister’s number, Samantha was happy to hear her answer on the other end.

“What’s up, sis?” Donna asked.

“I missed my bus again. The stupid professor kept going on and on about nothing and made me late.”

She chuckled. “It’s almost like they don’t care anything about your personal life.”

Samantha sighed. “It’s not funny, Donna. I’m already running late for work, and I know they’re going to fire me if this keeps happening.”

“Well, your luck is about to change. I just so happened to be in the area with the car my nanny family lets me use.”

“Aren’t you going to get into trouble if you use their car to pick me up? I don’t want you to get fired because of me.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I do stuff like this all the time, and they never know. Besides, it will only take a little time to pick you up and get you dropped off at work.”

Samantha thanked her sister and ended the call. She was glad she had gotten lucky enough that Donna was nearby and she wouldn’t have to walk in the rain. It wasn’t something she would normally care to do, but she knew she was already having a bad day and didn’t want to make it worse by showing up to work late and soaked. She waited a few minutes under the awning of the bus stop until she spotted her sister pulling up, honking her horn. Samantha didn’t waste any time getting in, and her sister pulled away.

Donna had been working as a nanny for the family in the area, and she had gotten used to the luxuries the family offered. Samantha, on the other hand, loved her job at the diner. It offered a small amount of cash flow and the chance to write on the side. Between the diner and her classes at the college, she wasn’t left with much time to herself. It was one of the few things that she and her sister did not have in common. Donna loved going out on the weekends and spending time partying, while Samantha was more content with staying home and writing.

The fact that the two of them were identical twins made everyone automatically assume they both enjoyed the same things. Having grown up in the foster care system, there was some truth to that. They didn’t talk too much about the past, but the few times the conversation had come up, neither one of them could remember any fond memories of the homes they had grown up in. Their best memories always came back as the time they spent together. Life was hard growing up in and out of foster care, and as soon as they both had the chance to leave, they took it together.

It was a well-known fact that the two of them wanted to make their lives better, but they were always struggling to make ends meet. Although Donna loved her job as the family’s nanny, it wasn’t always the greatest pay, and there would be several days in a row when she didn’t work. It seemed to work out the same for Samantha at the diner. There would be some nights when her job as a waitress wouldn’t bring home much more than enough to buy them dinner.

They had only ever counted on each other. The bond they shared was more than that of siblings. When something happened to Donna, an event dramatic enough to break her heart, or if she was injured, Samantha often felt the same pain and suffering that her twin did. They had survived the harsh world and the corruption of the foster system only because they had each other and always would. It was a vow neither of them would ever break.

As her sister continued to drive in the direction of the diner, Samantha spent a few minutes going over the information she had learned in class that day. She had always had a fascination with the occult, and when the possibility of studying them in college came into play, she didn’t hesitate to jump on it. Neither one of them had said much during the drive up to that point, but when a pedestrian jumped out in front of the car and Donna had to slam on the brakes, both of them started to chuckle.

“Wouldn’t that be a hell of a way to lose your job?” Samantha said.

“If these idiots would learn how to use the crosswalk, then I wouldn’t have to worry about it.”

“Well, in case you didn’t know already, people are kinda dumb.”

Donna chuckled. “You’re definitely not wrong about that. I’m starting to think there is something in the water around here. Anyway, well, we got a few minutes. How are things at the diner?”

Samantha shrugged. “It’s going about as good as you can expect, but I’m just hoping my boss doesn’t fire me over being late again.”

“God. All you would have to do is give me a few minutes with your boss and you would probably end up getting a raise.”

“Eww. I don’t want to hear anything like that.”

Donna laughed. “I’m just saying, the man is attractive. I would jump his bones if given the opportunity.”

“All right. That’s enough to talk about what you want to do to my boss. How are things with your job?”

“The kids are okay. I really like working for the family, but I would quit the job in a heartbeat if their dad would just give the word.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Samantha asked.

“There are things I want to do to that man—”

Samantha’s mind started to ignore her sister’s comments. She was incorrigible, and there was absolutely no chance she would actually do something with a married man. In fact, anytime they ever saw an attractive male, her sister would say some of the dirtiest things she had ever heard. It was highly unlikely that Donna would be the kind of woman to jump into bed with every man, though she always had a way with words that made people feel uncomfortable. As her sister continued to make sexual innuendos about her boss, she started to think about what she was going to tell her own boss.

There had only been a couple of times she had been late, but it had been enough for her to get a warning the last time it had happened. Although she knew it was unlikely that her boss would actually fire her, it was something she was worried about. As she looked out the window, Samantha could see her sister had turned the car on the street the diner was located on. It was only going to take her a few minutes before she would find out just how upset her boss was that she was running behind once again.

“Just pull up right out front,” Samantha said.

“Are you sure? It wouldn’t be any problem to pull around back. I know you don’t want to get in trouble for being late.”

“Right here is fine.”

Donna nodded and brought the car to a stop. Samantha quickly jumped out and moved around to the side of the building in order to try to sneak in the side door. Up to that point, she had gotten lucky and her boss hadn’t noticed her late arrival. She quickly made her way into the break room and started to change her clothes when she heard the door open. She turned around to see Carl Thurgood, her boss. She blushed as soon as she saw the man, knowing her sister wasn’t wrong about his attractiveness, and she could tell by the look on his face he wasn’t too happy with her.
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Samantha knew Donna had only been messing with her when she had just made comments about what she would want to do with the man. As she stood just a few feet away from him, she remembered all the different times he had been a real douche. He treated all of his employees as though he hated each and every one of them, and there wasn’t anything about the man she found attractive.

Not only did the guy have one of the worst personalities she had ever come across, but he was rude and disgusting as well. Samantha had a habit of writing him into her stories just so she could kill him off. The part of that process she thought of most was the fact she never had to change his personality in the stories she wrote. Even as he stood in front of her, glaring at her, she knew her day was only going to get worse.

“So, glad to see you were able to join us,” Carl said. “Didn’t I give you a warning after last time you were late?”

“You did, but my class at the university took a lot longer than I expected, and it made me miss the bus. I had to call my sister in order to get a ride in. Before you say anything, I have no way of promising it won’t happen again.”

He smiled. “Try not to let it happen again, but let Donna know I said hello.”

The thought sent a shiver down her spine. If a man like him, who she had no attraction to, thought her sister was hot, it also meant he thought she was as well. They looked completely identical, and people almost couldn’t tell them apart at all if they dressed alike. She quickly shook the thought from her mind and looked back up at Carl, hoping he wouldn’t say anything else about the situation.

“I’ll make sure to tell her.”

“Good. Now that we’ve gotten the fact that you were late again out of the way. I wanted to ask you why you switched shifts on Sunday.”

“I’m just taking a personal day and already asked Cathy to cover for me.”

“You’re not going to tell me why you need the day off? I think you should at least tell your boss what your plans for the day are.”

Samantha scoffed. “That’s the entire reason they call it a personal day.”

“Well, you might not have to tell me why you’re taking the day off, but I also don’t have to approve the shift change if you don’t.”

Just the idea of the guy trying to manipulate her into telling him why she wanted the day off sickened her. Knowing she loved working at the diner as a waitress, she swallowed her pride and prepared to tell the man off in the nicest way possible. Just as she was getting ready to respond to Carl’s remark, one of the cooks came into the break room, saving herself from making comments she probably would have gotten fired for. When she looked up to see who it was, she was excited to see Tim.

Tim must have seen the look she had on her face and knew she needed his assistance to get rid of Carl. The man immediately started to talk to her boss and distracted him for enough time to allow her to finish changing. Samantha quickly brushed off the awkward situation and finished getting ready for her shift. Within seconds, she was making her way to the breakroom door, but not before turning back to Tim and mouthing a thank you. If the man hadn’t come in and distracted Carl, there was a good chance she would have lost her job for what came out of her mouth next.

As soon as the door behind her closed and she was no longer face to face with the controlling and slightly narcissistic boss directly in front of her, she thought about how nice of a man Tim was. She had known for a while that he had a crush on her, but with everything going on in her personal life, Samantha wasn’t looking for love. That wasn’t to say that Tim wasn’t a decent guy. He was actually quite the sweetheart if he tried to be, but she had no interest in adding another difficulty to her life.

Making her way out to the front of the diner, Samantha could only hope they were busy enough to make the day fly by. More than anything else, she was looking forward to getting home and enjoying the rest of her night. Once she opened the swinging doors that led from the kitchen to the meal prep area, she spotted Cathy and immediately walked right up to her.

“Is it just me, or is Carl getting creepier?”

“It’s not just you. I’m really just starting to wonder if he’s trying to get laid by all of us.”

“I don’t even want to think about what that would look like.”

Cathy laughed. “That makes two of us. What did he do this time?”

“I don’t know,” Samantha said. “Sometimes I just think it’s the way he says certain things. He was giving me a little shit for being late, but then he wouldn’t leave me alone about why I wanted to switch days with you on Sunday.”

“Didn’t you say you were taking a personal day?”

She nodded.

“Then it’s absolutely none of his business. That’s the whole reason they give us personal days to begin with.”

“That’s what I said. When I told him my sister was the one who dropped me off at work, he told me to tell her he said hello. All I can think about is if he’s attracted to my sister, then he must be attracted to me as well.”

“Well, the two of you do look a lot alike, but I guess that just means you’ll be getting a promotion and raise soon.”

Samantha laughed. “That’s just gross and never going to happen. Besides, I’d let my sister run down that gauntlet before I even thought about it.”

Cathy chuckled. “That’s her across the bear if she decides to. So, are you just not telling anyone why you want Sunday off? Is this some sort of big secret that you’re not going to tell any of us?”

“It’s my birthday. Well, I guess it’s both of our birthdays.”

“That makes it even better. I’m happy I could fill in and let you enjoy the day off. I know a lot of people these days don’t care about their birthday, but I hope the two of you have a wonderful day.”

She was grateful to have a friend in Cathy and was looking forward to spending her birthday with her sister. Cathy was right about the fact that her birthday wasn’t all that big of a deal. Growing up in foster care, it never seemed as though their foster parents really cared about their birthday, either. The only time they ever got to celebrate in any way was when they snuck out and did something on their own. No matter what, though, it was always nice to share the day with her sister, and it was something she had always looked forward to.

Samantha got busy with work and was glad there was a steady number of people coming in to eat, and it allowed her to work at just the right pace. Throughout the day, they hadn’t gotten a big rush of customers. The customers she did get were all very kind, and it made her love her job even more. Suddenly, as the hours passed by, the diner started to get busy with a flood of people going out on a Friday night. As she dove deeper into the shift, she thought about how odd it was to be as busy as they were. The customers didn’t change, though. She was grateful for the tips she was bringing in. It was always a good day when she was able to leave with some extra cash in her pocket.

Hours into her shift, she took her lunch break and was sitting down and reading through one of her schoolbooks when a man entered the diner and walked directly to her booth before sitting down across from her. Samantha was thoroughly confused, and she slowly sat down her book and looked at the guy now sitting across from her. People were moving in and out all around her, but there were still a couple of places to sit without disturbing the schoolwork she was trying to complete. The man looked around the diner before his eyes settled back on her, and he smiled.
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The man sitting across from her was much older and looked to be in his mid-fifties. It was obvious to Samantha he was dressed in a very expensive suit, and the only reason she could recall something like that was because it reminded her of one of her foster family’s grandfather’s funerals. One of the funerals she had been to was for a man who had been financially successful, and she remembered the way it showed. As she looked at the man, she couldn’t help but notice he had a kind face with a gentle smile, but she still wondered what he was there for and hoped it wasn’t another one of her customers trying to hit on her.

“I should probably let you know before you start talking about whatever you came over here for that I have a boyfriend,” Samantha said.

The man chuckled. “Gosh, I really hope that’s not the way this conversation is starting off. I certainly didn’t mean to make you think that I was hitting on you.”

“Why else would you walk into a diner and sit with someone you don’t know?”

“Simply because I’ve been told to have a conversation with you, Samantha.”

“How the hell do you know my name? Do I need to call the police?”

“Absolutely not. There are many things I know about you, but trust me when I tell you, I mean absolutely no innuendos by saying that. It’s my job to know as much about you as I can.”

Samantha scoffed. “I only get half an hour for lunch, so I really don’t have the time to sit here and talk to you about whatever you’re getting ready to try to sell me.”

“I promise I’m not trying to sell you anything.”

She quickly sat back in her seat and crossed her arms. Samantha remembered stories about people who would use a diner to talk to some of the waitresses in order to try to scam them into something. It had been something that had been going on for years, and she wasn’t about to be tricked into buying anything. Whatever the man wanted to have a conversation about, she wasn’t interested.

“Look, I really don’t understand what you are doing here or how you knew my name, but I’m not interested.”

“What if I told you that I was here to tell you that you’ve just inherited an entire estate? Would that make a difference?”

Samantha laughed. “I suppose the next thing you’re going to tell me is that I’ve inherited some oceanfront property in Arizona. I’ve heard it all before, and I promise you I am not interested in whatever you’re going to say next.”

The man chuckled. “I have to admit that I love your feistiness, but I’m being completely honest with you. You’re about to inherit quite a fortune, and there are a few things that need to be discussed before that can happen.”

“If that’s the way you start your normal sales pitch, I can see why you’re just picking random tables to sit and talk to young women at.”

“Is it really that hard to believe? I promise that my coming to this table and sitting with you has absolutely nothing to do with your looks or your age.”

She had absolutely no idea what the man was talking about, and Samantha didn’t feel as though she needed to waste any time hearing what he had to say. As far as she knew from what the foster care system had told them growing up, they had absolutely no family to inherit anything, and she was rather certain that none of the foster families they had stayed with were going to leave anything behind for them. Just as she was about to let the man know he had the wrong woman, Carl appeared from the back and approached the table.

By the look on her boss’s face, he was going to say something about the amount of time she had taken for her break, but she didn’t care. Samantha was more than willing to cut her break short if she needed to, if it meant she would be able to get away from the man sitting across from her. However, she had to admit that dealing with the guy sitting at her booth was much more tempting than what she would have to deal with when it came to Carl. When her boss arrived at the booth they were sitting in, he glared at her.

“You’re already late today getting here, and now you’re taking more time for your break than you needed,” he snapped. “Break time is over. I need you to get back to work and start waiting on some of these tables. I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but we’re kind of busy.”

“I’ll be right there,” Samantha replied before turning her attention back to the man sitting across from her. “As you can see, I need to get back to work. I’m not interested in whatever you’re trying to sell.”

“As I already said, I’m not trying to sell you anything. If you would just give me a few minutes to explain what I’m doing here, then you’ll understand how rich you’re about to be.”

“Your whole approach sounds like a scam, and I have no interest in anything you have to say.”

The man sighed. “I’m truly not trying to scam you, and I don’t want anything from you other than some of your time. Do you think that maybe we could talk when you get off work?”

“Absolutely not. How much clearer do I need to be? I think it would be best if you just left me alone.”

Grabbing her things, Samantha walked away before giving the man a chance to respond. There was no one left in their lives who would have been leaving them any kind of fortune, and the idea was preposterous. She quickly made her way back to the break room and put her things away before heading back out front to complete her shift. Knowing she didn’t want to come face to face with Carl, she made sure to steer clear of him any chance she got.

She was sure her boss would try anything to find out why the man had sat down at her table and what he wanted, and she knew she didn’t want to waste any more time speculating about what kind of scam the guy was into. The first table she waited on was an older couple, and as she took their order, she couldn’t help but enjoy the light banter between the two. It didn’t take long for them to disclose they were celebrating their anniversary and that dinner at the diner was their first stop.

Samantha walked back to the kitchen when their food was completed and was more than happy to listen to whatever the couple had to say. It was much more than what most people who came into the diner talked about, but after a couple of trips back and forth from the kitchen to the table, she knew most of their life story. Bill and Barb had met more than thirty years before, and they were celebrating their thirtieth anniversary. It was quite an accomplishment in that day and age to see a relationship last so long.

By the time the couple was getting ready to leave, it was almost time for her shift to end for the night and the diner to close. She thanked the two for their visit and watched as they left, hoping that one day she could find a relationship like that for herself, although she wasn’t in any hurry. As she started to wipe down the table, Samantha quickly realized they had left her a one-hundred-dollar tip, and she was thankful. Most days she worked at the diner, she wouldn’t bring home much more than fifty dollars in tips altogether.

Overall, her day at work had been a good one, and the type of people who had come in that day were almost always friendly. Samantha always enjoyed the time she got to spend with her coworkers cleaning up after a long day, and they all spent most of the time blaring music and laughing back and forth as they finished their work for the day. She was already looking forward to being back home and in her bed as she said goodbye to the others and headed out the door. When the front door of the diner closed behind her, she smiled and placed her hand on the outside of her pocket, knowing she would be able to do some good in her life with the large tip she had received.
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Samantha immediately started walking down the street, heading in the direction of the apartment she shared with their sister. It was a path she had walked several times since she had been hired at the diner, and it consisted of a mere five blocks she needed to travel. Although she was excited to share the news of the large tip with her sister, she couldn’t help but think about the man who had sat with her while she was on her break.

Although it was easy to see that inheriting a fortune would change their lives for the better, there was no chance their luck had changed that much. Samantha’s mind was quickly flooded with memories of how they had grown up in the foster care system and how the families had treated them along the way. Samantha could remember several times when it had felt as though the people they lived with were nothing more than babysitters until another place came along. They had been moved around so much during their childhood that it had become a joke between the two of them that they were going to have to move soon.

If the man really thought he was going to be able to trick her into something, she couldn’t believe the gumption he had to have in order to try. The fact that he had walked right up and sat down with her before even knowing her name was something of a mystery. Though she thought about it, she couldn’t help but wonder how the man had known her name. He hadn’t mentioned anything other than the fact that she was about to inherit an estate that probably didn’t even exist. She truly found it hard to believe and quickly brushed the thoughts from her mind.

Suddenly, Samantha realized she had been in a daze for several blocks and had a feeling in the pit of her stomach that she was being followed or watched. She quickly made it a point to keep an eye on all of her surroundings. Although it was obvious that no one anywhere around her was moving in the same direction, the feeling wouldn’t go away. Picking up the pace, she couldn’t wait to make it back to the apartment and settle in for the rest of the night.

When she finally arrived back at the apartment, Samantha wasn’t at all surprised to find the door was locked, and no one was home. It was a Friday night, and Donna was more than likely out with some of her friends. There was another possibility, however. The two of them usually had no secrets between them, but Donna had been acting strange over the past several days, making her think she was hiding a new boyfriend yet again. It wouldn’t be the first time that her sister had tried to keep a man a secret, even knowing Samantha really didn’t care what she did in her personal life.

It felt as though every weekend that came, her sister had plans to go out with her friends or some guy she had met. Samantha never felt any reason to intrude on her sister’s personal life unless it had something to do with both of them. No matter how much they looked alike or how much time they spent together, who Donna slept with was none of Samantha’s business. There was absolutely no need to share every detail of their lives. Although her sister wouldn’t hesitate to do so given the chance.

Whatever the reason her sister wasn’t home, it didn’t matter much at all when the feeling of being watched fell over her once again. Samantha quickly reached into her purse and pulled out the keys to the apartment building, fumbling with them as she tried to unlock the door. Cursing under her breath, she tried to insert the key into the lock once again. She grew more frustrated as the keys fell from her hands and hit the ground. When she bent over to pick them up off the ground, she felt a presence behind her. Spinning around, she was shocked to see the old man from the diner standing behind her. She jumped back swiftly, not expecting anyone to be there, when she turned around in the first place.

“What the hell are you doing following me?”

“I told you. I’ve had to do extensive research on you, and that does include your home. I know all of this must come as a huge shock to you, but I promise I was not following you.”

“Even if you weren’t following me, it’s pretty messed up that you know where I live and know my name.”

“To be fair, your name was printed on your uniform.”

Samantha blushed. When she first got hired at the diner, they took money out of her paycheck in order to pay for the shirts that had her name embroidered on them. She had been working for the restaurant for so long that there were several times she had forgotten her name was there. Still, even knowing there was a valid reason as to why the guy knew her name, it still didn’t make sense why he had shown up on her porch. Though she had been startled by his original appearance behind her, he still had kind eyes and a smile that made her feel safe. It wasn’t an excuse for whatever he was trying to sell, but she didn’t feel as though she was in any danger.

“It still doesn’t make it right that you just showed up,” Samantha snapped. “You know this is harassment, right? The police wouldn’t hesitate to arrest you on the spot.”

The man grinned. “I do apologize for the intrusion, but I promise that I mean you no harm. The small amount that I was able to share with you at the diner was just a fraction of the information I have to give you.”

“Are we back to this nonsense again? I know there’s no chance in hell that someone is leaving me an estate. I don’t even know anyone who has that kind of money. Why don’t you tell me how in the hell you know where I live?”

“Do you know what an inheritance is?”

“Of course, I know what that is, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to believe anything you have to say. You said my name back at the diner like you knew it, not like you read it off my shirt. Now you’re showing up where I live. I’m really starting to feel the need to call the police.”

“There’s no need for that. I know this situation has to feel a little awkward, and the fact that I know where you live doesn’t make things any better, but there is a time constraint on what we need to discuss.”

Samantha scoffed. “I don’t care what kind of time constraint there is. I’m not going to sit here and have a conversation with you. You can either go, or I’ll call the cops.”

She could tell by the look on the man’s face that his ego had been injured. When the man took a step in her direction, Samantha took a deep breath and tried to step back, stumbling in the process. She was embarrassed by how clumsy she had been in front of the man who seemed to be stalking her. When she looked up and saw that instead of offering her a helping hand, he was extending an envelope in her direction, she took it without question. Immediately, the man turned around and walked away, leaving her sitting alone on the steps to her apartment.

Whatever the man was trying to offer her, she had to admit to herself he was persistent. Aside from the startling effect he had on her when he made a move in her direction, he didn’t seem all that much of a threat. Getting back to her feet and looking down the street, Samantha could see that the man had disappeared, and a sigh of relief left her body. She quickly looked down at her hand to see the envelope the guy had handed to her and was startled by the fact it had her name written on it.

Although he was gone and it didn’t look like he was coming back, Samantha wasn’t willing to stand around and find out. It didn’t seem as though he meant her any harm, but the entire situation had her heart pounding in her chest. She quickly turned around and finally managed to get the key into the lock and open the door. The entire experience had sent a jolt of panic through her, and she quickly stepped through the doorway leading to their apartment, grateful to be back inside and off the street.
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Inside the apartment, Samantha slammed the door behind her before peeking out the hole and into the hall. The man had disappeared from sight, but in her gut, she knew it wasn’t going to be their last encounter. It was infuriating that he had shown up at her apartment. Though she’d never had a stalker before, Samantha could now sympathize with what other women felt. Tossing the envelope onto the counter, she ignored the anger now brewing inside of her. Part of her wanted to hunt the man back down and threaten him, to make it known she wasn’t some wallflower he could take advantage of.

She knew it was a fool’s errand. The guy was likely already gone. Her eyes moved to the manila envelope on the counter, but she didn’t make a move for it. Instead, she stormed to the fridge and jerked it open, taking out her anger on the inanimate objects around her. Snatching a bottle of beer and popping off the top, Samantha took a long drink as she strummed her fingers on the island. Everything he had said was ridiculous. Grabbing her phone from her bag, she set down her drink and quickly shot her sister a message.

What time do you think you’re going to be home?

To Samantha’s shock, three dots appeared, and her sister replied right away. Given how much Donna enjoyed her work and nightlife, she rarely replied within an hour of Samantha’s texting. Whenever one of the twins called each other, though, the other knew it was important and would almost always answer. If they couldn’t, they’d call back within minutes.

I got off early. I’m on my way home now. I should be there in a few minutes. Becky came back early from her business trip.

“Huh,” Sam muttered as she typed out a reply.

Well, I suppose that’s good news for me. I could use some company. You up for a late dinner?

Hell, yes. I’m starving!

Chucking at her sister’s reply, Samantha put her phone down and started to rifle through the cabinets. They always made sure to have the kitchen stocked. After spending their lives in the foster system, food was something they both found security in. Yet their genetics made it so they could eat whatever they wanted and not gain any weight. Samantha still made a point of walking at least once a day, but Donna barely made it off the sofa on some occasions. As siblings went, they were as different as oil and water, but it didn’t stop their unfailing devotion to each other.

As she busied herself whipping up a nice and easy spaghetti and meatball dinner, Samantha forgot all about the envelope on the counter. She was beyond certain that the whole thing was a scam, but at least her sister would get a kick out of it. Samantha had yet to decide if she needed to do something about the guy or not, but hopefully, Donna would have some insight into the matter. By the time her sister walked through the door of their apartment, Samantha was pulling garlic bread out of the oven. Instantly, she knew something was off as Donna came over to her, looking a little flustered.

“Are you okay?” Samantha asked.

“Yeah. Hey, can I borrow a few dollars in cash to pay the taxi?”

Sam pursed her lips. “A taxi? Where is the family car you had earlier? Why didn’t you just take a car—”

“Come on, Sammy. The driver is waiting for me to come back. He was already about to call the cops when I told him I had to pay cash.”

Samantha sighed and jerked her head toward her purse, which was sitting on the coffee table in their living room. Donna thanked her and quickly raced to the table. She didn’t want to think about what she’d have to skip or postpone, thanks to the added taxi fare. At the very least, she would be looking at ramen for dinner and watered-down coffee for a few days. When her sister returned again from paying the driver, Samantha was plating up their late-night meal. She slid one of the two across the island to where Donna sat down. Immediately, her twin started to dig in. It seemed as though they were going to skip over whatever was going on, but Samantha wasn’t going to let that happen.

“So, a taxi?” Samantha said.

Donna rolled her eyes and finished her bite. “Yes, a taxi. I didn’t have time to grab my wallet and purse before leaving the Smiths’ house, okay? I’ll get it tomorrow…maybe the next day.”

“What happened? You’re being cagy—”

“Can we please just talk about something else? What are you doing tomorrow? Big plans for your weekend?” Donna asked playfully.

She knew her sister was deflecting, but when the time was right, Donna would open up and tell her what was going on. With their birthday plans lined up, she was excited to have some time off. Picking at her food, Samantha thought about the weekend ahead and didn’t have much to report back to her sister. It had been years since she’d had any kind of relationship. Between school and work, dating wasn’t something Samantha had time for.

Samantha didn’t mind the monotony of their lives as adults. It was significantly better than when they were children. At least as independent woman, they could pick and choose what path they took. While she didn’t always agree with her sister’s choices in life, Samantha would always support her. It was how it had always been in their world. There was no one to count on but each other, and for that, she would always be grateful for having Donna.

“Nothing besides study tonight, work tomorrow, and our date Sunday,” Sam replied.

“I can’t wait! A whole day of nothing but chill time. Of course, I’m going to have a lot of that now,” Donna muttered.

Sam set down her fork. “All right, spit it out. What the hell is going on?”

Her sister was silent for a moment before finally sighing and shaking her head. Whatever was going on with Donna, it was taking its toll on her. Sam hated to see her sister so worked up, knowing there was nothing she could do until Donna actually opened up and spoke to her.

“I got fired, okay?” Donna muttered.

“What? Why? Did something happen at work? I thought they both loved having you working for them.”

“Oh, Mike loved it all right, and I sure did enjoy working beneath him…”

“Donna…you didn’t…”

Her sister winked at her. “What? It’s not like he’s the girls’ real father. He’s husband number two. Becky doesn’t care about him, just about how she looks.”

“And I’m guessing having her nanny and husband sleeping together wasn’t her idea of a picture-perfect family?” Sam growled.

“Sam, it’s not the end of the world, okay? I’ll find another job in no time. Maybe not as a nanny… those women sure do like to gossip, but I’ll find something.”

“And what are we supposed to do until then, Donna? My income is barely enough to put food on the table, and I’ve got next semester’s tuition coming up in three weeks. We’ve got rent due next week.” She shook her head. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“I thought I loved him, okay? God, you are always so critical, but I’m not going to let you make me feel guilty for wanting something more in life. Not all of us can be perfect and happy in a loveless existence.”

Her words stung, and Sam’s anger flared. “You thought you loved him just like you thought you loved Conner, and Billy, and Cathleen, and—”

“God, don’t you ever get tired of being so pompous all the time? I told you I’d get another job, and I will. Get over yourself, Samantha. I had a good time, and I don’t regret any of it.”

“Yeah, because you’re not the one who’s going to have to work overtime to cover things. You’ll let me take care of it, like always,” she snapped.

Donna glared at her. “Wow, you really do need to get laid.”

“And you need to grow up.”

“Why? So, I can be living the dream like you? Taking shit at school, taking shit at work, taking it from everyone just so you can barely get ahead?”

Sam snorted. “You’re one to talk. From the sound of it, you’ve been taking it from everyone, too. At least I’m not working on my knees.”

Donna’s jaw dropped. “You can be a real bitch, you know?”

It broke her heart to hear Donna talking in that manner, but Samantha didn’t let it show. Before she could try to mend things with her sister, Donna was on her feet. She scooped up her plate and beer and stormed off in the direction of her room. There was no point in chasing after her. Donna would sulk for as long as she wanted, and nothing was going to get in her way. It destroyed Sam when they fought, but after a lifetime of standing their ground in one foster home after another, the pair were still adjusting, even after all those years, to living together on their own terms. No matter what, though, her love for Donna would always stay the same. Through good times and bad, they were all each other had in life.
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Forty minutes later, she was washing her dishes when her sister emerged with a clean plate and her fork. It was another holdover from foster life. They cleaned up their messes immediately, sometimes before they were even done. Some of the homes they’d gone to had been peaceful for a time, but others were anything but safe. Throughout it all, though, they could always count on each other. Moving over to dry her dishes while Donna washed hers, Sam thought back to their first real right ever.

“Do you remember the Collins? Barbra and what…Ted?” Sam asked.

Donna grinned. “Who could forget that place? It was the first time I really understood what some of the other kids were talking about. They would make us clean the kitchen before we got to eat…”

“And even then, we rarely got anything but scraps. God, the beds were freaking awful. I heard they finally got shut down after we left. That was because of you, you know. If you hadn’t gone after their boy, James, with a knife—”

“He had it coming. Little prick thought he could grab whatever he wanted, even me,” Donna growled.

“You saved a lot of future kids from going through the same thing. You’ve got good inside of you, sister. I’m sorry for how I reacted earlier. It’s been a long and weird day.”

“I’m sorry, too. I need to start acting like a grown-up. I wasn’t thinking, and I was out of line. Too bad I don’t think Mrs. Smith will hire me back, but I promise I’ll find something, even if it’s fast food.”

“It’s okay, Donna. We’ll figure it out.”

Her sister moved to the counter, seeing the manila envelope for the first time. She picked it up and started opening it right away, despite it having Samantha’s name on the outside. Sam chuckled and shook her head as she put away the clean dishes. They had no secrets from each other, at least not any that really mattered. In the long run, Sam didn’t care who her sister slept with, only that she was safe and happy. Watching her sister open the envelope, a folded letter and a smaller envelope both tumbled out. Donna gave her a quizzical look.

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re bothering. It’s just some scam. A creeper followed me home. I figure if I see him again tomorrow, I’ll let the police know, but he was like…sixty years old.”

“A scam, huh? What kind?” Donna asked, her eyes now scanning the letter she’d unfolded.

“I don’t know, something about inheriting an estate. Honestly, I stopped listening as soon as he said that my grandmother had sent him. Who falls for that crap anymore?” Sam muttered.

Moving to the fridge and freezer, she opened the top section and pulled out a half-empty tub of ice cream. The process was one they went through nearly every night. No matter what they had going on, different times and dinner dates, they always had a bowl of ice cream together at the end of the day. Getting out the bowls and spoons, the methodical motions weren’t on her mind as she watched her sister read. Whatever the letter said, it had engrossed Donna completely. Sliding the bowl across the counter, her sister caught it without looking up from the page.

“Okay then,” Sam said to herself. “Apparently, anyone can fall for a good scam nowadays.”

Donna’s gaze snapped up. “Sammy…I don’t know if this is a scam. I think you need to take a look at it.”

Rolling her eyes, she snatched the paper and was immediately surprised to find it wasn’t a typed letter of sorts but a handwritten note instead. The penmanship was flawless, despite there not being a single guideline on the page. Seeing her name written at the top took her breath away. She instantly wanted to know more about what was happening.

Samantha,

I’m sure this letter will come as quite a shock to you. It’s shocking to me that I should be writing it. You are a stranger to me as I am to you. The only one who knew of your existence was my own mother, who has recently passed. Your great-grandmother, Camilla, had many secrets, and it would seem that you were one of them. Had I known I had a granddaughter out there in the world, I’d have moved heaven and earth to find you. From what Mr. Hall shared with me, your life has not been a kind one. My daughter must be rolling in her grave at such an injustice. Forgive me, but we have much to discuss, and not much of it is appropriate for a letter. We need to talk about your future in person.

By now, Mr. Hall has informed you of your inheritance. The estate is yours by birthright, a detail my mother withheld from me for some time. I believed the Redwood holdings would fall to my brothers and me, but I assure you I harbor no ill will toward you for this. My late husband made certain I was properly cared for in a manner in which I’ve lived all my life. No, my dear child, money is of little consequence when you’ve had it your whole life. It is you that I’m desperate to meet. As I said, we have much to discuss, but not in this manner.

You see, my own dear Callie was your mother. She left this world over twenty years ago, but I always suspected there was a piece of her lingering behind. Now I know I was right; it was you all along, Samantha. Please, I know you must be shocked, but we are all quite anxious to meet you, and there are some financial decisions that now need to be made here in New Hampshire. Inside this letter, you’ll also find a small cheque which I hope will aid you in your travels to us.

On a final note, my child, time is again quite an issue. There is a way things are done in the Redwood family, and your presence is needed for the formal reading of the will in just two weeks. I’ve postponed it as long as I can, but it will be moving forward on schedule. I do hope to hear from you before then.

With the greatest affection,

Harriette Redwood

Reading over the note a second time, Samantha tried to get her mind to process it, but she was struggling. For a split second, she had even forgotten to breathe as the room started to spin around them. There was no way it was real. How could it be? No one had claimed them for the last twenty-two years of their lives. The pair had been placed in the foster system when they were barely three days old, with the only condition for their surrender being that they always stay together. Though they had both missed out on forever homes because of that clause over the years, neither would change a single thing about it. They’d always had each other.

“Holy shit…” Donna stammered.

Sam crumpled the note. “It’s not real, like I said. Don’t bother getting excited because—”

“Look at this! There is a check for ten thousand dollars in here, Sammy! Ten freaking grand. Can you believe it?”

“And I’m sure as soon as it hits our account, the scammers will have all our information, and before you know it, our credit will be ruined—”

“It already is.”

“Our identities will be stolen—”

“We are literally unemployed, a waitress, and a student…”

Sam sighed and rolled her eyes. “I just don’t think it’s worth wasting any more of our time on this, okay? The check is probably fake, the letter isn’t even that well done—”

“And what about the first-class ticket for you in here? Is that a fraud, too? Open departure and return dates so you can make your own schedule. That’s awfully thoughtful for a bunch of people looking to steal the what…like forty dollars in your bank account?”

“Sixteen after groceries today,” Sam muttered.

“There you go. So, you are telling me they are after your sixteen dollars and Costco card?”

“Hey, it was like fifty bucks for the year,” Samantha said.

“Sammy…”

“I know, I know, okay? You don’t have to tell me again. It’s something. Or maybe it’s an elaborate scheme. We won’t know until we look into things more. Until then, we are not cashing that check, and I’m definitely not flying to New Hampshire.”

“Come on, party pooper. We could be sitting on millions of dollars right now,” Donna said.

“Yeah, or we could be helping to commit bank fraud. I am not going to risk anything until we know more, and that’s that. Now, you are welcome to stick around and help me study if you want, but the rest of this is going to have to wait until I’ve got the time to do some digging.”

Donna groaned and rolled her eyes, took her ice cream, and returned to her room. The last thing she wanted to do was help Sam study, and they both knew it. Grinning and moving to the living room, Samantha did her best to forget about the intriguing letter as she opened her laptop and started reading through the course material once more.
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“It’s fake,” Sam said.

“No, it’s not. Look, you wanted proof, and now I have it for you!”

She turned away from her sister, her mind still reeling from the image Donna had shown her moments before. It was nearly midnight when Sam had closed her computer for the night. Studying had been nearly impossible as her mind drifted back and forth between knowing it was all a lie and being certain that Harriette was telling the truth. She’d been left with more questions, though, than answers. The most prominent of those being why Donna wasn’t once mentioned by Mr. Hall or her fictitious grandmother.

Donna’s defense for them had been flimsy at best. The pair rarely went out together. Both of their schedules over the last few weeks had been chaotic between the end of the school year and the coming summer months of planning. She’d had every intention of taking courses through the summer months, but given her sister’s lack of employment, Samantha was considering taking it off and working to make extra money instead. It wasn’t something she was going to worry about until after their twenty-third birthday celebrations that weekend.

Now, her attention darted back to her sister’s phone screen sitting open on the kitchen island. The woman looking back at them was frozen in time, her wardrobe decades old, but the eyes still sparkled. It was like looking in a mirror. The shocking discovery was attached to a brief but still gut-wrenching obituary that Donna had dug up in a New Hampshire newspaper’s archives from decades before. It was too much for Samantha.

“That’s our mother, Sammy. You know it, and so do I. We look just like her. Plus, why would that man lie? We’ve got nothing to steal,” Donna said.

“Human trafficking?”

Donna shook her head. “Listen, I know this shit is wild, but we need to figure out what we are going to do here. That woman said there was a time limit on all this. Where is the harm in flying to New Hampshire, seeing what it’s all about, and coming back home?”

“When are we supposed to do that, Donna? We’ve got rent coming up and a dozen other bills to take care of. If I take time off work, we can’t pay them, and if I don’t come in, Carl will find someone else to take my job who will.”

“The check—”

“That’s not our money.”

“Fine, then we will trade in your single ticket for two economy ones. It’s like a four-hour flight to New Hampshire. Instead of celebrating our birthday on Sunday, we will fly there and back,” Donna said.

“We can’t just leave our apartment—”

“We’re gone longer than that on any given day, Sammy. Come on, admit it. You’ve got no good reason not to do this. The ticket is paid for and non-refundable; we don’t need to use the money, and you’ve already got the day off work.”

“But what about the party?”

She shrugged. “It’s not until eight. We’ll be back by then.”

Sammy hesitated but said nothing. She hated that her sister was right. At every protest, Donna had found a way around it. If the last few hours of trying to study were any indication of how horribly her mind was going to cooperate in the future, the best thing for them to do was get the trip out of the way. The sooner she could show her sister it was nothing more than a clever ruse, the faster they could get back to reality and she could keep focusing on her schoolwork. Still, Samantha couldn’t bring herself to tell Donna yes.

“What’s holding you back, sis?” Donna asked.

“I don’t know. I really don’t, and it’s driving me insane. I wish I could explain it, but I’m scared of what all of this could mean, you know?”

“You’re scared that we’ll get there and it’s all going to be a scam, I know.”

Samantha shook her head. “No. I think I’m scared that we’ll get there and it won’t be, Donna. What if we find out we’ve got this entire family and that, for years, we’ve been suffering while they knew about us? I don’t know if I could ever forgive them, but then again, if we have family, how could I stay angry? It’s all we’ve ever wanted.”

Donna stood and moved to where her sister was leaning against the island. In a rare show of affection, she wrapped her arms around Samantha and held her tight.

“See now, that’s where you’re wrong. You, Sammy, you are the only family I have ever needed. Everyone else? That’s for the birds. No matter what we find out, I promise you we will always have each other. No one can ever take that away from us. So, what do you say? Want to have a little adventure for our birthdays?”

She rolled her eyes but smiled, nodding as her sister squealed with delight. Knowing she was making Donna happy was well worth whatever headache they’d have to endure by making the last-minute trip. A strange sensation deep in her gut had taken root that worried Samantha. For the first time in her life, she felt like something was holding her back and warning her not to go. Doing her best to shake it off, she left her sister at the bedroom door and quickly made her way into her own private space.

It was considerably later than she normally turned in, but Sam didn’t mind. She had enjoyed the mystery and spending time with her sister. It was rare for one of their arguments to end so soon, but Samantha wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. If nothing else, the mystery of Redwood had brought them closer together. Stripping down after she plugged in her phone and laptop, Samantha climbed beneath the thick quilt and settled herself in. The only silver lining was knowing she didn’t have to set an alarm for the following morning. Minutes later, Sam was dozing off to sleep.
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She bolted upright, her heart racing as beads of sweat moved down her bare back. How could it be so humid when Donna always had the air cranked to the max? It was her way of shoving it to their landlord, who paid for the utilities on their apartment. Fumbling around in the dark, her mind immediately went into a rolling blackout. They happened when it got warm outside. Her hand found the pull cord for the lamp on her nightstand, and she gave it a tug. Immediately, the room was illuminated by the dull light.

The pounding in her chest only grew, though, when she saw a figure sitting on the edge of her bed. She bolted away from the woman, but the intruder didn’t move. Not a single muscle in her twitched. Samantha tried to scream out to warn her sister of the break-in, yet her voice wouldn’t come. It was as if all the air had been sucked from her lungs. As the woman turned to face her, a new fear was unlocked deep inside of Samantha. There was a large black spot on her chest, an ooze slowly dripping from the gaping wound where her ribs joined together.

At that moment, Samantha saw that a section of the woman’s face was missing, completely rotted away as it clung to the bones. Her mind was fighting to keep control, but her body was frozen in place. Next to her, the light flickered on her nightstand, plunging the world into darkness for several seconds at a time. With paralyzing horror, she watched as the creature turned, flashing closer with each blip of darkness until it was so close she could smell the rotting stench that permeated the air. There was no question in her mind that the entity visiting her was real.

Even as the realization dawned on her, though, the lights flickered once more and plunged the room into darkness. She could hear the screaming before she knew what was happening. There were hands on her in the darkness, shaking her and calling out to her. As her eyes flew open and the cool room around her came into view, Samantha realized it was her sister shaking her awake. She had been the one screaming. Never before in her life could she remember having such a terribly vivid nightmare. Samantha never wanted to have one again.
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By the time she arrived for her shift at the diner the following afternoon, Samantha had let the evening’s events go in her mind. Though it wasn’t something she was accustomed to, it wasn’t that far out of the realm of possibilities that she would have a nightmare so soon after realizing they might have a family. Donna, for her part, was downright giddy with excitement over the prospect of meeting everyone in New Hampshire. Samantha was considerably more reserved.

She knew it was still incredibly likely that the entire thing was a ruse. It didn’t make any sense, and she hated to admit that there were some holes in her logic, but the other option was too far-fetched for her to accept, either. If they had family out there, why had no one reached out to them? Turning her attention back to the ketchup bottles she was filling, Samantha tried her best to focus on her work. She couldn’t let the temptation of the check sitting on the kitchen island taunt her. She had a job to do. No matter what else was going on, Samantha knew she had to continue trudging along.

Her college courses weren’t going to pay for themselves, and no amount of daydreaming or fantasy would keep their landlord from evicting them if they didn’t have the rent check. She absolutely adored Donna’s ability to see the positive side of everything, but it wasn’t always realistic. As she watched the colored sludge dripping down into its new home, she felt someone walk up behind her and nudge her shoulder. When she saw the blond-haired woman smiling at her, Samantha grinned back. Cathy had always been a good and loyal friend, both to Samantha and to Donna.

“So, I talked to your sister today. It sounds like the two of you are going to have a bit of an adventure tomorrow, after all,” Cathy said.

Samantha groaned. “I wish she could keep her big mouth shut sometimes. It’s not that I’m not okay with you knowing. I just don’t know what to think of it all for myself yet, you know?”

“I totally get it. Personally, it sounds like a fairy-tale dream come true.”

“It sounds too good to be true, if you ask me. I already agreed to indulge Donna, though, and I am going to stand by that. I can’t think of a better birthday gift for her than to take the spontaneous trip.”

“Just promise me that if the two of you strike it rich, you will give me a job in New Hampshire so I can ditch this place with you,” Cathy said.

She burst into laughter. “I give you my word. That being said, I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. I fully expect us to get out there and discover it was all an elaborate attempt to sell us a time share.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Either way, I’m excited you two are getting out of here and this horrible state for at least the day,” Cathy said.

Before she could reply, she heard someone clearing their throat next to her. They both spun around. When she saw her boss leaning against the condiment station, her stomach rolled. Plastering a fake smile on her face, she quickly went back to work as Cathy disappeared to tend to her tables once more. Samantha hated being alone with the guy, even if they were surrounded by others. She still felt like he was singling her out.

“Is there something I can help you with, Carl?” Samantha asked.

“What is this I hear about a trip? I thought tomorrow was your birthday?”

“Tomorrow is my birthday. If you must know, my sister and I are flying to New Hampshire for the afternoon. Don’t worry; I will still be here for work on Monday.”

“Didn’t I already tell you? We need you here tomorrow. We have inventory that needs to be done. I can’t be short someone. You knew when you took this job it was going to be shifting hours.”

“Sorry, Carl. Not this time. This is too important. I have bent over backward to help you out in the past, but this is different. I’m sure you guys will be able to manage without me.”

The man snorted. He leaned in closer to her, making Samantha uncomfortable as the memory of the dream flashed back through her mind. “Like I said, being here tomorrow is mandatory. Don’t make me pull rank on you, Samantha. Either you are going to be here, or you are going to be replaced. You are a smart girl. I am sure you’ll make the right decision,” he said.

Samantha pursed her lips, fighting the urge to form a fist as she let her hands fall away from the ketchup bottle to her sides. She liked to think she was something of a pacifist. Violence didn’t seem like it was ever necessary, as far as she was concerned. Yet, at that moment, all she could think about was punching the guy square in the middle of his face. There was no chance in hell she was going to postpone or miss out on the opportunity with her sister. She could see from the look in his eyes that he was fully expecting her to comply with his demands as she had always done.

“I guess we are at an impasse then,” Samantha said. “I will not be coming in tomorrow…period.”

His cheeks flushed bright red. “Well then, I guess you won’t have a job. I suppose we will see tomorrow which one of us is right and which one of us is wrong. I’ll let you get back to work, since today is your last day and all, apparently.”

She was blown away by the nerve of the man. “You really do get off on being a prick, don’t you?”

His eyes widened with anger. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You’ve got some serious issues. At first, I thought maybe you were a good guy with a rough exterior, but no, you’re that one man who’s a dickwad through and through.”

“You’re skating on thin ice, little lady,” he growled. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’m the only reason you aren’t living on the streets. Or do I need to remind you of your place here?”

“My place here? No one has a place here. This is where dreams come to die, thanks to you. You know what the real bitch of it is? You’ve got a great staff, great food, and good prices. The only actual problem with this place is the lardass looking me in the eyes right now.”

“Have you lost your mind? Do you have any idea how hard I can make things here for you? If you knew what was best, you’d shut your vulgar little mouth before my patience runs out and I kick you to the curb,” he hissed.

As Carl walked away, he chuckled to himself. Samantha knew he didn’t believe for a single moment she wouldn’t be there when the restaurant doors opened bright and early on Sunday. She fought to keep her temper under control, but the memory of the uncashed check sitting on the island flickered through her mind once again. It would be more than enough to cover her next semester’s tuition and rent for a couple of months while she found another job. At that moment, Samantha made up her mind.

“Hey!” she yelled, slamming the bottle on the counter.

Carl froze before spinning around to glare at her in complete shock. Samantha raced around behind the diner’s bar and pulled out her purse. As she stormed in the direction of Carl and the exit, she ripped off her apron. Samantha didn’t bother to come to a complete stop as she shoved the apron into Carl’s chest. He was caught off guard, stumbling back several paces as she continued on for the exit. At the door, she paused and turned back to glare at him.

“I quit, you piece of shit.”

Without another word, Samantha stormed out of the diner and started walking in the direction of her apartment. She heard the doorbells jingling open behind her and her former boss calling out her name, but still, she walked on. No longer was she going to be someone’s doormat. Samantha knew her worth, and from that moment on, she refused to accept anything less. With her head held high and a smile on her face, Samantha started to whistle as she walked. In her heart, she knew everything was going to be okay.
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“Idon’t believe it! Not in a million years would you quit your job without something else lined up. All right, where is my sister, and what have you done with her?” Donna asked.

Sam rolled her eyes. “I just got fed up with it. I probably shouldn’t have—”

“Are you kidding me? This is great! I’m so proud of you for finally standing up to that dirtbag creep. I only wish I’d been there to see it. God, what a douche. Seriously though, Sammy, I’m so proud of you.”

She shook her head and tried not to let her sister see the concern in her eyes. It was one thing to daydream about quitting but another entirely when paying the bills relied on that income. She had no idea what they were going to do in the future. In the short time it had taken Samantha to walk back to the apartment, she had already run the numbers in her head and knew the check from their supposed relatives—if it cleared the bank at all—would not get them very far. They needed to find jobs instead of leaving the state with the time they had off.

“Unfortunately, your pride is not going to pay the bills,” Samantha said.

Donna groaned. “See now, there is the sister I know and love. I was wondering when you were going to come back to me. Don’t worry. We will figure it out. Plus, from the sounds of things, we are rich anyway. All of this worry is likely for nothing.”

“I wish I could be as certain as you are, but I just don’t see it. There are too many inconsistencies in what we know so far. Don’t get me wrong, I am excited to go on a little mini trip with you tomorrow, but my hopes aren’t high that any of it is real.”

“And that is okay; I am optimistic enough for both of us. Plus, you wouldn’t be yourself if you were a chipper and cheerful about it. You and I are like yin and yang. We balance each other out, and that is perfectly fine,” Donna said.

Her sister was right, though it did little to comfort Samantha. Being as different as yin and yang was perfectly fine, but it still didn’t bring them any closer to paying the bills. She knew it wouldn’t do any good to fret about it, at least not until they returned from New Hampshire. Plus, her sister’s excitement was contagious, and Samantha didn’t want to do anything that might dampen Donna’s spirit. As soon as Samantha walked through the door, it was obvious that her sister was beyond excited to talk about their pending trip. She had already started packing both of their bags despite them only staying a few hours.

If it was something Donna enjoyed and they didn’t get charged extra for the carry-on luggage, Samantha was going to let her continue to go wild. It wasn’t very often that they both had time off together, and she wanted to enjoy every moment of it. When her phone rang and she saw Cathy’s name appear on the screen, Samantha turned her attention to the caller. She continued to feel guilty about leaving the diner so abruptly. There was no question in her mind that Cathy likely had to deal with the fallout from her actions.

“Hey, girl, I am so sorry I left without saying anything to you. It all got to be too much,” Samantha said.

“Don’t worry about it! I just stepped out for a break and wanted to make sure you were okay. I know Carl followed you, but I didn’t know if he said anything else out of earshot of the customers.”

“I am sure there was lots he had to say, but I didn’t stick around long enough to find out. I don’t know what came over me, honestly. I just lost my cool with him. I am sure I’m going to regret it in a couple of days. Honestly, I am already regretting it a little,” Samantha said.

“I really hope you don’t regret it! Everyone here is talking about how proud they are of you. I just wish I had the courage to do the same thing.”

“I don’t know that I would call it courage. At least you all still know how you are going to pay your bills. I have no idea.”

Donna frowned in a way that Samantha knew well. She could always read her sister’s expressions like the back of her hand. So much of what they did and how they acted was unique, but in their emotions, the similarities came out. Samantha always tried to stay level-headed, but her short temper occasionally poked through. Donna, on the other hand, let whatever she was thinking or feeling at that moment topple out of her mouth without reservation. Sometimes, it got her into trouble, but Samantha was always there to have her back.

“Well, you are going to figure it out. I just know it. You’re so smart, and you’ve got such a good head on your shoulders. Just don’t forget about us here at the diner when you make it big out there,” Cathy said.

Samantha chuckled. “You make it sound like we are never going to see each other again. You are one of our best friends, Cathy. You are stuck with us for life. I don’t care what anyone says; you are a family.”

“Good. I feel the same way about the two of you. Make sure you let me know how things go tomorrow and that you make it safely there and back. I will keep you posted on the drama here at the diner. Who knows, Carl might take you back after your little mini vacation anyway.”

“I highly doubt that. He was pretty ticked off,” Samantha said.

“So what? He knows what a good waitress you are and how much the customers love you. He would be a fool to let you go.”

“I genuinely don’t think he cares about my skills as a waitress. The fact that I won’t feed his ego anymore is enough to keep him from rehiring. He only likes people he can control.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the line, and Samantha cringed at her own words instantly. She hadn’t intended to insult her friend but knew how it came out, nonetheless.

“Cathy…I didn’t mean it like that. I didn’t mean you—”

“It’s okay, really. I know what you meant. I get it. He’s hard to deal with, and if I had any other choice, I would be heading for the door, too. It’s walking distance to my place, though, and the pay is good enough to keep a roof over my head. I just can’t afford to be brave right now, you know?”

“Yeah,” Sam muttered. “I know, really, I do. I don’t know what I was thinking…”

“Nonsense. You’re going to make something of yourself. You’re going to leave a mark on this world. I just know it in my heart, okay? Now go get packed and enjoy your time off with Donna. I want all the details tomorrow, okay?”

“All right,” Samantha said.

As the call ended and Samantha turned her attention back to her sister, who was now busy going around the apartment and checking the windows and doors to make sure they were locked, Samantha couldn’t help but smile. She was happy her sister was still so excited about their trip, even if it only was a few hours in a different state. Donna was the only thing that had ever mattered to her in life, and that wasn’t about to change now. Instead of sulking or looking for a new job as she knew she should have been doing, Samantha went to her sister and spent the rest of the evening hanging out with her.

By the time she headed for bed later that night, they had everything ready to go for the early morning flight in a few hours. She still had her trepidations about the trip, but with each minute they grew closer to their departure time, her excitement continued to grow. No matter what the outcome, she was determined to enjoy herself. There was no doubt in her mind they were going to have a good time. Samantha hoped that her sister wasn’t getting her hopes up too much. She didn’t know how she was going to handle the heartbreak if it came down to it. Donna had always been a dreamer.

It was a quality Samantha absolutely loved about her sister. No matter their circumstances, Donna would always find a silver lining in what was going on in the world. It wasn’t until she collapsed in her bed that the memory of the dreams from the evening before played through once again. A chill ran down her spine as she closed her eyes and prayed it was a single occurrence and not a repeating theme for her evenings. She didn’t know how much more of it she could take. When sleep finally managed to take hold of her, Samantha thought once more about her mother and the looming trip. Yet there was nothing more she could do, at least not until they figured out what was going on.
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“Come on, we need to get going!” Donna said.

“It’s four in the morning, and our flight leaves at seven. We need to be calling a car now to get here.”

Samantha was doing her best to brush through her hair and finish her coffee at the same time. She had only been awake for a few minutes. Donna had made sure her sister didn’t oversleep, and as a result, she was exhausted. No one in their right mind wanted to be up so early in the morning. As someone who preferred nights and the witching hour, being awake before the sun was only ever okay when she was still up from performing some ritual or whatnot the night before. It was fascinating work diving into the history of magic, powers, witches, and other beliefs that spanned throughout time. Donna’s joy, though, was enough to make her overcome any morning fatigue.

Within a half hour of waking up, they were loaded into the back of a car service and headed to the airport. She was eternally grateful that Donna had planned ahead and picked them both up disposable travel mugs for another round of coffee on their way to the airport. She knew by the time they landed, the sun would have been up for hours, but in the darkness of the morning, Samantha was certain she felt her gut lurching with trepidation once more. It went unnoticed by her sister, still rattling on about what she’d learned with regard to the family in question.

“Are you scared?” Donna asked. “We’ve never flown before, and I’ve heard that when you fly and get to see the sunrise from above the clouds, it’s unreal. I’m so excited but a little scared, too.”

Sam smiled at her sister. “Nope, not even a little. These airlines have been in business for decades. They’ve got this all down to an art form, but I can’t wait to take pictures. Hopefully, it’s not crazy in the terminal like in the movies.”

“Looks like we won’t have to wait long to find out. There it is,” Donna said.

She looked out the car’s window and saw the airport taking shape ahead of them. Her heart pounded. There was still time for them to turn back, but one look at Donna made it clear it wasn’t possible. No matter what they were heading for, there was no slowing down now. As they pulled up to the front doors and climbed out, Samantha thanked the driver and followed her bouncy sister inside.

The flurry of commotion that came next left Samantha feeling like she was in a daze. Between checking in for their flight and being loaded not long after, she was overwhelmed. Had it not been for her steady sister next to her, Samantha never would have followed through with the trip. She was still hesitant to meet people who claimed to be her family. That feeling was only amplified knowing that Donna and Samantha’s lives had been anything but pleasant, while it seemed as though the rest of their family lived a life of luxury.

Yet Samantha refused to go into the conversations that would eventually take place with a chip on her shoulder. Life was too short to hold a grudge. She was determined to make the best of any situation that was thrown at her. The only thing that worried her was her sister’s heart being broken in the process. Samantha could already tell that Donna was ecstatic about the idea of having a family. Samantha, though, for her part, was considerably more weary of the people who had seemingly abandoned them.

Her attention eased some when the plane took off from the airport and leveled itself in the sky. Just as her sister had read about and predicted, watching the sun climb over the horizon was a breathtaking experience Samantha would never forget. The view alone made everything worth it. Seeing how happy Donna was as she gazed out the window, Samantha knew she would do it all again without changing a thing just to see her sister’s joy once more. Donna turned in her seat and looked at Samantha.

“Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” Donna asked.

Samantha shook her head. “No, I don’t believe I have. It’s definitely a great way to start our twenty-third birthday, isn’t it?”

“Holy crap! With everything going on, I forgot to give you your birthday present! It’s back at the apartment. It’s nothing big, but I think you will like it.”

Samantha smiled at her sister. “Don’t worry, I left your present there as well. We will be back tonight, and we can exchange gifts then.”

“Do you really think we are going to be able to walk away from all of this and go back to our lives like nothing happened?”

Sam was slightly shocked by the question. “I really hope so. We don’t know these people. Hell, we don’t even know if any of this is real yet. As far as I am concerned, we shouldn’t be counting our chickens before they hatch. The only thing we can do is wait to see what happens when we get to this estate that the letter and check came from.”

“Yeah, but the check cleared, didn’t it? That alone should tell you this is something big. People don’t go around writing checks for that amount of money every day. From the research I’ve done, I am positive these people are loaded,” Donna said.

“Yeah, and they also abandoned us to the foster system. No amount of money is going to give us back the years of abuse and neglect we suffered. I don’t know about you, but I am most certainly not going into this giving them all a clean slate. I have questions, and I want answers,” Samantha snapped.

Her sister’s cheeks flushed red as she turned away from Samantha to look out the window once more. Instantly, Samantha felt bad about losing her temper. She didn’t like how excited her sister was getting about going to the estate. They had no idea what they were walking into, and she absolutely hated it when Donna was disappointed or disheartened. As far as Samantha was concerned, her sister deserved nothing but joy in life after all the years they had suffered at the hands of the system.

“I’m sorry, okay? I just really don’t want to see you get your heart broken by these people. We don’t know the first thing about them,” Samantha said.

Donna’s head whipped around. “You are right, Sam. We don’t know the first thing about these people, but you are already writing them off as villains. If you want me to be more reserved in my opinions, maybe you should look in the mirror and lighten up some. I won’t be their judge and jury before meeting them, but then neither can you.”

She sighed and nodded in agreement. “I guess that is fair. Thankfully, we don’t have to wait long to figure out what’s going on. This is only a three-hour flight. Before long, things will come into focus.”

“I just want us both to be happy, Sammy. Don’t you think we deserve a break after everything we have been through? It’s our turn now,” Donna said.

“Unfortunately, life isn’t always fair. No one owes us anything, and that is what I am expecting from these people, too. I am not going to trample on your excitement in any way, shape, or form, but I just don’t think I can get excited about meeting them.”

Donna shrugged. “Don’t worry. I am excited enough for both of us. You can be the Debbie downer, and I’ll keep pulling you back up.”

Samantha chuckled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

As they turned their attention away from the serious conversation from moments before and instead focused on light and easy topics, Samantha tried to make good on her word. She wasn’t going to judge the people they were going to meet, at least not until she had all the facts. It would be far more challenging for them to convince Samantha they weren’t up to something shady, though, than it would be for Donna to buy into it. She was determined to stay vigilant, though, and truly do her due diligence to keep them both safe. Whether Donna wanted to admit it or not, they still had lives and responsibilities waiting for them back home in Texas.
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Four hours after leaving Texas, they were pulling up in front of a massive estate in their rental car. Samantha was completely stunned by how beautiful everything was. The driveway had been much longer than she had expected, but then again, it wasn’t like she had anything in her mind she could reference it to. It was the first time she had ever been to a mansion before, and she had no idea what was in store for them. The long driveway ended at a roundabout point right in front of the mansion. Even the manor itself made a statement as to the kind of money people were willing to spend on luxury.

It felt as though she hadn’t blinked her eyes in several minutes, or at least since they had passed the front gate. Even as she looked around, she found it hard to believe just how green everything really was. There had never been a point in her life when she had thought about visiting New Hampshire, but if the rest of the state looked as beautiful as the estate they were currently in, then she was willing to make an exception.

As she looked up at the main doors, one of them opened, and a woman came trotting out in a maid’s uniform. It wasn’t anything as trashy as she had seen in the movies, but it was a modernized uniform, and the woman looked middle-aged. Samantha and her sister slowly climbed out of the rental car as the woman approached with a smile on her face.

“It’s good of you to come. My name is Ms. Duke, and I am Mrs. Harriette’s personal aide. I’ve been asked to greet you and show you inside. So, if you’ll just follow me into the main house, we’ll start the process of getting you settled in.”

“Thank you,” Samantha managed to say.

She was still in awe of how magnificent everything around her truly was. There wasn’t a single time in her life when she imagined she would ever be able to afford to stay in a place as fine as the one they had just found themselves in. As the two of them followed Ms. Duke through the front doors, she glanced over at her sister and saw that Donna looked just as amazed as she was. Just as they stepped through the front doors and into the house, there were two matching staircases that came around from upstairs into an open floor plan.

To Samantha, it felt as though she was in a princess movie where the main woman of the show makes a grand entrance. She smiled slightly at the thought but was happy to see that the interior had even more to offer than the exterior. The woman led them into a drawing room before ushering them to take a seat in one of the many chairs and sofas available. Samantha immediately did whatever the woman asked, and her sister followed right behind.

“Would either of you like a drink?” Ms. Duke asked.

Samantha nodded. “I’ll take something.”

“So will I,” Donna added.

The woman smiled. “I’ll be sure to get you something. You know, having you here is quite a surprise. It is most definitely a welcome one, but I can’t tell you how many times Mrs. Harriette has gone on about you, Sam. I mean, for the longest time, she has talked about wanting to meet you and thought that Mr. Hall had failed.”

Even though she had agreed to a drink, she had no idea what the woman would bring back when Ms. Duke disappeared, promising them she would be right back. As the woman left the room, Samantha found herself dazed by how lavish the room seemed to be. The walls had been painted in a pearl white, and every single one of the paintings and pictures that hung throughout the room were encased in a gold frame. It felt as though she had stepped into another time, but she was just struck by how beautifully everything came together.

“Can you believe this place?” Donna asked. “It’s not only massive, but they managed to add all of this art that brings the room together.”

“I never imagined it would look like this. I wonder who did the decorating. It reminds me of the Victorian age.”

“Well, maybe the decorator was just fascinated by that time and thought it would look amazing set up in a place like this.”

Samantha nodded. “You’re probably right, but it all seems to fit perfectly together. I’m really curious about the rest of the property as well and what else lies behind each door. I really hope they have a library.”

“You’re such a nerd. Here we are in the richest place we have ever been, and you’re more worried about finding a book to read.”

“Just because I like to learn doesn’t mean I’m a nerd. Besides, most of these old places have libraries in the manor, which are filled with books from years and years ago.”

Donna laughed. “I’m only teasing you. I’m sure this place will have all the books you could ever read.”

“It’s not like we’re going to be here long enough to read every book they have, but it does make a person think.”

“Yeah, and I’m thinking that I could live in a place like this for the rest of my life. Can you imagine what it would be like to have servants bring you anything you wanted and never have to worry about a thing?”

Samantha scoffed. “It’s a good thing we’re not planning to live here then, and I’m sure if something like that ever happened, we would no longer be identical twins.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that if you had the staff waiting on you hand and foot, you’d probably get too large to fit through the double doors that brought us through the main entrance of the house.”

Donna chuckled. “You’re probably right. Maybe it is a good thing we’re not planning on staying that long, then. I have to say, though, I don’t think it would be all that difficult to get used to, that’s for sure.”

“Then don’t. We’re not going to be staying.”

“Okay, I get it. Still, even you have to admit that this place is magnificent.”

She couldn’t argue with her, and Samantha wasn’t shocked by the words her sister was saying. Donna had always been the one who would have probably hooked up with a rich old man getting ready to die. It wouldn’t be out of love, but just the financial gain she would receive from his death. Samantha wasn’t thinking about her sister’s faults because she wanted to act like she was superior to her. What’s that play? Because that was the way it was. Between the two of them, her sister was more likely to accept a rich future as opposed to all the hard work that would go into creating that future for herself. She quickly laughed it off and went back to looking around the fancy room they found themselves in.

Since she was already thinking about how lavish a life the people who owned the mansion and the estate had gotten used to, she wondered about how much it would really cost to build a place like that. Samantha found a painting on the wall and moved closer to it. It wasn’t anything as fancy as the rest of the house had been so far, but it looked like the artist had really put time and emotion into each stroke of the paintbrush. It was simply a woman with a top hat rowing a small boat through a creek.

The woman had her back to whoever looked at the picture, but Samantha knew the woman was at peace and happy. Each side of the shore was covered in lavender. The coloring had been done in a way that didn’t take the focus off the main portion of the painting, which was the woman herself. She started to wonder if there was a place on the property where the painting had been done, considering the number of small lakes and running water she had heard was in New Hampshire to begin with. The more she looked at the painting, the more she felt as though she would never fit in a place like that and backed away.

“We are definitely not staying,” Samantha said.

“Fine, but at least let me enjoy the thought.”

Samantha chuckled and glanced around the rest of the room, which made her feel like she could look too hard at something and it would break. Suddenly, she heard the doors open and spun around to see an elderly woman walking in. She could tell immediately it was Mrs. Harriette. The woman had a smile on her face that made Samantha feel at home, and she quickly moved closer to her.


12
[image: ]


There was something about the woman that made Samantha feel completely at ease. It was almost as though she had known her for her entire life, but as she set that feeling aside, she noticed that something felt off. The woman, although she still had a smile on her face, looked completely shocked. Samantha watched her eyes fall on her before moving back to her sister and then to her once again. It happened several times before she decided she needed to introduce herself and her sister.

“I’m Samantha, and this is my twin sister, Donna Hastings.”

“Oh,” Harriette said. “That would make me your grandmother. I’m really sorry for staring at the two of you, but I wasn’t expecting twins. I had no idea.”

“What do you mean?” Samantha asked.

“It’s just that I knew about you, Sam, but I had no idea you had a sister, let alone a twin. It really does change a lot of things that need to be taken care of. Actually, it changes everything.”

“I don’t understand. What needs to be changed?”

“All the research we did in trying to find you never said you had a twin sister. Even as we put the paperwork together in order to ensure you received your part of the estate, it’s all in your name.”

“So, it’s a legal thing?”

“Simply put, yes. Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited by the fact that there are now two of you instead of one. It means that my family is larger than I had originally anticipated, and I love it.”

Even though Samantha still felt comfortable with the woman, she was growing frustrated with the idea they might have to stay longer than initially planned. Still, the thought of getting to know members of her family they had never met before excited her. She started to wonder what exactly was being left to them and how things were going to work out. As she glanced back up at the woman, she couldn’t help but see just how excited the woman truly was by their presence. For the first time in her life, Samantha started to think she knew the type of family love she had grown up without truly was.

The idea that she was standing in front of her own real grandmother was shocking. After so many years of not having a true family to fall back on, Samantha wasn’t sure how to feel. When she first met the man who had handed her the envelope, she had felt like everything was just a scam to get her to buy something, but standing in the room surrounded by paintings that probably cost more than her apartment and right in front of her was a woman who was her true grandmother, she had no idea how to feel.

It made her happy to know there was a blood relative out in the world who cared about their existence to begin with. In the split second that her mind tried to wrap itself around the idea of being part of a family with so much money, she found herself thinking about what it would have been like to grow up in a place as large as the estate seemed to be. The years they had spent in the foster care system had worn her down slowly, but she never thought in a million years she would be face to face with somebody she actually shared DNA with.

Harriette was nothing like she had expected, and she wasn’t sure if it was because of all the movies she had seen with rich elderly people acting like they owned everything around them. She chuckled slightly to herself before trying to pull her mind from her thoughts and pay attention to what the woman was saying in front of her. As she did so, she realized the woman was talking about everything they would have to go through in order to fix the paperwork and the legal standing to proceed with the distribution of the estate.

“So, who do we need to talk to again?” Samantha asked.

“You’re both going to need to meet with Mr. Fred Olive, the estate’s attorney, immediately. He’ll be able to take care of everything.”

“Is that something we can get taken care of in the next couple of hours?”

Harriette chuckled. “I’m sure that knowing the fact that you are a twin and there are now two of you who need to be processed for the split to have been done properly, he’ll make it a priority. If you excuse me for a second, I’ll be sure you are taken care of in a timely fashion.”

Samantha had no idea what was going on, but before she had the opportunity to ask any questions, Harriette quickly turned around and started to have a conversation with Ms. Duke, who had appeared behind her. She overheard the woman telling the maid she needed to get them settled in right away. Although she was happy to see the kind of hospitality they were receiving, she still had absolutely no plans to stay. The original plan had been to make an appearance for a couple of hours before flying back home. There wasn’t any chance they were going to get her to stay any longer. She quickly cleared her throat in order to get the woman’s attention.

“I’m sorry, but we weren’t planning to stay that long. We were only planning to be here for a couple of hours before flying back home.”

Harriette laughed. “That simply won’t do. You’re more than welcome to stay in the east wing apartment until all matters are settled.”

“What matters are you referring to?”

“The fact that the two of you are twins changes the way the estate should be split. The estate attorney will be able to take care of all the paperwork that needs to be filed, but he’s going to need to have a conversation with the two of you first.”

“We do have lives. We need to be at home. I have my college courses to think about.”

“I’m sure they’ll work with you to ensure you were able to complete your courses, but this is a matter of fixing the things that have gone wrong over the years.”

“Do you have any idea how long it’s going to take for Fred to complete the paperwork?” Donna asked.

“No idea, but I’ll be sure to let him know the two of you are in quite a hurry. Although I must say, I’ve been excited to get to know Samantha for as long as I’ve known of her existence. Now that there are two of you, I’m even happier about the time we’re going to get to spend together. Who’d have guessed?” Harriette said.

“I don’t know how my sister feels about it, but I’m looking forward to seeing as much of the estate as I possibly can.”

“Wonderful. I’ll be sure to get the two of you set up until we can get everything figured out. Neither one of you needs to worry about a thing.”

Samantha hated the idea that her plans had been changed and they were going to be forced to stay at the estate for longer than she had expected. Still, it was as though the woman was giving them much choice, and the fact that whatever was at stake, more money was going to be split among them had to be taken care of first, made it impossible to argue. Harriette quickly turned around and walked out the door, leaving them standing alone with Ms. Duke, who simply smiled at them.

Ms. Duke handed them each a glass filled with ice and what looked to be tea. Samantha was so stunned by what had just occurred that she simply reached out and took the glass without thinking but thanked the woman, nonetheless. After taking a small sip of the drink that had been given to her, Samantha thought about everything that had just been said. Donna wasn’t going to have any problem staying longer than they had planned, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that kind of commitment.

It felt as though everything was moving faster than she had anticipated, and she wasn’t even sure what to do with herself. As Samantha took another look around the room, she found herself fascinated with all the artwork displayed. She slowly started to wonder if staying at the estate for a little longer would be such a bad thing. After all, they had family members they had never met before, along with a rich history she was curious about. Glancing over at Donna, it wasn’t hard to figure out what her sister’s opinion on the matter was. Clearly, her sister was going to be more than willing to stay for as long as needed, but it was something they were going to have to work out together, and she knew it.
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“Do you mind if I have a few minutes to talk to my sister?” Samantha asked.

The woman didn’t say a word, but she nodded and slowly left the room, closing the doors behind her. After giving herself a few moments to think about the situation they found themselves in, Samantha knew she didn’t want to stay at the estate for longer than they needed to. The idea of spending the night inside the manor was something she truly had to discuss with her sister, knowing it was only going to lead to an argument.

“What’s going on?” Donna asked.

“You know what’s going on. There’s no way we can actually stay here.”

“What do you mean? There’s absolutely nothing keeping us from staying here and getting to know where we came from. Didn’t you say something about wanting to see if they had a library?”

“I mean, I did, but it was meant as a joke. I’m sure this place has amazing qualities, but I do need to get back to our home so I can go to school. Plus, the rental car is due back as well.”

“I don’t understand what the problem is. I know you want to get back to your classes and everything we have back home, but isn’t this everything you’ve always wanted?”

Samantha shrugged. “I’ve never once dreamed about living in a place like this. It’s not just about getting back to college and the things we have at home, but we have bills that need to be taken care of and an apartment to get back to as well.”

“Forget all of that for just a few moments. Think about it. After all the years we spent in foster care and having to deal with the type of people we dealt with, we finally get to a place like this.”

“Who cares about all the money and fancy paintings on the wall?”

“I’m not talking about being rich or anything like that. I’m simply talking about the fact that we might actually have a family now. Haven’t you always dreamed of having relatives? I mean, real people we are related to and share DNA with.”

Samantha thought about what her sister was saying. It was true that for the longest time, she had imagined what life would have been like growing up with a real family, but she had never once thought they would ever have the opportunity to do so. They had never known who their real family was, and she had given up on the idea of ever finding them. Now, they really had a chance to get to know people who might have known their biological parents. It was an opportunity that neither one of them could afford to pass up.

Yet there was something about the situation, no matter the proof they had, that made Samantha uneasy. She didn’t want to think about the dreams that had plagued her. Every night, when she tried to ignore the signs and when she tried not to think about what she knew was going on, Samantha felt sick to her stomach. Her studies of the occult gave her an insight into things that, otherwise, might go unnoticed by a novice.

Yet, her mind was focused on Donna at that moment. Samantha’s twin wanted so desperately to find a family and home that Sam wasn’t going to put a damper on her enjoyment. She knew she was going to have to give in to her sister and stay at the estate when it was going to take some work on her part since she would have to make phone calls letting the college know she was going to be out for several days.

“You’re right. I can’t really argue with the fact that I’ve always wanted to have a real family.”

Donna smiled. “Does that mean you’re on board with staying for a couple of days?”

“Just a couple of days, and that’s it. I really do need to get back to my classes, but I’m curious about our family history and where we come from.”

“That’s all we need. Just a couple of days, and then we’ll be able to figure out everything when we get back home. I promise you’re not going to regret it.”

Samantha scoffed. “I think I’m starting to already.”

Although she was happy her sister was excited about the chance to stay for a couple of days, Samantha was still worried about missing classes. She also knew she needed to be looking for a new job if they were going to keep up with the bills at home, but it was something that could wait to be figured out until later. Donna quickly rushed over to her and wrapped her arms around her.

“Thank you for the opportunity to stay for a few days.”

Samantha just shrugged, and they headed out of the room and through the twin doors that led to the foyer.

As soon as they walked through the doors, Ms. Duke was waiting for them on the other side. She watched as her sister explained that they would be staying and saw a giant smile cross the woman’s face. It was obvious that everyone they had met up to that point was excited they were there, and although everything they had seen so far stunned her, she was still concerned about the things they would be missing back home. They had never been gone from their apartment for more than a day or two at a time, but it was the first time they had been so far from home.

There was something about the estate that made her feel like it could be home, but she chalked it up to the fact they had met a blood relative for the first time. Samantha could only hope that their stay would only last a day or two, but she started to feel better when she realized how much she would actually be able to learn about the family they had come from. For the first time, she looked forward to the possibility of learning everything she could about the family she never knew.

Samantha watched Donna and the other woman smile and talk about everything the estate had to offer, but Ms. Duke seemed most excited by the fact that Harriet was happy about their arrival. As they started to make their way out of the foyer and in the direction of where they would be staying, Samantha couldn’t help but feel like someone was watching her. It was a feeling she couldn’t shake, and even though she looked around the room and through as many open doors as she could, there was no one there but them.

Samantha took several steps and tried to catch back up with her sister and the other woman, but she thought she heard someone behind her and turned around. A chill ran down her spine. There was absolutely no one there or in the room they had just left, but something was making her feel as though she was being watched, and the feeling would not subside. She stood still for a moment and stayed as silent as possible. For a split second, she thought she heard the sounds of a little boy whispering in the distance. She even took several steps back toward the room but quickly discovered it was empty.

Standing alone and shocked, she quickly tried to shake the feeling from her mind and turned around to follow her sister. When she headed in the direction that Ms. Duke was leading them in, she realized that Donna and the other woman had already made their way down one of the huge halls that led away from the main doors. Samantha quickly tried to catch up but found herself fascinated by all the paintings and antiques that seemed to loom around every corner.

Samantha was shocked to see several paintings and antiques that dated back thousands of years. It was all more glorious than she had ever imagined. Even as she tried to think of times she had seen something as close to what she was looking at, the only thing that came to mind was books she had read or movies she had watched over the years. The lighting seemed to have an antique effect and made it feel as though she had just stepped into an entirely different millennium. She had no idea how long ago the house had been built or what kind of history surrounded it, but if just seeing what was hanging on the walls was any indication, it was at least a couple hundred years old.

When she finally caught back up to Ms. Duke and Donna, the woman was talking about how glad they were to have found them. Samantha still found it odd to think about, and no matter how silly it seemed, she couldn’t help but wonder what had taken so long to locate them. The thought made her wonder what had happened all those years ago that had caused the family to lose track of them and put so much distance between them. There were many questions she hoped she could get answers to, and even though she wasn’t all that happy about having to stay for a couple of days, Samantha only hoped she would get the chance to learn as much as she could about the family and where they had really come from.
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Samantha thought about when they had first pulled into the estate and started to head down the driveway. The mansion looked massive from the outside, but now they were following the woman to where they would be staying the night. She couldn’t help but think about how huge the place really was. It seemed as though they had been walking for several minutes, and Ms. Duke was telling them all about the property and how large the estate truly was. She couldn’t bring herself to speak at first, just because she was in so much shock over the sheer size and beauty of everything around her. Instead, Samantha simply listened to what Ms. Duke had to say since she hadn’t stopped talking since Samantha had caught back up.

“The bulk of the property is roughly around twenty acres,” Ms. Duke said. “There are two ponds on the property as well. The family has lived here and taken care of the property since their ancestors moved to the United States over one hundred and fifty years ago.”

“I knew the place had to be old when I saw all the antiques scattered throughout the portion of the house we’ve seen so far,” Donna said.

She smiled. “The Redwoods were some of the first to really make a name for themselves in this area. Granted, there had been people living here for hundreds of years before they arrived, but when they got here, they knew exactly what they wanted out of life.”

“I’m assuming they came over with some money to their name in order to create a place like this?”

“You’d be right, but not like you think. You really have to imagine how just a small amount of money to us these days was so much more back then. It really came down to the fact that your great grandfather, John Redwood, struck out in the world to make a claim of his own.”

“What do you mean?” Donna asked.

“What started off as just a small amount of property he decided to purchase turned out to be real estate gold. When he decided to buy up a lot of the land around here and the rest of the state, he didn’t have any intention of becoming richer.”

“If he wasn’t planning on selling off all the property he was buying, then what changed his mind?”

Ms. Duke chuckled. “Dollar signs. One of the parcels of land he had purchased was right next to the ocean, and a group of people approached him, wanting to turn it into a docking point. Your great-grandfather made ten times what he paid for it when it sold. After that, there was no stopping him. He quickly became a real estate tycoon.”

As Samantha thought about the things she was learning about the family she had never known, she found it fascinating that the wealth had come from real estate. It wasn’t something she had ever imagined as being something so lucrative. Of course, given the fact that the information they were learning had happened more than a hundred years before, she was sure things were much different back then. Most real estate tycoons who lived in the present had their success due to the fact that they primarily sold to millionaires. It was easy to make money off of people who already had a ton of it. Glancing over at her sister, she could see that Donna was just as surprised by the revelation as she was.

Donna chuckled. “I’ve heard of oil tycoons before, but I can’t say I’ve ever heard about anybody making a killing off of real estate.”

“Believe it or not, a lot of people across the country have created a fortune based on real estate alone. John just happened to be one of the first. I’d venture to say that can be directly linked to having bought and sold most of the land on the East Coast and not just in New Hampshire.”

“That’s actually quite fascinating, and I never would have guessed that was where the family fortune actually derived from.”

She smiled. “There’s a rich family history that you could learn about this place.”

“Now that we’re going to be here for a couple more days, maybe Samantha can dig into all that information and tell me what she learns. What else can you tell us about the estate?”

“Well, the estate has twelve rooms and two apartments. Although it may sound like it’s a bit much for a family to live with, I assure you it’s just right. The estate does employ twenty-three people in total.”

“Sounds like quite a bit,” Samantha said, finally breaking her silence.

“She does talk,” Ms. Duke said with a chuckle. “I’m only teasing. You wouldn’t believe the number of people who walk into this place and have the same reaction you did. It truly is a lot to take in, but you do get used to it.”

“Are there ever any events that take place here?”

“You are a smart girl. The house is used for all sorts of local parties and galas. All year round, it hosts some of the biggest charities. It’s one of the main things that the family has always made sure to be a part of.”

Just thinking about the fact that the family she was just learning about were people who liked to give back to charity made her happy. It was nice to know she came from a line of people who were willing to give help to others. Even though she understood where she came from and the fact that they had nothing growing up, she had always wondered where her need to help others truly came from. Samantha had always thought it was due to the fact that she never had anything growing up, and she wanted to give back, but maybe it was in her blood.

“I like the idea that we come from a family who likes to give back to the community,” Samantha said.

“That’s why they almost never decline the opportunity to host a charity event here at the house. Well, I mean, that coupled with the fact that this is one of the largest mansions in the state. It leaves plenty of room for any type of gathering someone might want to host.”

“You said there are two apartments, right?” Donna asked.

“That’s right. Mrs. Harriette lives in the west wing apartment. Your apartment is going to be in the east wing.”

“Is the apartment we’re going to be staying in nice?”

Samantha laughed. “What do you mean? Haven’t you been paying attention to every other room in this house? Of course, it’s going to be nice.”

Ms. Duke chuckled. “You can definitely tell the two of you are sisters. Yes, I’m sure the apartment is going to suit your needs just fine, although it is modest.”

“I think your idea of modest and ours might differ slightly.”

“I suppose you might be right. The apartment has two bedrooms and a study. It comes with everything you need to live on your own, just like if you had your own home off the property.”

“It’s always been something we have dreamed about doing before, but it was definitely something for the future,” Donna said.

“I just think it’s an amazing thing if you think about it in its entirety.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just how fast life changes on a day-to-day basis. One day, you’re minding your own business and doing all the things you think you want to do, and the next thing you know, your whole world gets flipped upside down.”

Donna laughed. “You can say that again. We were simply going through our lives, wondering how we were going to make it until the next paycheck, and here we are, staying in one of the largest mansions in New Hampshire. I never thought we’d be able to afford a night at the Hampton Inn, let alone be staying in a place like this.”

“We’re here, but I have to tell you that not much has changed in the apartment since your mother lived here.”

Samantha happened to look ahead of them just as she heard what the woman said. At the end of the hallway was a set of double doors in the woodwork, which was absolutely remarkable. She wasn’t sure, but if she had to guess, the doors had been carved by someone with a steady hand. The design and detail alone made her wonder about the true value of the doors themselves. Being stunned at what she was seeing, she barely realized the woman had mentioned her mother and the fact that she had lived in the very apartment they were getting ready to walk into. Her heart nearly stopped.
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“This was our mother’s apartment?” Samantha asked.

The woman nodded. “Yes, ma’am. She lived here with her husband, your father, I’m guessing, until she passed away.”

As she pushed open the doors and Samantha looked beyond to the stunning space within, she had to stifle a gasp once more. A quick glance at her sister told Samantha that Donna was equally as flabbergasted as she was. The apartment was modeled after the estate itself. It appeared to be a miniaturized version of the drawing room they were in before, combined with a library and a small kitchen in the open space. Four doors, two on either side of the main entrance area, completed the rooms. A quick glance to the right and left told Samantha there were two bedrooms and two bathrooms as well.

Her sister wasted no time racing off to look at the bedrooms, but Samantha was more reserved. As much as she wanted to walk through the apartment, she wanted to find out more about her mother first. From the way Ms. Duke spoke, she had known the woman who had given birth to the twins. Any information Samantha could get from her, she wanted to obtain. Overall, though, everyone had been kind and open with her. Nothing about the estate had given her cause for concern yet, save for the strange sensations and noises that seemed to follow her.

“Did you know our mother well?” Samantha asked.

The woman shook her head, a sad look in her eyes. “I only know her from the stories Harriette has shared with me. I came into your grandmother’s life not long after your mother passed away. From the sound of things, though, she was one amazing woman.”

“Maybe,” Samantha muttered. “It’s kind of hard to see her as the saint everyone keeps talking about when you’ve spent your entire life in the foster system. But hey, that’s what parents who love their children do, right?”

She could tell she had made the woman uncomfortable and instantly regretted the words. It wasn’t Ms. Duke’s fault they’d been left behind as infants. She was just as innocent as they were in the whole ordeal. When Donna emerged once again, Samantha was grateful for her bubbly attitude to fill in the awkward silence that had taken hold of the conversation. The woman seemed to forget entirely about Samantha’s line of questioning, though, when Donna appeared. It was a reminder to Samantha that her job depended on discretion and keeping a low profile. For that, she was grateful.

“I am going to leave the two of you to get settled. You can use the phone by the front door to ring me if you need anything,” Ms. Duke said.

The sisters thanked her for everything and waited until she had gone before truly showing each other their excitement. Immediately, Samantha raced off to explore the space with Donna by her side. She was completely blown away by what she saw. A single bedroom and bathroom were larger than their apartment back in Texas in its entirety. It was easy to see why someone would never want to leave the estate. They had everything they could ever possibly want, all at their fingertips. Whenever they wanted something, it was a simple phone call away. She could feel herself becoming overwhelmed by it all.

They had spent their formidable years fighting for scraps of food and attention. Looking around, it was clear to see that their mother hadn’t faced the same battles in her youth. Samantha was a little surprised she didn’t have a stable full of ponies to top it all off out back. At any minute, she expected someone to burst through the door and tell her there was a mistake and that they were being shipped back to Texas. It was still so unreal. Moving to the back wall where the kitchenette was located, Samantha looked out over the land. The floor-to-ceiling windows provided them with an absolutely stunning view.

Donna came and stood next to her, nudging her shoulder and giving her a wink as they both took in the scenery. It was something she could spend hours marveling over. Something in her gut told Samantha, though, that the peace and quiet, the beautiful tranquility of their surroundings, wasn’t going to last very long. Part of her still felt like they should flee before things got too serious, but she knew she would never get Donna away from the estate. Samantha only wished she could share the same unbridled joy that her sister seemed to be lavishing at that moment.

“Can you believe it?” Donna asked. “I can’t imagine growing up in a place like this. This is absolutely insane.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself. This is absolutely insane. How do they expect us to believe any of this is real? How do we even know the door Ms. Duke just closed isn’t secretly bolting us in and we are going to be some rich asshole’s new playthings?”

Donna looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “Well…I mean, you could always go check the door, but I really don’t think they’re trying to pull one over on us. Don’t get me wrong, we are both cute as hell, but I definitely feel like there would be easier ways to get a couple of ladies in here.”

Samantha sighed. “Yeah, I figured.”

“Come on, Sam. Why can’t you just be happy? This is everything we have ever dreamed of. They have been nothing but kind to us since we got here—”

“That doesn’t make up for a lifetime of neglect, though,” Samantha said.

“No…but it’s a start, right? What more can we ask for? I am really enjoying myself here, and this is completely life-changing for both of us. I just wish you could share the same joy. I don’t know if you would be happy anywhere.”

“I was happy back in Texas.”

“Happy? You and I both know that is a lie. We were barely getting by. You were struggling with your job and at school. The stress of it all was starting to get to you. I know you tried to hide it from me, but I could see it.”

“At least in Texas, what we had was ours. We worked for every last piece of furniture we had. It was you and I who scraped together the money for a deposit on the apartment. Nothing in life was handed to us. This… this doesn’t feel like home at all,” Samantha said.

“Of course, it doesn’t! We have only been here for a few minutes. You have to give it some time. You promised me you were going to try, right?”

Samantha groaned. “Yeah, I guess so. Still, it doesn’t something seem off about this place to you? I wish I could do a better job of explaining it, but I don’t know exactly what I’m trying to say. It’s just this strange, constant sensation…like someone is watching us all the time.”

Her sister shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they have cameras all over this place. Some of the artwork has to be truly priceless. It would be the smart thing to do.”

Before she could tell her sister that it didn’t feel like cameras were watching her, the phone near the front door started to ring. They both jumped at the trill noise. Samantha hadn’t heard the sound of a landline in nearly a decade. Instantly, they both raced to the front of the apartment, but it was Donna who reached the phone first. She gave her sister a playful wink as she answered it. The conversation was brief.

When Donna ended the call, she appeared rather satisfied with herself. “That was our grandmother—”

“Supposed grandmother,” Samantha mumbled.

“Anyway, Harriette said the attorney is here, and they are waiting for us in the same room we were in before. So, good or bad, I guess we are about to figure out what all of this is about, right?” Donna asked.

Samantha took a deep breath and nodded. “Better now than in a few hours when we are starting to adjust to this place. I just want it to be over and done with.”

Her sister gave her another dramatic role of the eyes but headed for the door, nonetheless. There was an unspoken “told you so” when the door opened without any problems. It hadn’t been locked after all, knocking yet another one of Samantha’s conspiracy theories off the playing field. As the pair headed out into the hall, the persistent feeling of being watched stayed with Samantha. No matter what her sister thought, she was certain it wasn’t cameras tracking her every move.
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“Iam telling you, we are lost,” Samantha said.

“No, we aren’t. I know we took two left turns and one right. We just need to find the main hall again with our apartment.”

“I wonder how long it will be before they send a search party out for us. How is it we have no signal in this place? It’s not like we are in the middle of nowhere,” she muttered.

“Look! I know I have seen this painting before. This is exactly where we are supposed to be. We just need to go left down this hall, and it will lead us to the main entryway.”

Samantha frowned and stopped in the hall, her eyes trained on the painting before her. It truly was a work of art. The painter had obviously appreciated putting extensive detail into his work. The longer she gazed at it, the more details she was able to find. With each brush stroke, its creator managed to capture another beautiful detail of its subject. Though she could see it was the estate that had been his inspiration, it was from an angle situated away from the house. Samantha was excited to explore the grounds more. The more she thought about it, the more Samantha realized she wanted to stay in New Hampshire and get to know their estranged family better.

She sighed. “I guess we are going to need to figure out what to do before long. Leaving the apartment for a few hours, or even a few days, is one thing, but I have school I need to finish. If I don’t complete it, I will be throwing away the entire semester’s tuition. What do you think we should do?”

When her sister didn’t reply after several seconds, Samantha turned. She was shocked to find that Donna was nowhere in sight. The hall to her right branched off roughly twenty feet down, and she knew Donna hadn’t backtracked the way they came. To her left, though, the lights were shut off, and she couldn’t tell how deep the hall went. Gazing into the darkness, a chill ran down her spine. Just as she was about to follow her twin in the direction she was nearly certain Donna had gone, she heard something from the darkness to her left.

Freezing in place, Samantha listened to see if there was someone down there or if it was simply her mind playing tricks on her. For several seconds, there was nothing but silence. Just as she was about to chalk it up to her shot nerves, she heard Donna calling to her from down the hall. Instantly, relief flooded through her.

“What the heck are you doing?” Samantha called out. “I don’t think that this is the way we are supposed to go.”

Though she couldn’t yet see her sister, she heard Donna call her name once more. Moving into the darkened hallway, Samantha was relieved when she saw a faint light up ahead to her right. Though the first section of the hallway was dark, when she turned to the right, she found a single light illuminating another twenty feet of the hall. At the end was a single doorway. A chill ran down her spine when she didn’t see her sister waiting at the door for her. Going to the end of the hall, the sensation of being watched growing ever more persistent, she quickly turned the knob and shoved her weight against the door.

The heavy wood door didn’t move. As she glanced back down the hall, still vigorously working to get the ancient door open, she once again heard Donna call her name. This time, though, the voice was coming from the opposite direction, the same way in which she had just come. Once more, the voice called out to Samantha, and at that moment, she realized she had been sorely mistaken. It wasn’t her sister’s voice at all but that of an unknown female. As her stomach lurched, the light above her flickered, plunging her in and out of a terrifying darkness.

Several seconds into her harrowing ordeal, the lights gave one final attempt at life before sputtering and sparking. The hall was plunged into darkness that seemed to suck out the very air that Samantha struggled to gasp. Closing her eyes, the voice calling out to her ever closer, she slammed her body once more against the door, but it refused to give way. She felt like the world was closing around her, her own body turning against her to disintegrate into a complete panic attack.

When she was sure she could take no more, she felt a hand reach out and touch her arm. Out of instinct alone, she squealed and jumped away from the entity. At the same time, the door behind her flew open, and she tumbled into the bright hall, Ms. Duke falling out after her. A shocked elderly gentleman in the familiar uniform of a butler looked down his nose at the pair, obviously disgruntled to be finding them there.

“Heavens! Are you okay, dear child?” Ms. Duke asked her.

Samantha quickly climbed to her feet, helping the woman to hers as well as she nodded. Her heartbeat had finally started to return to normal. She felt like a complete idiot for how dramatically she had reacted. It had been the man calling and looking for her the entire time. Embarrassed, her cheeks flushed red, Samantha quickly explained to the woman she had gotten separated from her sister and turned around. The entire time she spoke, she felt like a fool.

“I feel like I need a road map of this place,” Samantha grumbled.

The woman chuckled. “Trust me, I know just how you feel. I blame myself for not coming to fetch the two of you to start with. You really shouldn’t have been left to navigate this place on your own. It really is a maze at times.”

“You can say that again. I think my sister might still be trapped in the belly of this beast somewhere.”

“You will be happy to know she made it out on her own. Donna is already in the drawing room with the others. You were the last piece of the puzzle.”

“Great,” Samantha muttered. “That means everyone knows I got lost on my first day here. It’s like high school all over again.”

The woman patted her on the shoulder and smiled as they started to walk. “I promise things will get easier as time goes on. Before long, you will know this place like the back of your hand.”

Samantha didn’t have the heart to tell the woman she had no intention of staying there long enough to get the lay of the land. As they made their way down the main hall, she listened as Ms. Duke rambled on about the estate. There was no denying it was a fascinating piece of history, but it still wasn’t her home. Moments later, Ms. Duke led her into the sitting room where Harriette and Donna, along with a gentleman about the age of their grandmother, were waiting for her.

There was a brief round of introductions before they all got settled. Samantha was in no mood for the small talk that was offered. It was obvious Donna had questions for her about where she had been. The only thing Samantha wanted, though, was to take care of what was needed and get as far away from the estate and strange family as possible. She had seen and felt enough to know the cold manner would never be her home. With the elderly pair engrossed in small talk, Donna nudged her sister to get her attention.

“Are you okay? I had no idea you weren’t right behind me. Why didn’t you follow me out?” Donna whispered.

“I don’t want to talk about it right now. I didn’t realize you had already walked away. I guess I got sucked into the painting,” Samantha said.

“It wasn’t like the way out was hard to find; it was the only direction that was lit.”

“Like I said, I don’t want to talk about it right now. When we are headed back, I will tell you everything,” Samantha whispered.

At the mention of returning to Texas, her sister went silent. Samantha knew Donna didn’t want to go back so soon, but the longer they stayed there, the more uneasy Samantha grew. Something wasn’t right at the estate, and she didn’t want to stick around long enough to find out what it was. The only reason she was still at the manor whatsoever was because of Donna. As far as Samantha was concerned, there was nothing there for them but the promise of future heartache and more unanswered questions. She wanted to be back on a flight home and forget they had ever come to begin with. They could keep their money. It wasn’t worth the emotional price Samantha would have to pay.
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“Imust say, in all the years that I have been practicing law, this is a first for me. When Camilla tasked me with changing the will, she was certain there was only one daughter. As a matter of fact, if memory serves, that was what your daughter, Harriette, had told her a decade before. This is all quite unusual,” Mr. Oliver said.

“Well, I know if anyone can handle something like this, it would be you, Mr. Oliver. My mother entrusted you with a great deal. Do you foresee any issues?” Harriette asked.

The man scoffed. “Issues? Of course not! The Redwood Trust has been established for centuries. With the DNA tests we can do nowadays, it will only be a few hours before we are able to irrevocably say that both of these young ladies are the daughter of Callie Redwood, and thus, both are entitled to inherit the estate.”

“The estate?” Samantha said. “Why wouldn’t it go to Harriette? She’s Camilla’s daughter, after all.”

“It goes to the eldest daughter. Since Harriette is the youngest of three children, both of her older siblings being men, the estate was transferred to your mother upon Camilla’s death. Since your mother had already met her demise before then, it goes to the eldest daughter of her lineage. Given that you are twins, you will both inherit equal shares,” Mr. Oliver said.

“Wait a second here,” Donna said. “What would happen if we didn’t exist? Then who would it go to?”

“With no immediate female heir, it would revert to the eldest heir next in line, which would be Harriette’s oldest brother,” Mr. Oliver said. “None of that really matters, though, at least not anymore now that you are both here. I suppose we should dig right in. I understand that you both have a great deal of questions about your past, but unfortunately, that is not why I am here. Over time, I am certain Harriette will be happy to share a little about your mother and lineage with you. My only role in this is as overseer of the Redwood Trust.

“Now, I am going to give you the basic numbers, but what you need to understand is that you own the controlling majority of the Redwood trust. Even split between the two of you, it is still eighty percent of the companies, holdings, properties, rentals, and franchises for the Redwood Trust. Over the years, your grandfather, great-grandfather, and so on built up several real estate ventures not only on the East Coast but all over the United States. In total, the Redwood Trust is worth roughly eighty-five million dollars. Of that, you two will split about sixty-eight million.”

Immediately, the world around her started to spin slowly as she fought to pay attention to what the man was saying. His voice had started to trail off, though, the humming in her ears growing louder with each passing second. She knew she had heard him correctly, yet somehow, none of it seemed real. Granted, even when she had allowed herself to get carried away, to daydream about the possibilities and outcomes of that very meeting, she never could have imagined so much wealth in one family.

“Now, it will take me a little time to get the documents switched over to include both of you, but I have brought over the document pages that you will need to sign anyway. This certifies that you both believe you are entitled to the Redwood Trust. We will have a notary and a nurse here within a few hours to do a DNA test on both of you. I am not anticipating any problems. We have the formal reading of the will in a few days, and by then, everything will be squared away. Would you like to go over the fine print of the inheritance now?” Mr. Oliver asked.

Harriette clicked her tongue. “I don’t think that is necessary. These two have already had an exhausting day. We should just let them settle in for a few days. We will handle all the formalities when the others arrive and we do the reading together.”

“Are you sure?” Mr. Oliver asked her once again.

Their grandmother nodded. “I know these two still have a lot of questions, and I would like the evening to get to know my granddaughters before the others arrive tomorrow.”

“The others?” Samantha asked.

“Yes, your uncles, my brothers, will both be staying here. My oldest brother, Wesley, lost his wife a few years back to cancer. Now, the middle sibling, Beau, will be here with his wife, Bonnie. I am sure they will all be delighted to meet you.”

“Do they know about us?” Samantha asked.

Harriette shook her head. For some reason, the response not only shocked Samantha but irked her as well. She couldn’t explain why, but she felt like their grandmother was hiding them like they were some sort of dirty secret she wasn’t ready to share with the rest of the world. Immediately, Samantha was ruffled by the implication. Mr. Oliver, though, seemed oblivious to the exchange for his part. He already had the documents needed out and ready for them to sign. It bothered her that Donna reached for the pen and started signing her name on her documents without bothering to read them.

Samantha wasn’t going to be nearly as careless as her sister. She didn’t care if the others had to sit and wait while she scanned through everything. Even though she was looking for some sort of catch, some ruse that would prove it was all a lie, Samantha found nothing. The documents she was signing were nothing more than permission slips, not only for her to be left in the will but for the DNA test as well. By the time she had her paperwork signed, she could feel her sister’s irritated gaze on her. Samantha wasn’t going to apologize for being thorough. Her attention to detail had seen them both through more than one crisis in life. Mr. Oliver took the paperwork and started putting it back into his briefcase as he smiled at the trio of women.

“I’ve already scheduled you with the courts and with my private firm for the testing this afternoon. I’ll get started on the paperwork to update the will right away. I look forward to seeing all three of you again in a few days. I must say, this is a story for the record books. The boys down at the cigar lounge are never going to believe me.”

“Mr. Oliver!” their grandmother said. “You should not be down at the cigar bar anyway. What would your wife think?”

Mr. Oliver gave their grandmother a wink and chuckled as he stood. “I don’t think she would look up from her bridge game long enough to notice, but I do thank you for looking out for me, Harriette. Ladies, I will see you in a few days. Until then, enjoy yourselves.”

Watching the man as he headed for the exit, Samantha realized for the first time that Ms. Duke had appeared at the doorway. The woman seemed to know and anticipate everything her employer needed. As they waited for the lawyer to go, Samantha turned her attention back to her grandmother and sister. She had no idea they were going to be tasked with meeting an entire entourage of people so soon. Samantha wasn’t certain it was something she would do willingly. Still, the amount of money they were set to inherit played through her mind. Never in her life could she have imagined such an exorbitant amount.

“Now we have a little time to ourselves. I am sure both of you have questions. I am happy to answer anything I can,” Harriette said.

“I want to know more about our mother and our family!” Donna said.

Samantha was far less enthusiastic about the prospect of having a conversation with their grandmother. It was true she had questions, but Samantha was still reeling from the revelation they were set to inherit a fortune.

“If the two of you want to stay and talk, that’s fine, but I think I am going to head back to the apartment. I just need to take a break from it all,” Samantha said.

“Why don’t the two of you join me for dinner later tonight? That will give you a chance to get settled in and adjust to everything,” Harriette said.

“That sounds like a great idea,” Donna replied.

Before Samantha could voice her opinion on the matter, the plans were set in place, and she was being pulled back out of the room by her sister. No matter what Donna thought, Samantha had no intention of sticking around. In her heart, she felt like there was nothing there for them. Their mother and their father were already dead. All she wanted was to be back home. The estate and Harriette were nothing more than a bad dream fading into the distance.


18
[image: ]


They were still sitting in the drawing room a few minutes after Harriette had been escorted back to her own apartment by her aide. Samantha had no idea what they were supposed to do with themselves, but she was hesitant to try to find their way back to their own temporary space. After the strange occurrence from earlier, she didn’t want to be wandering anywhere in the manor on her own. Yet there was no way to stop Donna unless she wanted to tell her what had happened. She was still trying to talk her into waiting in the drawing room a while longer when Ms. Duke returned.

Immediately, Samantha was relieved to see the woman. She brought with her a younger woman around the twins’ age. The newcomer was wearing the same uniform as the elderly woman. She could instantly tell there was a spark between Donna and the newcomer. The woman’s personality was almost bubbling over, the same as Donna’s often was. It was strange to think that a woman their own age worked in the staunch estate. She seemed far too cheerful to be lurking in the halls of the manor. Nonetheless, when Ms. Duke started making introductions, the woman stuck out her hand, and Samantha gladly accepted.

“Ladies, this is Ms. Maggie Evans. She was hired on to be Samantha’s aide, but she is happy to work with you both for the time being. This is just temporary until we can find Donna a suitable aide as well,” the woman said.

“I don’t think we need all of this for just a few days,” Samantha said.

“Said the woman who got lost finding her way back to the middle of the house,” Donna muttered. “I think it is a great idea. If nothing else, then maybe Maggie can help us navigate our way around here just while we are staying.”

As much as she hated the idea of having someone following them around, Samantha could tell she wasn’t going to talk Donna out of accepting the services that came with their position at the estate. Still, it very much bothered her. Moments later, Ms. Duke was leaving the trio of women as they started in the direction of their apartment once more. She followed behind Donna and Maggie as they chatted like old friends. It was no shock to her. Donna was capable of making friends anywhere she went. It was a quality Samantha loved about her sister but had no desire to imitate. She was perfectly content being a wallflower and watching the world go by.

With every step they took, the memories of their years alone flooded back through her. The manor, in all its glory, still didn’t feel like home. Their apartment back in Texas was where she wanted to be, with the comforts of a dwelling they had spent years creating. Every piece of furniture in their abode was another memory, a milestone they had worked toward. At the estate, however, everything seemed cold and heartless. She’d spent her life in heartless homes and had no intention of doing so again.

Yet Maggie appeared intent on getting to know Donna as well as Samantha. Moments after they had started walking, the woman paused and smiled at her as she waited for Samantha to catch up with them. It was strange enough knowing they were spending the next few days in a house with a family they barely knew. She didn’t want the added pressure of constantly being forced to make conversation with a stranger as well. Samantha wouldn’t voice her opinion on the matter as long as Maggie was around. She could discuss it with Donna in the privacy of their apartment later on.

Though she didn’t care how her sister spent her time while they were at the estate, Samantha wasn’t going to have hers dictated for her. When they were in the now familiar hallway that would lead them to their apartment, she did her best to go along with the conversation. It was still a struggle for her to wrap her mind around the prior conversation with the attorney. Something told her that the reality of it hadn’t yet sunk in for her twin, either. Nothing about her demeanor had changed from an hour before when they didn’t know anything.

“Did you hear that, Sammy? Maggie got this job here just for us! She said her mother is the chef. I guess they were looking for someone young and hip to keep up with you,” Donna said.

Maggie blushed. “It’s true. My mother told me what they were looking for, and I was happy to step in. Normally, I would just go to class all summer, but I decided to take a few months off, and this came at the perfect time.”

“Another college girl, just like you, sis,” Donna said. “Samantha is in college, too. She is studying the occult.”

“Actually, it’s the archaeological and social influence of the occult,” Samantha muttered. “I don’t want anyone thinking I am obsessed with things that go bump in the night or anything.”

“Well, that is a shame because I am kind of obsessed with things that go bump in the night. You should hear the rumors about this place. Some people in the area say it’s cursed; some people think it’s haunted. Honestly? I haven’t been here long enough to form my own opinion,” Maggie said.

“Oh, I think you got her attention with that one,” Donna said playfully.

Samantha blushed and looked away from the women as they continued to walk. She didn’t want to admit it to her sister, but Donna was right. She was definitely intrigued by Maggie. It was more than that. Samantha wanted to know about the history of the estate and everyone else’s opinion about it as well. So much of her research and work consisted of talking with fellow believers and those who had witnessed accounts firsthand. For the first time since arriving at the estate, Samantha was excited about something. She was a little disappointed when Maggie didn’t follow them into their apartment.

“I am sure the two of you are famished at this point. Why don’t I go down to the kitchen and have my mom whip you up a couple of sandwiches? By the time I make it back, the notary and the nurse should be here.”

“Really? I was hoping we might get a chance to get to know you better,” Samantha said.

Maggie smiled at her. “I promise there will be plenty of time for that. You don’t seem like the type of person who wants to mingle with your family when they arrive, so I can hide out with you in here as much as you would like. Honestly, I’m excited to meet someone else who enjoys the stories.”

Satisfied with that answer, Samantha nodded and smiled at the woman as she watched her go. Donna closed the door behind her and turned to her sister. She let out an excited squeal as she raced over to Samantha and pulled her into her arms. Despite holding Samantha tight, it didn’t stop Donna from bouncing up and down. When Donna finally let Samantha go again, Samantha felt jostled but just as excited as her sister. They had so much to discuss and go over, but it didn’t seem like there was enough time.

Samantha was a little disappointed they were having dinner with their grandmother later. Though she wanted to get to know Harriette more, she knew they had a lot to sift through before the reading of the will. It didn’t help that she still felt like there was something Harriette was holding back from them. After a lifetime of building up a healthy mistrust of adults, she had learned to sniff out the earmarks of a dishonest person from the very get-go. Samantha knew her sister was viewing things through rose-colored glasses, and she wasn’t ready to burst her bubble just yet.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Harriette. She did believe she was, in fact, their grandmother. There was simply something the woman was hiding from them. They only had a few days to make the decision on whether they would accept their inheritance. If there was more, they needed to know before agreeing to the lifelong commitment, she wanted it all laid out there ahead of time. Donna aced to the stocked refrigerator and pulled out two beers. She returned to where Samantha was now sitting in the living room and flopped onto the sofa next to her.

“Can you believe this? It is completely unreal,” Donna said. “Never in my life did I think we would be inheriting millions of dollars. Do you know what I’m going to do with it? I’m going to buy that shitty little diner Carl loves so much and bulldoze it to the ground. Better yet, I might pay someone to duct tape him up inside before we bulldoze it.”

Samantha shook her head and chuckled. She knew Donna was only joking around, but at that moment, it struck her just how dangerous the money could be. They needed to be careful in everything they did, counting only on each other in the coming days.
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“Are you honestly telling me that you aren’t going to do anything with it?” Donna asked.

Samantha shrugged. “I’m not saying I’m not going to do anything with it. I just think we need to have a serious discussion about it before we agree to sign anything else. This kind of money can be life-changing, but we also need to be careful. I don’t want to see it tear us apart.”

“Why would it tear us apart? You are not only my sister but my best friend. I think you are worrying about something that you have no need to be stressed about. I love you to bits and pieces, but you have a habit of overreacting about things.”

“Me? I don’t think I’m overreacting in the least. So much of this is still suspicious.”

“What more can they do to make you see they are trying to prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt? They are bringing in someone to do a DNA test on us. They are changing everything about the will—”

“And why exactly are they doing that? Doesn’t it seem suspicious to you? There is still so much that Harriette has to answer for, and I am not saying we shouldn’t agree to all of this. I just think we need to be careful in our approach. Like tonight, when we talk with her, I want to know exactly what it is she knows. Is that so much to ask for?” Samantha said.

Her sister groaned and rolled her eyes but pulled herself closer to Samantha. “No, I guess not. I know you are just trying to keep us safe. It was just nice to pretend for a little while that there would be no strings attached to any of this.”

“At least there is a silver lining. Whether we end up taking the money, at least now we know where we came from. This is a great opportunity for us to actually find out about our parents. Think about it: we are staying in the same rooms they did. We are probably sleeping in the same beds they did, too. How much do you want to bet that somewhere around here, there is a journal or archive that our mom or dad kept?”

Donna’s eyes lit up. “Do you really think so?”

Samantha nodded. “Like I said, we have an opportunity here to find out where we came from. No matter what happens in a couple of days, I want us to leave here with answers; what do you say?”

“I say, what are we waiting for?” Donna said.

Instantly, her sister jumped to her feet, pulling Samantha to hers as well. She laughed as her sister dragged her toward the bedroom Donna had claimed earlier in the day. As they started to explore the room and adjacent bathroom, Samantha was once again awed by the beautiful craftsmanship and the decorating her mother had done decades before. On the mantle above the fireplace, there was a picture of her mother and a man she could only presume was their father.

Much to Samantha’s surprise, the image tugged at her heartstrings. She had so many conflicting emotions when it came to her parents that she didn’t know what to do with them. On the one hand, her heart broke over the loss of them both. Yet, on the other hand, she was reminded of the abandonment they had both willingly been a part of. It didn’t take a genius to know the sisters’ lives would have been dramatically different had their mother decided not to put them up for adoption all those years ago.

There was a resentment buried deep within her, an emotional grief she wasn’t yet ready to tackle. Instead, Samantha brushed away the tear that had slipped down her cheek and quickly moved away from the framed photo once more. Just as she started opening different drawers in the massive oak chest sitting next to the bed, she heard her sister calling out her name from the main living area. Samantha jogged out to find Donna standing at the door along with Maggie, a woman in nurse’s scrubs, and a younger man in an ill-fitting suit.

There was a brief round of introductions before the nurse started walking them through the process. Donna, ever the one to jump on the bandwagon, was the first to have her blood drawn after the associate with the attorney’s office acting as a notary and witness confirmed her identification and took her fingerprints. She was happy to see how thorough they were with the entire process, but it still bothered her a little that it needed to be done at all. The closer they got to the time they planned on eating with Harriette, the more on edge Samantha became.

She had only received vague answers from the woman earlier in the day, and she was fed up with it. It was obvious Harriette knew everything going on, including why they were set to inherit millions, yet she hadn’t said a thing to either of them. Legalities aside, Samantha would have expected someone who truly cared about them to provide some sort of early notice. By the time they were finished with the nurse and notary, she had a headache and was famished. In the time it had taken the nurse to draw their blood and the notary to get what he needed from them, Maggie had set up the small dining room table with a complete lunch for the sisters.

Despite Samantha assuring her she was welcome to stay, it was clear Maggie had other things she needed to be doing. Still, the woman promised to return within the hour to take them on a tour of the house and property before dinner that evening. Samantha was truly looking forward to seeing the grounds. Digging into the pile of sandwiches, along with the heaping amount of thick macaroni and cheese that had been provided, Samantha felt like she was in heaven. When she spoke, it was through a mouth full of food.

“Damn, Maggie’s mother really can cook. Whatever they are paying her, they should double it for this macaroni and cheese recipe alone. I don’t think I have ever had anything so delicious in my life,” Samantha said.

Her sister nodded in agreement. “If we end up staying here longer than a couple of days, I’m going to have to go back to working out every day. There is no way I can eat like this on a regular basis and not triple my body weight.”

“Well, enjoy it while you can because I still don’t want to stay. No amount of amazing food or pretty walks through the gardens is going to change that. There is something off about this place, even if I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“Don’t forget you said you were going to give it a chance. I hope you plan on sticking to your word.”

“Of course, I am going to give it a chance, but it doesn’t change the fact that my life is still in Texas. How do you expect me to go to college there if I am here in this mausoleum?” Samantha asked.

Donna scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because it’s not like there aren’t any colleges here in New Hampshire you could go to. Jesus, Samantha. We are inheriting millions. You don’t need to go to college anymore! I just wish you would enjoy this for a minute. Or, if nothing else, let me enjoy it for a while before you bring everybody’s mood down.”

Before Samantha could reply to her sister’s childish outburst, Donna shoved her chair away from the table and abruptly stood. She glared at Samantha for a split second and then spun around and stormed away from the kitchen area and into the living room. Before Samantha could stop herself, she burst out in laughter at how dramatic Donna was being. For someone who claimed to be a grown-up, she was acting like a spoiled child. Donna froze, her jaw dropping as she spun back to glare at Samantha for laughing. No matter the petty fighting between them, Samantha knew Donna would always be on her side and her best friend. They would stick by each other’s sides forever.
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It was exactly an hour later on the nose when Maggie returned to the apartment. At that time, the siblings had already mended fences between each other. Samantha knew she could never stay mad at Donna and that Donna felt the same as well. They had survived so much together throughout their lives; she wouldn’t want to be facing whatever the future held with anyone but her sister. Still, when Maggie showed up, Samantha couldn’t deny the flutter in her stomach at the sight of the woman.

There was something so vibrant about her. It wasn’t something the twins often discussed, more of the knowledge that simply passed between them being so close, but they were both pansexual, not seeing whether someone was male or a female so much as a simple attraction to that person’s personality or initially even their looks. With Maggie, though, it was different. There was a connection with Samantha that she most certainly wanted to look into deeper. Once again, though, her mind reminded her of the logic behind it.

Samantha was determined not to stay in New Hampshire, making anything she could have with Maggie brief and likely heartbreaking for one or the other party. It wasn’t something she could consider. Instead, she wanted to know more about her and the lure of the estate. It seemed as though it was a task that Maggie was more than happy to complete. As they followed her back out into the hallway, Maggie spoke in a manner that made every word captivating.

“Most people think the Redwood family built this estate, but they did not. In fact, that was a separate family entirely. Now, some people believe that the original owners, the Green family, are the ones who haunt this place now. Still, there are others who will swear up and down that the land is actually an Indian burial ground and cursed in itself. Of course, you also have those believers who think the Redwood family is cursed or that it’s their lineage haunting the place. Any way you look at it, there have been way too many sightings and way too many people who have felt or seen something here for it just to be a coincidence,” Maggie said.

“From the way you talk about it, I feel like it’s a safe bet to say that you are one of those believers?” Donna asked.

When Maggie blushed, Samantha’s heart started to race.

The woman nodded. “Guilty as charged. When my mom told me this job was available, I jumped on it. Seeing this place in person—the behind-the-scenes aspects—is the thing that makes dreams come true for girls like me.”

“Wait a minute, your mom works here, right? You should be free to come here anytime you want. You really never saw this place before getting this job?” Samantha asked.

Maggie shook her head. “Nope, not anything beyond the spaces open to the public. The only people who have really been inside are the ones rich enough to rent it out for an event, those attending one of those events, or the people who work here. The whole Redwood family is pretty closed off from the lower class, if you know what I mean. So, there is very little of the house the commoners get to see.”

“I swear you might be our long-lost sister with as much shit as you have in common with Samantha,” Donna said.

“Thank God she’s not,” Samantha mumbled.

Instantly, both women looked at her, but it was the blush on Maggie’s cheeks and the smile on her lips that drew Samantha’s attention. From the corner of her eye, Samantha saw her sister’s mouth drop open slightly in shock as she managed to piece together what was going on. Samantha wasn’t about to indulge Donna, though, and give her any tidbits of information. Her sister was being difficult enough. She didn’t need to fuel the fire by telling Donna she was quickly falling for their new aide.

After a split second that seemed frozen in time, the trio snapped out of it and continued walking toward the back of the house. She was still amazed by everything she saw around her. It wasn’t hard to understand how the estate was worth the amount it was. Everywhere seemed adorned with artwork and priceless relics. As they continued walking, Samantha saw that Maggie was leading them toward a massive set of double doors ahead.

They were absolutely stunning in their own right, standing nearly twelve feet tall with towering panes of glass, giving people inside an astonishing view of the back property. They were well tended, as was everything in the house. Despite her slight frame, Maggie was easily able to push open the doors leading outside. The warm wave of fresh air washed over them, billowing out the curtains in a haunting manner. They moved in unison through the doors. Despite the warm air, she felt a chill move down her spine as Samantha looked out over the land.

“There are a little under thirty acres altogether. Apparently, back in the day, they had a stable, but after Harriette’s daughter died—”

“Our mother,” Samantha said.

Maggie smiled at her with compassion. “Yes, your mother, Callie. After she died, I think the horses were a reminder of her for Harriette. She really loved Callie…at least that’s what my mother says.”

“Has she been here long?”

Maggie nodded. “You better believe it. Hell, she’s…fifty-five now. Started right out of culinary school at twenty. She’s been here longer than most of the family members I’ve seen coming through.”

“Are there a lot of them?” Samantha asked.

“No, just the brothers, but my mom doesn’t care much for them. Apparently, they are rather picky, and she’s used to cooking whatever she is in the mood for. Harriette has always trusted her skills and instincts. Whenever those two show up, especially the wife, Bonnie, it’s a week or two of hell for my mom,” Maggie said. “I shouldn’t be talking about that. My momma would tan my hide if she knew I was bitching to you two about this.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Donna said. “We want you to feel like you can talk to us. If we are going to take over the care of this place—”

“Excuse me?” Samantha growled. “We are doing no such thing.”

“It was just a thought,” Donna muttered. “If we really are the heirs, how are we going to run this place from our little Texas apartment? I feel like it’s not the type of house you only visit a few months out of the year.”

“It’s not our house,” she snapped. “This is Harriette’s house, her brothers, whoever else you want to name off, but it’s not ours. This isn’t our home, and these aren’t our people, Donna.”

“Why can’t you just give it a chance? Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Donna said.

Samantha’s eyes darted to Maggie, who was obviously trying desperately not to listen in. Grabbing Donna’s arm, Samantha pulled her down off the back patio to put some distance between themselves and any cameras that might be watching their every move. How was she going to make Donna understand it was simply too dangerous?

“Why do you keep bringing this up? We are going back home as soon as we possibly can, okay?” Samantha hissed.

Donna jerked her arm free. “You know you aren’t my boss, right? Just because you want to go back home doesn’t mean I want to. I’m my own person, and maybe it’s time you start seeing me as one.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. You aren’t really thinking about staying here by yourself, are you?”

Donna shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe I am.”

Samantha was too stunned to reply. Donna turned and headed back for their tour guide, waiting on the steps of the patio. She hated herself for losing her temper with Donna, knowing it would only drive a wedge deeper between them in the long run. Yet the idea of staying at the manor, where something was lurking in the halls, was beyond anything Samantha could comprehend. She wanted to be out of there as soon as possible, but leaving Donna behind simply wasn’t a choice.

Samantha had always protected her sister as a child and well into their adult years. That need to keep her safe didn’t stop simply because they had family now or because they had money. For the rest of her life, she would worry about Donna, no matter where she was or what she was doing. No distance was too great. Now, though, it felt like the distance between them was growing before her very eyes. She didn’t want to think about her daily life without Donna there.
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The three of them had headed out to see the nearly twenty acres of property within the estate. Samantha was looking forward to what all the property had to offer. Yet she was upset with the thought of her sister staying behind even if she left. Being in the presence of Maggie, along with the feeling of a slight crush beginning to form on the girl, she tried to bite her tongue for as long as she could. Unfortunately, the more Donna talked about staying, the more upset Samantha became.

Samantha knew deep in her gut that something was wrong. Even if she hadn’t yet put her finger on what was giving her the disturbing sensation in the pit of her stomach, it was there. How could she ask Donna to change her plans, though, based on a hunch alone?

“Why would you wait?” Samantha asked. “That was never the plan.”

“If you don’t want to stay, then you don’t have to. I’m making a choice to stay here whether you are going to be here or not.”

“I just feel like something is wrong, and I don’t think either one of us should stay longer than we had planned.”

“You know,” Maggie said, “the area we are heading to now has a ten-foot-tall privacy fence all around it.”

Samantha was thrown off by the fact that Maggie had thrown herself into the conversation, but she quickly realized she and her sister had started an argument about something that could have been talked about in private. Samantha was sure Maggie was just trying to diffuse the situation before it got out of control, and she quickly became thankful their aide was there to stop the argument before it started to get any worse. Thinking about what Maggie had said, she was curious to know what part of the property would need a fence as high as the one they were headed for.

“Why would a place like this need to be fenced in with something so high?” Samantha asked.

Maggie smiled. “We’re going to the Redwood family crypt and graveyard. There were plans in place at one point to install a makeshift wall out of concrete, but they were swiftly tossed out since there were problems with the fence already in place. Well, mostly, that is.”

“What do you mean by mostly?”

“It’s open to the public and has been a place where a lot of people visit just to see the aesthetic, but a lot of the local kids have been coming up here over the years and getting drunk.”

“That doesn’t seem all that bad,” Donna said.

“It wasn’t until they started leaving all their trash behind and telling a bunch of ghost stories that started to get out to the local area. Now, the gate is locked at night.”

Samantha was surprised by the information. It was hard to believe that a bunch of teenagers would cause such an issue with a graveyard, but as she thought about her own teenage years, she understood the type of damage that leaving trash behind could cause. The ghost stories, on the other hand, were something she wanted to know more about. She wondered if they were something just made up by the group of people who decided it would be a good place to party or if they were really seeing something while they were there. Either way, Samantha was looking forward to seeing the crypt.

As they walked in the direction of the graveyard, Maggie continued to tell them as much about the property as she could during their time together. Samantha was intrigued with every word she said, and the more she heard the woman talk, the more she felt a connection to her. She was lost for a few moments in the way Maggie walked and spoke. There was something more about her that Samantha wanted to get to know, and she started to wonder if staying at the estate was such a bad idea if it meant she would get more time with Maggie. She was suddenly snapped out of her thoughts when she started to focus on what Maggie was saying.

“It might seem kind of odd to have the locals being allowed to visit the crypt, but the graveyard isn’t the only part of the property that is kind of like a museum to the locals. The manor is set up that way as well.”

“Do they really do tours and stuff like that? What do you just let people come whenever they please to look around?” Samantha asked.

“It’s completely open to the public during certain hours, and they have a setup for private tours as well if they call ahead and give advance notice,” Maggie said.

“I feel like that’s kind of weird just to have people walking around your home all the time,” Donna said.

“It’s nothing like that. There are certain areas throughout the main house that are off limits, but people get a good idea of the history of the manor with what they are allowed to see.”

It was definitely something she had to agree with her sister on. Samantha couldn’t imagine trying to go through her day and having to deal with locals walking around the property, but she knew the rich history that came with the estate had to be something that intrigued people.

As they walked deeper into the property, Samantha felt as though they were being watched and every move was being recorded. It crossed her mind about the security cameras that she had seen when they had arrived. Knowing there were at least a few cameras watching the main house, she figured the reason she felt as though they were being watched was because there were several more around the property.

“I really don’t like the idea of there being so many cameras,” Samantha muttered.

Maggie turned and raised an eyebrow. “There really aren’t that many cameras around. The only ones that have been installed are at the main doors, and that is just an added defense to stop intruders.”

“I figured a property this size would have several more.”

“Nope, the only ones we have are at the main doors. I’m sure that if it’s something you wanted, then they would be more than happy to install more to make you feel more secure during your stay.”

Samantha thought about it for several moments, and as much as she didn’t like the idea of cameras watching their every move, she was stunned to learn there were only a couple back at the main house. She thought back to the problems they were having with teenagers breaking into the graveyard and wondered if cameras being put in place was something that would stop it from happening. Knowing that teenagers would be smart enough to disable them or even paint over the lens, she quickly disregarded the thought. Still, the comment that the cameras were in place to stop intruders made her wonder how many times they had had problems on the property.

“Is that something we need to be worried about?”

Maggie chuckled. “Like I said, the manor is like a museum. There is so much artwork that is worth a lot of money.”

“So, they only have a couple of cameras to keep an eye on everybody coming and going, but what about the rest of the estate?”

“Aside from the fact that teenagers like to sneak into the graveyard and enjoy drinking with their friends, there’s never been any other issues here.”

Samantha sighed. “I kind of feel like they could do more in order to keep people out.”

“Every place that has a rich history, such as this estate, has its own way of security. The paintings are all armed with alarms and sensors, and the cameras out front keep an eye on everyone who comes and goes. Other than that, there has never been a need for more cameras around the area.”

“They are at every door, though, right?”

“Every door going in and out of the main house is covered by a camera. Even with just a couple of cameras in place, there has never been any issue in where they’ve needed to be looked over.”

Although she didn’t like the idea of so many cameras, learning that there weren’t more cameras to keep an eye on the property made her feel uncomfortable. She suddenly realized that the feeling of being watched had gone away, and if it wasn’t because of security cameras, then someone or something had been out there watching them. There was a slight turning in her stomach, and she quickly glanced around the area where they were walking, only to see no one there. Whatever was giving her the feeling of being watched was something she couldn’t figure out, and it made her sick.
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Samantha had grown quiet after the conversation about the security around the estate. While she had been able to focus on everything Maggie was telling them during their walk, she hadn’t been able to get the thought of being watched out of her head. It was something that was bothering her more than she had thought it was going to, and she barely remembered passing by the graveyard or any other property they had been guided through.

By the time they had finished following Maggie through the property, it was late afternoon. They were already heading back to the main house, but Samantha found herself glancing in every direction, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever was following them. She finally talked herself into believing it was just her mind playing tricks on her and was able to focus on what they were doing. The tour was over, but she could hardly remember anything that had been said during their walk around the property. As the group approached the manor’s front doors, Maggie promised she would come back in an hour to walk them over to Harriette’s apartment for dinner.

“We really appreciate you showing us around,” Samantha said.

“It’s not a big deal. I mean, after all, it is a part of my job description, but I enjoy spending time with you.”

She blushed slightly. “I look forward to the few days I’m going to be here.”

Maggie smiled. “That makes two of us. Like I said, I’ll be back to get both of you in about an hour and take you to Harriette’s for dinner.”

Samantha felt her heart started to race as the woman turned to leave. It wasn’t every day that she met a woman quite like Maggie, and she was starting to enjoy her company more and more. After Maggie walked out of their apartment, Samantha closed the door behind her. There was a small part of her that already missed the woman, but she was glad they were going to be able to spend a little more time together before she left. Turning toward her sister, she suddenly realized that Donna hadn’t said much since their argument started earlier that day.

There was an awkward silence that lasted for several moments, and Samantha couldn’t stand the fact that there was tension in the air. Although she and Donna had their moments of disagreements, she couldn’t remember a time when there had been so much tension between them. It wasn’t something she enjoyed, and the fact that her sister was just as upset about the situation as she was made her realize it was something that needed to be fixed immediately.

“I didn’t mean to upset you with what I said earlier, but there’s something going on around here that I can’t quite explain,” Samantha said.

“I just feel like you want to be in charge of everything.”

“It has absolutely nothing to do with being in charge. I just keep getting this feeling like we are being watched, and there’s something strange about the place in general.”

“Everything is going to be strange to us. Neither one of us has ever been in this situation like this, and if we are being honest right now, I can’t say that I ever felt like being in a place like this was ever going to be a possibility, but here we are.”

Samantha sighed. “I know, but there’s something that just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“You promised to give all of this a try. I know we agreed we would only stay for a few days, but this is so much more than we ever expected. I don’t understand why you can’t just enjoy the moment.”

“I am enjoying the moment. It doesn’t mean it changes the way I feel.”

Donna scoffed. “I don’t really care what you do from here on out. I’m entirely done talking about it. I’ve made my decision. I don’t think I want to leave this place. You can do whatever you want, and I’m going to do whatever I want.”

“I’m not saying we have to do the same thing, but I just have a feeling in the pit of my stomach that tells me something is wrong here. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but there’s more going on than we might know.”

“I don’t know what your problem is, but I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ve already decided what I want to do. I’m going to stay. I’m sure as hell not going to just go along with you because of your gut feeling, and I’m certainly done talking about it. I’m going to take a shower.”

Before Samantha had a chance to react or respond to her sister, Donna was already turning around and storming off in the direction of the bathroom. She hated that they were arguing about something so ridiculous, but there was something much more going on. She knew she had promised her sister she would give everything a try. Whatever feeling she was getting in the pit of her stomach was drowning out every other thought in her mind. There was still a pounding in her chest from feeling as though they had been followed across the property, and she had no idea what to do about it.

More than anything, Samantha refused to let something come between herself and her sister. Knowing she was going to have more than a few minutes to think things through as her sister took a shower, Samantha quickly decided to poke around the apartment to see what she could find. The apartment had been far less modest than they had been told, but compared to the rest of the estate, she understood what Ms. Duke had meant. As she glanced at a couple of the paintings on the wall, her phone started to ring again.

From the moment they had arrived at the estate, Samantha had turned the sound on her phone off. She quickly pulled her phone from her pocket and realized it was only Carl calling again. She ignored it. The man had spent the last two days blowing up her phone, and she wasn’t in any kind of mood to talk.

The phone calls continued to go back and forth. At first, he was angry and left several voicemails cussing her out, but between those phone calls, there had been several where he was trying to talk her into coming back home. Samantha was in no mood to deal with either one of the man’s emotions and stuffed the cell phone back into her pocket. It was the kind of rant that made her not want to talk to him at all, and she wasn’t going to start at that moment. She quickly tried to push the thoughts out of her mind and continued to wander around.

Even though the apartment was just a small portion of the manor, Samantha could tell it was larger than the one they lived in at home. After a while of thoughtlessly walking through each room, she made her way over to an old bookshelf. Just a quick glance told her that most of the books on its shelves were older than she was, but the idea of diving into a new novel she had never read before enthralled her. Her excitement about the possibility of the manor having a library was still fresh on her mind, and she tried to make a mental note to remind herself to ask someone about it.

Samantha spent several seconds brushing the tip of her finger across the edges of each book, reading off their titles in her mind. Several books had been written by well-known authors over the years and quite a few she had never heard of before. The memory of being told the apartment was once her mother’s and the fact that it hadn’t been changed much since her time there caused Samantha to wonder if the books had belonged to her.

When she reached the bottom shelf, she dragged her fingers across a row of leather-bound books that weren’t labeled. In fact, the bindings had no markings on them at all. Samantha pulled one out and opened it, and she was shocked to find that her mother’s name was written in cursive at the bottom of the first page. Intrigued, she flipped through several pages and immediately noticed it was a journal. The thought of getting to know her mother through writing piqued her interest, and she made her way over to the sofa in order to start reading.

Her hands trembled with excitement and anticipation. In all her years on earth, Samantha had never dreamed that their new reality would be so incredible, so unreal. She still didn’t believe that the Redwood family was as kind and strait-laced as Donna, but they were slowly starting to wear her down. Even as she walked across the room, she couldn’t believe she was going to get the opportunity to read something written by the mother she had never known.
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Just as she sat down with the book and prepared herself to read what was inside, she heard her sister coming out of the bathroom. Samantha was looking forward to reading her mother’s words, but she set the book on her lap and waited for Donna to walk into the sitting area. There wasn’t any point in starting to read if she was only going to be interrupted, and she knew it. A moment later, Donna walked into the room and looked at her before noticing the book in her lap.

“What are you doing?” Donna asked with a smile. “Leave it to you to find a book to read after only being here for a short time.”

Samantha chuckled. “I’m still going to ask if this place has its own library, but I found this on the bookshelf over there. There are several others just like it, and I think they are all journals our mom wrote in.”

“I would have rather you told me that you were reading some old Shakespeare book.”

“What do you mean? These journals could have information as to why she was so willing to give us up all those years ago.”

Donna shrugged. “I really don’t care to know. Whatever Callie did and whatever her reasons for doing it, I don’t care.”

“How can you say that?” Samantha asked. “Haven’t you ever wondered why she gave us up for adoption and why she wasn’t there?”

“I spent far too much of my life wondering about those things, and the only thing that got me through many of those years, aside from having you, was not knowing. Now we are here, and I’m seeing everything our lives could have been. I don’t want to know the truth.”

“Well, I want to know why she didn’t raise us herself. I feel like with the things we’ve seen up to this point and the people we’ve gotten to meet, there has to be a reason why she gave us up.”

Donna scoffed. “Our lives could have been so much different if she had never given us away. We wouldn’t have had to grow up in foster care and deal with the type of people we did through the years if she just would have been a true mother to us. All I know is she cut us off from a life that could have been so much better.”

Samantha was hurt by what her sister was saying, but she didn’t blame her for feeling that way. There was more tension starting to grow in the air, and she didn’t want to have an argument with Donna, so she decided it would be easier to just say nothing instead. Even if her sister didn’t want to know the truth behind why their mother had abandoned them, Samantha did, and she was going to spend as much time as she could diving into the journals to see if the truth was in them somewhere. Knowing that her sister was still standing there but not wanting to argue any further, she quickly thought of something to say.

“How was the shower?” Samantha asked.

“It was fine, but we’re going to need to do some shopping as soon as possible.”

Samantha chuckled. “You know, we did bring a change of clothes. I know we weren’t planning to stay here for more than a day or two.”

Donna smiled. “We’re going to need quite a few things if we’re going to make it for the next couple of days. We’re going to need a change of clothes and several other items for the bathroom.”

“I guess I didn’t think about that. What kind of options do we have?”

“I haven’t really talked to anybody to ask what’s in town, but I was planning on heading out tomorrow to go exploring and get some shopping done. You should come with me.”

As much as she wanted to spend more time with her sister, especially given how the day had gone up to that point, Samantha wasn’t sure she wanted to spend that much time getting things they already had at home. Although she knew they were going to be stuck there for a few extra days, she still had no intention of staying at the estate after the will had been read. There was still a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach she couldn’t get over. She also knew she didn’t want to argue any further with her sister.

While they were growing up together, they had bickered and fought just like all siblings do, but over the years, it had faded away. Until their arrival at the estate and learning everything they had up until that exact moment, they had gone years without having a big argument. Now, it didn’t seem to matter what she said. They had a difference of opinion on everything, and all Samantha wanted was her loving sister back. Knowing that if she brought up the fact that she didn’t want to stay longer than intended, it would only start a fight, she decided the best route would be to say something passive.

“I’ll think about it. I’m not really sure what I’m going to be doing tomorrow, and now that I have these journals, I’d like to get some reading done.”

Donna shrugged. “That’s up to you, but don’t be trying to borrow any clothes I bring back if you’re not going to shop for yourself.”

Samantha smiled. “I’m pretty sure you’re the one who has a habit of borrowing my clothes.”

“I only borrow your outfits when I’m trying to role-play with a boyfriend and he’s into the whole nerdy librarian thing.”

“You say that, but I’m almost positive you still have several of my sweaters in your closet back home.

Donna chuckled. “Well, I can’t deny that, but you’re more than welcome to go through all my things when you get back home and take back whatever is yours.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just saying that you are the one with the habit of wearing other people’s clothes.”

“Maybe, but we have no idea what the will is going to say or how long we’re going to have to actually be here. Even if you play all day here for just a couple of days, you’re going to need a change of clothes. I’m going to get dressed. Let me know if you decide to go with me tomorrow.”

Samantha just nodded, and Donna turned around to walk back to her own bedroom. Although she was more than happy to see that the two of them were able to joke back and forth, she could still sense a darkness in the air around her. Something wasn’t right about the estate; she was starting to think she was the only one who felt it. Whatever was going on, the one thing she knew for sure was she didn’t want to stay for longer than she needed to. Once the will had been read, she planned to go back home to ensure she was back in her classes on time.

Looking up at the clock on the wall, she realized Maggie would be back to get them soon and she needed to get prepared for dinner with Harriette. Although she was looking forward to spending more time with Harriette, she glanced down at the journal in her hands and wished she had more time to start reading through its pages. Knowing she needed to get ready for dinner, she picked up the journal and headed to her own bedroom.

Samantha knew the next couple of days would bring plenty of time to read the journals in their entirety, but even as she walked through the bedroom door and set the journal down on the bed, she was drawn to the possibility of what she might learn. Her mother must have had good reason to give them up for adoption, knowing now where they really came from, but until she had the chance to read the information for herself, she was unsure of how she would take the truth.

Quickly freshening up for the dinner with Harriette, she glanced over at the book one more time. Samantha had no idea what kind of information she was going to gain from whatever had been written in the journal, but the one thing she knew for sure was that she was going to start reading it as soon as they returned from dinner. They had gone their entire lives not knowing why they weren’t wanted, and now that the opportunity was sitting right in front of her, it was the only thing she could think about.
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It only took Samantha a few minutes to get freshened up for dinner with Harriette. A few minutes after she walked back out to the living area, there was a knock at the door. She answered it and wasn’t surprised to see Maggie standing on the other side, although she felt a slight skip in her heartbeat when the woman smiled at her. She didn’t get a chance to really say anything before Donna jumped in and started asking questions about the local shops.

Samantha wasn’t upset by the fact she wasn’t getting an opportunity to get a word in edgewise since being in the presence of the woman made it hard to speak in the first place. Maggie started walking them in the direction of the other side of the manor, and she was just as talkative as she had been earlier that day. Donna was the one who kept the conversation going with all the questions she had about the best places to shop.

“Redwood has a few clothing stores, but if you’re looking to do any real shopping, you have to travel about forty miles north of here.”

“I take it that’s where all the chain stores are located?” Donna asked.

“That’s right. The locals don’t really let any of the bigger chains take away their business. The few small shops they have that contain any clothes are okay, but I don’t feel like they’re going to do you any good if you’re looking to fill a wardrobe.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind, but I’d much rather support the local businesses.”

Maggie smiled. “That’s good to hear. I’m a huge supporter of taking care of them as well. If you’re looking to make sure they get your business, I’m sure they will do everything they can to accommodate you.”

Although she didn’t say it, Samantha liked the idea of supporting the local community and the businesses it contained. Even when they went shopping back home, they liked to narrow it down to the small mom-and-pop shops in the area. Even though their local grocery store wasn’t one of the biggest, it always seemed to have everything they needed. As they continued to walk through the house and make their way to Harriette’s apartment, she found herself once again fascinated with everything she saw.

Samantha was sure that no matter how many times she saw the paintings on the wall or the way the designer had furnished the house, she was going to be surprised and in awe of it all. It didn’t take more than just a few minutes to make their way to the other side of the house. She listened to the ongoing conversation between Donna and Maggie. As much as she was starting to like their aide, she could only hope that Maggie felt the same way and she would get the opportunity to explore the relationship more.

As soon as they reached their grandmother’s apartment door, Maggie knocked before opening the door. When Samantha took her first step into the apartment, she realized it was designed almost entirely like theirs, but it only had one bedroom. The second bedroom that would have taken up the space in Harriette’s apartment was nonexistent but had been opened up and turned into a large dining area with a small study to the side. Samantha was fascinated by the space within the walls of the apartment. She was happy just to look around until she noticed their grandmother step out from the other room and make her way in their direction.

“I’m so glad the two of you were able to make it. I’m looking forward to spending as much time as I can with my granddaughters.”

Samantha smiled. “I’m just fascinated by how identical the apartments look, but it’s amazing how much room there really is without the second bedroom.”

Harriette chuckled. “I never had a need for a second bedroom and had a contractor come in to redesign everything to suit my needs. I love having people over for dinner and thought it would be a space much better suited for small gatherings. I never thought I would be hosting two granddaughters.”

Donna smiled. “Here we are.”

“Right, you are. Why don’t the two of you have a seat, and we can get started on dinner?”

Samantha was excited to have a meal with a grandmother she never knew she had. While the two of them had shared many meals with their foster families, it had never felt as though they belonged. The other kids in the home always received more attention, and they always felt more like friends who had been invited over than part of the family. Knowing they were moments away from sharing a meal with a real relative elated her. As soon as they all took their seats at the table, food started to be brought out.

It felt as though they were in a fancy restaurant and being waited on hand and foot. It wasn’t something she thought she was ever going to experience in her life, but she wouldn’t complain. Soon, they were all enjoying the meal, and the conversation quickly turned to other members of the family, whom neither of them had met up to that point.

“Who all is going to come for the reading of the will?” Donna asked.

Harriette smiled. “My two older brothers will be here, Wesley and Beauford, but we call him Beau. Wesley is the oldest, and then Beau. I’m the youngest of the three of us. Beau’s wife, Bonnie, will be coming as well. They are set to arrive tomorrow.”

“Is there anything we should know about them?”

“Not really. They are family, but I have no idea what kind of attitude they will bring with them. It’s not like any of them are bad people, but we all have our differences. I do need to remind you that everything that you talked to Mr. Oliver about was confidential. You shouldn’t have any conversations about the will or the inheritance until after the reading.”

“Why is that?” Samantha asked.

“There’s no reason in particular, but it’s just the way our family has done things. There was no way of going about it without telling you what you are inheriting, but there’s no need to bring it up until after everything has been read to everyone.”

Samantha thought it was a strange thing to talk about at dinner, but she agreed to it, nonetheless. Their grandmother was right about the fact that it didn’t need to be brought up until after everyone knew what they were receiving. She was sure there would be some bickering among the other siblings if anything she had seen on television was accurate. The three of them enjoyed the rest of their meal together, and she was still shocked by how everything seemed to come together so easily.

Throughout the meal, Harriette told them stories about their mother’s childhood. Samantha enjoyed all the information she got from those stories, and every time she glanced over at her sister, she could see that Donna was having a good time as well. No matter how hard she thought her sister’s heart was becoming, Samantha knew Donna wanted to know the truth every bit as much as she did. By the end of the meal, Samantha’s heart was filled with love, and for the first time in her life, she thought she knew what having a real family meant.

She had enjoyed every moment she had gotten to spend with her grandmother, and when the evening came to an end, Samantha didn’t hesitate to give her grandmother a hug before she left. She and Donna had just opened the door to make their way back to their apartment when they looked up to see Maggie was already standing there, waiting for them. Samantha smiled, knowing she was going to get just a few more minutes with the woman she knew she was starting to fall for.

The three of them started walking back to the other end of the house, and although she was happy to get just a little more time with Maggie that day, Samantha couldn’t help but feel how eerie the house was at night. It was much quieter than it had been throughout the day. The dark corners of the hallways seemed to be hiding something. She shrugged it off and continued to follow Maggie back to their apartment.
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It came as no surprise to her that Donna didn’t want to stay up and talk more once they got back. Samantha wasn’t going to force Donna to have a conversation. It had been a long day as it was. Sleep was still the furthest thing from Samantha’s mind. She was captivated by the journal waiting for her in the bedroom. Locking the apartment door behind them, she made her way to the small kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water.

Gazing out the windows at the dark landscape, a chill ran down her spine. She hated the constant feeling of being watched. At some point, Samantha knew she would have to share the fear with someone. That feeling as though there were eyes upon her constantly wasn’t normal. The twins had always made their mental health a priority, but now, she was starting to feel like she was losing her mind. It was the last thing they needed, given their already full plates. Instead of stressing about her sister’s mood, Sam was going to enjoy the evening with her mother.

Quickly changing into the sole pair of pajamas she’d brought with her, Samantha nestled herself into the massive bed and grabbed her mother’s journal. All her life, she had wondered about the woman, if she had given them any thought or if she had wanted to look for them. There were so many unanswered questions that Samantha didn’t know where to start. If they were going to be forced to stay there for a few days, she was going to absorb as much information about their shared history as possible.

The first entry was dated a decade before the twins were born. A young woman, her mother, appeared full of life in her penmanship as a teenager. The letters flowed, the Is dotted with playful hearts, and every letter looped with the youth of her age. As soon as Samantha started reading, though, she quickly understood her mother’s childhood was anything but full of bubbly love.

Mom and Dad got into it again today. I don’t know what I’m going to do if they start fighting at my party this weekend. At Sarah’s twelfth party, her sister and boyfriend got caught kissing, and there was a big fight about it. It’s all anyone could talk about for weeks! I would be mortified if my parents did the same thing. I don’t know why they’re like this. I heard Momma crying about another child, but Dad shut her down like he always does.

It really sucks. I’ve always wanted a brother or sister. I know I would be a good older sibling…at least, I think I would be. I bet that I got a horse for my birthday. It’s what I wanted, and Poppa said no, but Momma has a way with him.

I never thought I’d like to write in my journal so much, but Mom said that writers and artists run in our family, so why not give it a try? Anyway, that’s it for now, I guess! It’s not like anyone is going to read this anyway. I don’t think I’m going to write again.

Samantha smiled and shook her head as she turned to the next entry. From the looks of things, her mother had quickly changed her mind about never writing again. Page after page was filled with her youthful writings. Every fight Harriette had with her husband was painted in vivid imagery on the faded pages. It was heartbreaking to know Harriette had suffered through so much emotional abuse at the hands of her husband. It was becoming clear that no one missed the man when he eventually passed away.

Halfway through the journal, things had progressed two years. Though Callie only wrote once or twice a month, she managed to fill the pages with every interesting detail she could think of. The battle continued for years over Harriette wanting another child, and before long, Samantha could hear the emotional abuse starting to happen to her mother as well. It was no wonder the woman had sought out an escape when she was forced to live with a man like their grandfather. Samantha was happy the guy was dead and gone long before they arrived.

Near the end of the journal, things started to get better. Callie was obviously finding her own ways to lash out at the world. Between the ages of twelve and sixteen, Samantha watched her mother grow up with each entry she made. Gone were the flowing letters full of hope. They were replaced with the cynicism that came with the teen years. Callie now saw her father for what he was: a manipulator and a monster. Thankfully, Sam knew the outcome of the story. The man would die before his daughter gave birth to her first child.

I cannot believe this is happening. Tonight was supposed to be the most magical night of my life, but it turned out to be the worst, thanks to my stupid father. That bastard just loves ripping away my happiness. Jock and I had everything planned out perfectly. My parents had gone to some stupid charity event and were supposed to stay in the city, but no, they had to come back and ruin everything! We were barely finished with what I can only describe as the most magical three and a half minutes in my life when I heard the door open and them screaming at each other.

You wouldn’t believe the look on my father’s face when he came bursting in and saw Jock’s shoes outside my door. He looked ready to kill him! Poor Jock lost his footing on the lattice and fell nearly three stories. Then, to add insult to injury, they called the cops! I don’t care if he’s two years older than me. I love him, and that’s all I care about. I tried to leave, to go to the hospital to see him, but that stupid man bolted and locked my door shut. I am a prisoner in my own home. Now I know how my mother feels.

She made the decision to marry him, though, and that’s her fault. I didn’t ask to be brought into the world, but she wanted me here, and now, the woman won’t even protect me. No, I’m going to be trapped here until I’m eighteen, but the moment I am, I’m going to leave and never come back. I won’t ever have kids and bring them into this world.

Her heart ached for her mother and Harriette both. Samantha hated that she’d reached the end of the journal but knew others were waiting for her in the living room. It was already well past midnight, though, and she’d promised Donna she would go shopping with her. Hopefully, she would be able to talk some reason into her sister while they browsed. Staying in New Hampshire was a thought that made her sick to her stomach. Closing the journal, she set it on the edge of the nightstand and turned off the lights.

Despite Donna only being a hundred yards away from her in her own room, it felt like miles separated them. They had never slept so far apart before except when she stayed over at her work. Now, knowing what she did about Donna’s relationship with her boss’s husband, it tainted the long, hard hours Samantha thought Donna had been putting into her career. Closing her eyes, she tried to let her thoughts slip away and sleep take her, but it wasn’t possible. Her thoughts drifted back to the words her mother had penned.

Looking back on her own childhood, Samantha was happy she didn’t keep a journal of her younger days. So many nights had been spent in fear that now, the silence all around her seemed entirely unnatural. Yet she wasn’t going to give up so easily. They were there for one reason and one reason alone. Nothing was going to get in the way of her getting back to Texas, not even a lack of sleep. Even if it meant she’d have to stay awake for the next two days, Samantha knew it was well worth it to be done with the place.
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The next day rolled around, and Donna was up considerably earlier than Samantha had expected. On the rare occasion that she was able to fall asleep during the night, her dreams were flooded with terrible images of death and pain. She was certain it was the house causing her such distress. Thankfully, they were the only ones awake when they headed out the front doors and jumped into the now-extended rental car. Samantha wasn’t in the mood to talk with anyone but Donna. Her sister looked exactly the opposite of how Samantha felt. She was bubbly and excited about everything happening around them.

“I was thinking we should each get three outfits. That should do for the next few days. Then, when the money comes in, we can do a bigger trip. I love that there are walk-in closets. We have so much space here!” Donna said.

Samantha tried to ignore her as she followed her phone’s GPS away from the estate and into the small community located a few minutes away. She’d hoped they would get some time together before diving right into the conversation, but it was obvious it wasn’t going to happen. Still, if she could diffuse the situation or avoid it until later, Samantha was happy to do so.

“I think three outfits each is more than enough for right now,” Sam said.

Donna pursed her lips, a move that Samantha caught from the corner of her gaze as she watched the winding road ahead of them.

“When I was looking for places to shop online last night, there were three boutiques I really wanted to stop at. There is even a little antique shop if you want to take a look there. Who knows what sort of weird stuff they might have to capture your interest.”

“It all sounds perfect. I don’t remember the last time we spent the morning shopping with each other.”

“That’s the beauty of being rich now, right? We’ve got all the time in the world,” Donna said.

“Yeah, I guess we do. No matter what happens tomorrow, though, I want to finish my degree. This is all great, but I really want something to fall back on,” Sam said.

“Why? Are you worried that you’re going to blow through your millions and have to get a real job?” Donna asked.

“No, but I think you doing that is always a strong possibility,” Samantha said playfully.

“Hey now, don’t give me a challenge. I would love to do a complete renovation on that old house. Have you seen some of the artwork? It’s like a really fancy prison.”

“You have no idea,” Sam said. “I don’t want us to get ahead of ourselves. Why don’t we just enjoy the day and see what happens after that? What do you think about meeting the family later?”

Donna shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, there are only three of them. I wish they had kids or someone our age coming. I don’t love we have to keep the whole money thing hush-hush, either. They are totally going to look down on us.”

“Really? You think so? Maybe they will be happy to meet us. They don’t know anything about us, after all. I don’t like the idea of automatically making them the bad guys.”

“Why not? Someone has to be right?” Donna said.

“Why does there have to be a bad guy at all?”

“Because, like it or not, we spent our entire lives thinking no one wanted us. We were left and on our own. If someone isn’t to blame for that, it means our mother tossed us aside like we were nothing.”

“So, you want someone to be the bad guy, so our mother isn’t?”

“Exactly.”

“I thought you didn’t care about any of that. You said you didn’t care if our mother left us for a reason or not.”

Her sister fell silent as she gazed out the window. It was obvious the topic was still a sore subject. She had no idea if she should tell Donna about her mother’s journal or not. The door was opened just a crack. If she was going to start sharing, the current time was as good as any.

“Speaking of Mother dearest, I started reading her journals last night. Turns out Harriette’s husband was a real piece of shit. He made both of their lives hell from the sounds of things,” Sam said.

“And that’s a good reason for her to ditch us across the country? Her dad was shitty, so she was going to be shitty, too? Well, I guess she fulfilled that prophecy. She was one hell of a lousy mother to us,” Donna growled. “I’m sure that staying here, though, and getting to know what happened will be good for you. I know you want answers.”

“Only if I can get them in the next two days,” Samantha said.

Her sister glared at her, but thankfully, the ride was over and they were pulling up outside the first of the shops. She didn’t want to fight with Donna and then spend the rest of the day being forced to ride around town with her. Sam’s mind was already preoccupied by the looming relatives who would descend on the estate later. Harriette had barely spoken about them, and even then, it was vague. Any answers Sam wanted, it was quickly becoming clear she’d only get from the journals her mother had kept.

The pair climbed out in silence before moving through the boutique’s doors. Right away, Donna engrossed herself in plucking things off the rack to try on. Sam, on the other hand, had no desire to shop. Picking out a few things she knew would fit, she moved to the counter and set them down while waiting for her sister to finish shopping. Minutes later, a woman a few years older than the twins emerged from a back room. She smiled at Sam.

“Hi there! Did you find everything okay?”

“Yep, sure did, but my sister’s back there still shopping. Who knows how long she’s going to take. If you’ve got something else you need to do, I promise you’ve got time.”

The woman chuckled. “Are you guys new to the area? It’s a pretty small town. We don’t get people passing through very often.”

“Ah, we are just visiting family in the area—”

“Oh? Who?” she asked.

Samantha blushed as the woman cringed.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound so personal. It’s just, well…you two don’t look like you’re from around here, but I’ve been stuck in this town my entire life. I love a good story. Plus, my folks know everyone. There is always gossip, and I don’t remember ever seeing the two of you visit.”

Before Sam could come up with a reasonable reply, her sister nudged her out of the way and set a large armful of clothing on the counter. Her stack dwarfed Sam’s.

“We’re Redwoods, Callie’s daughters she abandoned,” Donna said. “I think I’m ready now.”

This time, it was Sam’s turn to cringe as the shocked woman started pulling the items off hangers and ringing them up. One by one, she folded them after typing in the cost. Sam was shocked by the total. Donna had completely disregarded her guidelines to keep things under control. By the time the cashier was done, their total was over eight hundred dollars. She struggled to hand the young woman her card to pay the balance. Though Samantha knew more money was coming in, she couldn’t help but think about how far that money would have gone back in Texas.

It was nearly enough to cover their rent for two months. The slum apartment they lived in wasn’t much, but it was theirs. Unlike the estate and the Redwood family, she knew they could survive in Texas. Seconds later, her sister returned from browsing around more and snagged the bags, heading back out to the rental car without waiting for Sam to join her. She took back her card and sighed at the receipt as she smiled at the woman.

“Sorry about that. Donna is…still adjusting.”

“Well, I hope you stop back by. I’m getting in the fall line soon, and I’d love to style you for the Redwood Ball on the Fourth of July next month.”

“The Redwood Ball?”

“Yeah, it’s when they all get together with the other tycoons in the area and spend money on charities. I just assumed you’d be going. Your uncle hosts it every year.”

“Well, I guess we might be seeing more of each other then,” Sam said.

The woman smiled. “In that case, I’m looking forward to it. Let me know if you ever want a tour guide around town. I’m always looking for an excuse to swap stories with an outsider.”

Thinking about the history of her family and the estate, Samantha liked the idea of talking to the woman. She might be able to offer more insight into the family she desperately wanted to know. Thanking her once more, Samantha made her way back out to the car, where Donna was already waiting in the passenger seat. It was going to be a long day.
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“Idon’t see why you are making such a big fuss,” Samantha growled.

“And I don’t understand why you aren’t. These people are some of the richest in the country. I want to look my best, and standing next to you, I sure as hell do.”

“See now, I’m just trying to help you fulfill your dreams.”

Donna groaned. “You couldn’t change from this afternoon? It looks like you’ve been running around in the mud and dirt all day.”

“That’s because I walked the property. It’s absolutely beautiful, and I planned to change before dinner, but I’m not going to make a big thing out of this. I’ll go down, meet them, then they’ll be on their own until later. You can doll me up then.”

Her sister rolled her eyes but said nothing as they waited in the sitting room. Harriette had joined them not long before, but she was engrossed in a conversation with Maggie’s mother over the evening’s menu. The family was set to arrive from the airport at any minute. Both of the brothers had flown in via a private jet. Though Samantha had heard they all kept rooms at the estate, it was strange to her that they didn’t live there with their sister. The house was massive, after all, and the family seemed to host events all the time.

It was something she was never going to get used to. She took comfort in knowing she didn’t need to fit in with the group. After all, their time at the estate was going to be short. The sooner they could leave, the better as far as she was concerned. With each hour she spent alone at the estate while Donna shopped and socialized, it became clear that the manor didn’t want them there. There were eyes constantly watching her. Moments later, they heard the doors of the main hall opening, and instantly, the pair were on their feet.

The trio of newcomers appeared with an entourage of people following them, though none joined them in the drawing room. Instead, all manner of footmen, butlers, and maids quickly brought in chests to different areas of the house. She could understand now why Donna wanted to dress her best. All three, despite the causal nature of the afternoon encounter, were dressed to the nines in luxurious attire. There was no denying that only Harriette and Sam stood out amongst the group.

Donna, for her part, looked like she was somewhere in the middle of it all. Ever the outgoing personality, she walked over to where the newcomers were standing with her arm outstretched to shake each one of their hands as she offered her name along with her sister’s. The trio appeared completely flabbergasted by Donna.

“It’s so great to meet all three of you. Harriette has told us so much about you,” Donna said.

“Well, now, don’t believe everything you hear,” Beau said.

The eldest of the siblings, Wesley, cleared his throat. “Let’s not rush things here. I understand that blood tests have been done? How long do we need to wait for them to come back before we can confirm—”

“They are your great-nieces, Wesley,” Harriette growled. “The results were sent to all of your email accounts three hours ago. There is no need for the grandeur. Why don’t you just play nice, eh?”

He pursed his lips, but it was the woman, Bonnie, who spoke up first.

“Well, I know I am just tickled pink to meet both of you. What a wonderful surprise! Don’t let these two get you down, either. They just don’t know how to be happy. Are you getting settled in okay?” she asked.

Donna lit up. “We are, and it’s absolutely wonderful here.”

“It was kind of Harriette to extend you our family home without consulting any of us,” Wesley growled.

Harriette glared at him. “They are right where they belong. Now, I’ve arranged for dinner to be served in the main hall at six. I believe that will give you all the time to get settled in. I, for one, need to finish preparing things in the kitchen.”

Donna wanted to follow her. She didn’t want to be left alone with the others so soon, but there was no way to do what she wanted without looking like a coward. Instead, when Donna asked them to sit down and join the twins for a moment, she moved robotically to the sofa and forced herself to smile. She was anything but happy with being there.

“There is so much we want to know. What was it like growing up in a place like this? Did you know our mother well? Do you have kids of your own?” Donna asked.

The woman chuckled, but before she could start answering questions, Wesley was back on his feet.

“I have things to take care of, a business to run. I don’t have time to sit here and coddle these…children,” he growled.

He turned and stormed out of the room, quickly followed by Bonnie’s husband, Wesley’s younger brother, Beau. He disappeared after assuring the women he would be right back. She wanted to follow in her uncle’s footsteps and escape from the conversation, but Donna would never forgive her.

“Let’s see here; there are no children, unfortunately. I was never the motherly type, but I love shopping and spending time on the beach, so if you ever want to do that, I’m your lady. The men don’t talk much about life here when they were younger, so Harriette might be your best bet on that front. I’m sorry, but I never met your mother. By the time Beau and I married, she’d already been gone some time.”

“Well, thank you for sitting here and talking with us all the same. I was hoping our great uncles would be some help, but that’s okay,” Donna said.

Bonnie smiled. “Just give them some time. They are old and set in their ways. Learning about the two of you and that their mother kept you a secret from them for so long, I think it struck a nerve. Your Great-uncle Wesley and your mother were always good friends. Her death hit him hard.”

Samantha frowned. “Unfortunately, time is the one thing we don’t have. We are only going to be here another day before we head back to Texas. We both have lives, and people are waiting for us at home. This was never supposed to be a long excursion.”

“Really? That’s too bad! I was really hoping we would have more time to get to know each other. It’s not every day you learn about estranged family members. I guess old Camilla and your mother were pretty good at keeping secrets, though, huh?” Bonnie said.

“Don’t listen to her,” Donna said, glaring at her sister. “We don’t know what our plans are yet.”

“We do know—”

“Give it a rest, Samantha,” Donna growled.

Their newly found relative looked uncomfortable with the situation. There was a long, stagnant silence for several seconds before Bonnie stood. After a round of farewells and promising to get to know each other better that evening at dinner, she disappeared out of the room. One look at her sister, though, and Samantha knew the battle was far from over. She had to make her see that the estate wasn’t their home.

“Why do you have to be like that?” Donna muttered.

“What are you talking about? You are the one who keeps getting excited about staying when we’ve already agreed that this is not a place for us.”

“You are the one who said that! I never agreed to it. I am so sick and tired of you being in control of everything. I don’t want to leave this place. I want to enjoy myself, live a life of luxury, and get to know our family. If you want to take off and go back to our shitty apartment in Texas, if you want to pretend like we are different people, or if you don’t want to be here, that’s on you. However, you don’t get to make decisions for me anymore, Samantha.”

Before she could argue with her sister anymore, Donna jumped up from where she sat and spun around. With one final look of disdain toward her sister, she headed for the exit. Samantha didn’t chase after her, though she desperately wanted to. Her sister needed some space. She wasn’t going to convince her they needed to leave by hounding her to death. Hopefully, it didn’t come down to a battle of wills. She didn’t want to leave without Donna, but she most certainly wasn’t going to stay, either. One way or another, she was leaving the cursed place.
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Hours had passed since her sister had last spoken to her. Samantha was confident that their relationship would mend with time. Until then, all she could do was wait until her sister could be reasoned with. Donna was making short work of getting to know everyone better. She was fitting in with the newcomers, especially Bonnie, incredibly well. Samantha didn’t feel the same. She had spent her entire life watching over Donna, and now, it felt like her sister needed her more than ever. Even if Donna didn’t know that they were in a precarious position,

Samantha trusted her instincts, and they were screaming that the sisters needed to get as far away from Redwood Grove as possible. The minutes ticked slowly by as Samantha busied herself with studying for her exams. No matter the amount of money they had coming their way, she wasn’t going to give up on her college degree. It was something she had wanted all of her life, and no amount of money was going to change that. Despite knowing what they were set to inherit, she still couldn’t believe it was real. Her sister, on the other hand, was having a wonderful time with the people they barely knew.

Samantha still held out hope that Donna could be reasoned with but worried that the damage to their relationship might be long-lasting. Her sister had never been a believer in the supernatural. With each passing day they spent at the estate, though, it was becoming clear that there was something non-human lurking in the halls. In her studies, Samantha had learned to pick up on signs and familiar feelings that people had experienced around spiritual entities throughout the centuries. Still, Donna thought it was all a bunch of malarkey.

Fifteen minutes before dinner, she was showered, changed, and ready to go when Donna emerged from her bedroom in one of the new outfits she’d bought earlier that day. There was no question she looked stunning, and next to Samantha in her casual summer dress, Donna stood out. Samantha was happy for her, though. She could see that her sister was giddy with excitement, and nothing was going to put a damper on her spirits. It was only when she caught Sam’s eyes that her smile faltered.

“Let me guess, you are going to give me a hard time about how much I spent on this outfit, right?” Donna asked.

“No, not at all. I was going to tell you how wonderful you look. I don’t want us to keep fighting like this. We are supposed to be a team.”

“How do you expect me to believe that, Sammy?”

“What do you mean? We’ve always been a team.”

“No. We haven’t. You’ve always told me what to do, and I’ve always gone along with it because it seemed like the right thing, but not this time. I think you are wrong, and I want to stay here.”

She sighed. “Can we please talk about this later? Or tomorrow, even after we do the reading? I don’t see the point in ruining the night.”

“You don’t get it, Sammy. We don’t need to talk about it at all because my mind is made up, and you aren’t going to convince me to leave. Harriette has made it clear we are welcome as long as we want to stay, and I’m going to take her up on it.”

“Jesus, you are infuriating,” Samantha growled. Her temper was quickly boiling over. “There is something wrong with this place, Donna. Something dark. I know you don’t want to believe me, but I promise you we are not safe here.”

Donna rolled her eyes. “I know you might believe that, but you should know by now that I don’t. I’m not afraid of your ghost stories anymore.”

Her sister turned and headed out the door of their apartment. Samantha knew the conversation was over, and from the sound of things, it wasn’t going to be had again. The idea of Donna staying there while Samantha left, though, made her sick to her stomach. She was so trusting in everything she did. Donna wanted to see the best in every person and situation, when that simply wasn’t the case. Following her sister, they walked in silence to the main dining hall, where the others were already waiting.

It didn’t take long for the pair to get settled in. As soon as the first course of appetizers and drinks came out, delivered by a slew of wait staff, it was clear it was going to be a very tense meal. Samantha didn’t care about the awkward silence. All she wanted to do was make it through the evening and get back to the conversation she was having with her sister. There was no chance in hell she was going to let Donna stay behind while Sam wasn’t there to protect her. She adored her sister, and though they saw the past differently, all Sam had ever tried to do was protect Donna from the harsh realities of the world.

Finally, it was Bonnie who broke the awkward silence between bites. “I understand that you are in college, Samantha? What are you majoring in?”

“That’s right, I am going for my bachelor’s degree in occult sciences,” Samantha said.

Every pair of eyes turned to focus on her as her cheeks blushed. She hated being the center of attention. Yet it was something she was becoming accustomed to, given her chosen career path. People were always interested in the work she wanted to do.

“I didn’t know that was a thing,” Bonnie said. “It sounds fascinating, though! What sort of job are you hoping to get? That is the whole point of college, right? To get a job?”

Samantha smiled. “Yes, that is the point of it. I am not really sure where my career is going to take me yet, but I know I want to help people move on from the loss of loved ones. There is a great deal of science behind it, which intrigues me.”

“It sounds ridiculous if you ask me,” Wesley grumbled. “In this economy, people aren’t looking for hugs to help them move on. They are looking for a way to survive.”

Bonnie rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. He has always been something of a cynic. I have to know, the pair of you are here because you’re going to get some sort of inheritance—”

“Bonnie,” Harriette growled, “that is not proper dinner conversation.”

“I know, I know, I’m just wondering if it changes things now for them, is all. I mean, who knows, you might not need to work for a few years when it’s all said and done.”

“That’s what I want to do,” Donna said. “I keep telling her we should just live our lives for a little bit, but she’s determined to keep her head stuck in the books.”

“See now, there is a girl after my own heart,” Beau said.

“I think an education is important, even if the topic is a little useless. It’s good she wants to go back to school when all is said and done,” Wesley said.

“Speaking of things that are said and done, has anyone heard from Mr. Oliver since the girls were discovered?” Bonnie asked.

“Yes,” Beau said. His tone was slightly irritated. “I thought it of no concern that I tell you since the matter is for the blood relatives. All the proper tests have been done, though how old Camilla was able to keep this secret is beyond me.”

“She wanted it that way, Beau,” Harriette said. “She had her reasons, and you shouldn’t speak about her with such disrespect. She was our mother as well as your own, and she was good to us all. I’m sure the will is going to reflect that.”

“Easy for you to say, sister. You’re a woman. The Redwood Trust has always favored women of the line, not men. We are left fighting for scraps,” Beau said.

“I hardly think your seven-figure yearly per-diem is fighting for scraps, dear brother,” Wesley said.

“Heavens! Harriette, weren’t you just saying how unsavory it was to discuss money at the dinner table?” Bonnie said.

Their grandmother nodded just as the next course was brought out. Samantha was grateful for the distraction, though the family dynamic was intriguing. The conversation turned to much more socially acceptable topics, and once again, Donna blended right in with the group. Still, Samantha had caught a glimpse of her family and what they truly stood for. Something told her there was no love lost between the siblings. As icy as Donna had been, she knew she could always count on her sister to have her back.
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The late-night hours passed in much the same fashion as the one before. Her dreams were plagued with terrible visions of death and decay. By the time her alarm went off the following morning, Samantha was more certain than ever that staying at the estate would be the death of her. She was beyond excited, knowing it was her final day there. Samantha was anxious to get back to Texas and do some research into the estate and the sensations she was feeling.

There was no time to dwell on what it all meant. The attorney was set to arrive at any minute as Samantha rushed down the stairs from her apartment and into the drawing room, where everyone else was already seated. Glaring at her sister, Samantha silently made it known she did not appreciate her sister not waking her up. The alarm she had set had been a backup in case of an emergency. Now, she was incredibly grateful she had set one to begin with.

As she took her seat with the others, Harriette smiled at Samantha. It was obvious, despite her near tardiness, that Harriette was pleased to see her there. Though Samantha didn’t think her sister was being malicious in not waking her up, the childish action still nearly caused Samantha a panic attack.

“Good. Now that we all are here, we can get started,” Mr. Oliver said. “This is going to be painless and straightforward for everyone. Camilla had her will set in stone several months back. At that time, our physicians completed an exam and deemed her of sound mental state, in case there were any questions about that.”

Samantha glanced around the room. It was obvious that Mr. Oliver’s gaze had landed on Beau for a split second longer than the others. She was curious to know what the back story was there, but she wasn’t about to bring it up at that moment. Though everyone listened silently to what the lawyer told them, she could feel the rising tensions in the air.

“As you all well know by now, the Redwood Estate has always been founded by women. Dating back centuries, it was the matriarchs of this great family who earned the first of the funds now in the estate trust. Given that information, it should come as no surprise that Ms. Samantha Hastings and Ms. Donna Hastings have been named as the primary heirs to the estate—”

“What?” Beau growled. “Are you kidding me?”

“Like I was saying, this should come as no shock. There are, as always, regulations for them to receive the full amount of their inheritance. For starters, no one other than a Redwood can inherit. Should they choose to accept this honor and the privileges that come with it, they will both be required to change their last names to reflect that heritage,” Mr. Oliver said.

“What the hell does that mean for the rest of us?” Beau snapped.

Mr. Oliver gave him an irritated look. “Camilla was very generous in how she divided her assets and the will. Far more so than anything I’ve ever seen from this lineage. I suggest you keep that in mind, Mr. Redwood.”

“This is absolute bull—”

“Beau!” Bonnie snapped. “Why don’t you just take a deep breath and wait to hear what the man says before getting yourself all worked up?”

The man glared at his wife but seemed to take her words to heart. The tension in his brow softened some as he nodded and turned his attention back to the attorney. The family dynamic between the siblings was like nothing she had ever seen before. Where there was love and understanding between Donna and herself, only hostility appeared to rain amongst the older generation. She hated to think that someday she and Donna might feel the same disdain for each other.

“As I was saying… As the legal heirs to the estate, given they are the first-born of a first-born female, Camilla bequeathed the twins eighty percent of her holdings in the company, along with the estate, businesses, and all entities within her power. As such, upon the conditions of the will being met, both Ms. Hastings will inherit the bulk of Mrs. Redwood’s holding.”

“Conditions?” Samantha asked.

“What about my per diem? Do I have to beg these strangers now to keep a roof over my head?” Beau asked. “After everything we’ve done for that woman…she was probably losing her mind—”

“Mr. Redwood!” the attorney snapped. “I will have you removed from these proceedings if you cannot keep your mouth shut. Your mother was in perfect mental health, even at the end. To question that is a grave error on your part.”

The man’s cheeks blushed as he slumped in his seat. It was obvious he wasn’t happy with being scolded, but the other two remaining siblings seemed unmoved by his outburst. It was quickly becoming apparent that Harriette hadn’t been the only one of the three who knew about the will ahead of time.

“How can you be okay with this, Wesley? That’s your money Mom gave away to strangers, too,” Beau said.

Wesley glared at him. “They aren’t strangers, little brother. They are our great-nieces, and honestly, I don’t know why I’m here at all. I made it very clear to Mother that I was quite content running the family business and collecting a salary as I’ve always done. Some of us enjoy working for our money.”

“And some of us see this family as enough work on its own. I deserve what’s rightfully mine,” Beau said.

“Sweetheart, please, let the man finish,” Bonnie whispered.

“There is no change to your per diem, Mr. Redwood, at least not for the time being. Your mother allocated enough funds for it to continue dispersing to you for the next five years. She believed this would give you a suitable time to find your place in the family business and start earning your own money like your brother and sister. As for the twins, after they have completed the requirements, roughly eighty percent of the Redwood Trust will be theirs,” Mr. Oliver said.

“Excuse me, sir,” Samantha said. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “What conditions do you keep talking about?”

He smiled at her. “Your great-grandmother believed the family was being torn apart by the same money that had built it. As such, for any one person to inherit the money left by the trust, he or she must hold the Redwood name and reside at the estate for a period of six weeks. This includes you both, along with Camilla’s own three children. Now, since Harriette here has lived at the estate most of her adult life, she is the only exception to the rule, having already fulfilled that obligation several times over.”

“Six weeks?” Samantha stammered.

Her gaze darted around the group, but it was her great-uncle who caught her attention. The anger she saw in his eyes, directed not only at herself but at her sister as well, sent a chill down her spine. At that moment, Samantha desperately wanted to be invisible, but she knew it wasn’t possible. Suddenly, the allure of the money faded even more. The last thing she wanted to do was spend six long weeks at the estate. She didn’t want to spend another night there.

“I do believe that wraps up the group portion of the reading. There are documents you will each need to sign to agree to the terms, but Harriette has suggested we do that after a brief intermission. We’ll gather back here in an hour,” Mr. Oliver said.

Without a word for the group, Beau jumped to his feet and stormed to the door. His wife, for her part, smiled apologetically at the gathered people and quickly followed him. Samantha’s head was already spinning. There was no way she was going to stay behind. Moving in a daze, she excused herself and made her way out into the hall. She had to get some fresh air. Even as she walked, she felt eyes following her every step and quickened her pace.

Whatever was haunting the estate had made its opinion known time and time again already. It didn’t want any of them there, and she was worried about what would happen if they didn’t leave. She couldn’t stand the thought of something happening to her sister when it was so easy to avoid. They didn’t need the money, and the last name bestowed on them at the orphanage was perfectly fine. As far as Samantha was concerned, there was no need to discuss things.

It was too much of an ask from her great-grandmother. She didn’t want the money or the last name. All she wanted was to get back to her normal life and forget she had any ties at all to the wealthy family.


30
[image: ]


“There you are. We are getting ready to start again. Are you excited to sign your life away for the next six weeks?” Donna asked.

A wave of nausea surged through her as she sat up and looked at her sister. Samantha had found solitude in the manor’s formal dining room. It was early enough in the day, but there wasn’t much going on in the space save for the occasional waitstaff moving through with clean dishes or linens for the next meal. Thankfully, they all gave her a wide berth to ponder her thoughts. Nothing had changed in her opinion since first sitting down forty minutes prior.

“Why don’t you join me for a minute? I think we need to talk,” Sam said.

Her sister groaned but did as she asked. “What’s up?”

“Donna, I don’t think staying here and taking the money is a good idea. I especially don’t like that we have to change our last names.”

“Okay, but we have always been Redwoods. We just didn’t know it. It’s not really changing our names so much as reverting back to the ones we had to start with,” Donna said.

“Be that as it may, I still don’t want to stay here for six weeks. This place…there is something wrong with it. People have died here and not in your traditional ‘fell asleep in old age’ deaths, either. Maybe if we go back home and do some research first, we can come back and—”

“No, that’s not how it works, Sammy, and you know it. We have to stay here for six weeks, or we lose everything.”

“The money isn’t worth our lives.”

“Oh, come on, now you are just being dramatic. I know you don’t like the idea of staying, but I do. We’ve been over this a dozen times, and now, it’s just beating a dead horse. I’m staying, Sammy. I’m going to change my last name and get my inheritance. After everything we’ve been through in our lives, they owe us that much.”

“Please, Donna, just think about this—”

“I have thought about it, and I’m surprised to see that you are so narrow-minded. This is everything we’ve ever wanted in life, and you are going to toss it all away just because you’ve got a bad feeling. I’ve always backed you, Sammy, in everything you’ve ever wanted, from going to college to getting an apartment together to putting my own future on hold so you could follow your dreams. Now, all I’m asking is for you to do the same for once. I don’t want to stay here without you…but I will.”

She was blown away by what her sister was saying. Samantha knew it would be hard to convince Donna to leave, but never before had she seen her so passionately against something. Granted, there was a ton of money at stake, and Donna desperately wanted to live life to its luxurious extremes, but it wasn’t worth their safety. Yet faced with the options, Samantha knew she couldn’t leave her sister there on her own. She would have to retake every class she’s done that semester, but at least paying for it a second time wouldn’t be a problem. Sam cringed. If they lived long enough to spend the money.

“Fine. We’ll stay, but I don’t want us to be getting sucked into the drama of this place. Can you agree to that? Something isn’t right here, and I don’t think trusting anyone is a good idea.”

“Jesus, you are always so paranoid, but fine. If that’s what it’s going to take to get you to stay with me, you’ve got it. I’ll keep our lives to myself and won’t let anyone get close to us. Just like the rest of the time, huh?” Donna said.

She knew her sister was being dramatic, but her words still stung. They were out of time to discuss the issue. As she rose and followed Donna back to the drawing room, Samantha couldn’t help but feel like she was marching to her own funeral. Every fiber of her being screamed for her to turn tail and run, but she couldn’t do it. Samantha wouldn’t leave Donna there alone with the siblings.

By the time they made it back to the room, Beau was standing near the desk where Mr. Oliver had his documents ready to sign. Though he was whispering to him, it was obvious he wasn’t happy about things. Harriette was sitting quietly, reading a book, while Bonnie scrolled social media on her phone. Donna immediately went to sit with Bonnie and pull herself into a conversation with the woman. She felt ready to bolt at any minute. When Wesley saw her standing there alone, he made his way over.

“I suppose congratulations are in order,” he said.

“I don’t know about that,” Samantha muttered. “I feel like I’m signing away my soul with all of this.”

He chuckled. “You might well be. This family…we’ve had our share of tragedy, but for the most part, you’ll be welcomed with open arms.”

“Tell that to Beau over there.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about him. He’s harmless. Mother always did spoil him. He’s always had a role in the company but never one of great importance. For the future heir, though, that’s a different story. Do you plan on being active in the company?” he asked.

“Honestly, I hadn’t given it much thought yet. I just agreed to stay here a few minutes ago. I guess there is a lot I still need to think about.”

“Well, now you’ve got the time. I hope you do decide to play a role. This business could use more young faces around. From the sound of things, I’ll be here for the next month and a half as well, so we can figure it all out together.”

“Thank you for that. I really feel like an outsider right now. This isn’t what I imagined when I used to dream about meeting our family. I always thought my parents would be here for starters.”

“Your mother was a good woman, Samantha. I don’t pretend to understand why she did what she did, not when we were all so overjoyed to learn she was pregnant, but I’m sure whatever was going through her mind, it broke her heart having to give you up.”

“What about my father?” Sam asked.

“I didn’t know him well, but when they married, you could see the love in their eyes from a mile away. He didn’t care that your mother already had a son. No, he loved that boy as much as he did his own daughter and your mother both.”

“I really appreciate you telling me that. Do you think…do you think we could talk more about them if you get time while you are here? I’d love to know more about the people who made my sister and me. Sometimes, I wonder if we have anything similar or if she’d even recognize us now.”

“Absolutely, but only if you promise to give this place a real shot. I know it can be intimidating, but you are safe here. I get the feeling, though, that safety is something you struggle with?”

“You can say that again. That’s the foster system for you. You’re always watching your back.”

“Isn’t that a shame? Well, the silver lining here is that now that you’re the heir, you can use some of that money to make a difference in the world, even in the corruption plaguing our government. With money comes power, unfortunately,” he said.

“Folks,” Mr. Oliver said, “we’re ready to get this show on the road.”

As her great-uncle smiled at her and she moved to where the others were now gathering, Samantha forced herself to smile. No matter what was going on in the world, she knew now she had a family to share that burden with. Yet the churning deep in her gut grew stronger with each passing second. Even if it killed her, Samantha was going to find out what was haunting the estate and put an end to it. Nothing was going to cause her sister harm, not as long as there was a breath left in her body.
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Nearly a week had passed since their arrival at the estate, and Samantha was still struggling to fit in. Donna, on the other hand, wasn’t having any problems at all. It seemed as though the more time passed by, the more she was getting closer to Bonnie and spending her days shopping. It wasn’t anything that actually bothered Samantha about the situation, but it was unusual.

Not only were the two constantly going all over the place to find new stores to shop at, but they were getting closer with each passing day. She loved that her sister had someone to share the experience with, someone who wasn’t Samantha and didn’t have her general disdain for spending money, but it still hurt. They had always been each other’s lifelines and support systems. It was going to take some time for her to adjust to Donna’s having a family to count on as well. Samantha was sitting in the living room of their apartment, thinking about how much her sister was enjoying her time at the estate.

It bothered her slightly that Donna was burning through her new fortune. Even though in the back of her mind she knew it was hers to burn, she also knew they had come from nothing, and the money would do wondrous things if used properly. Samantha took a deep breath and tried not to think about what was going on around her and the fact that her sister was having a lot more fun than she was. Suddenly, her phone rang, and she looked down to see Cathy’s name. She quickly answered it without hesitation.

“How’s everything going at that big fancy estate? Have you had the chance to meet any of your extended family yet?” Cathy asked.

Samantha chuckled. “Things are going all right, and the family seems to have accepted us into the fold.”

“You should sound a lot more excited than that. What’s going on?”

“Well, Donna has been going all over the place and shopping nonstop. It’s just not like her. I can’t help but think she’s just spending money because she actually has some.”

Cathy sighed. “There are people all over the world who struggle with money, and the two of you are no different. The fact she has this huge inheritance now is just a sign that she’s going to blow through some of it. For the first time in your lives, neither one of you has to worry about that sort of thing.”

“I know you’re right,” Samantha said. “I just feel like there’s more to it than that.”

“Has she done something that makes you think something more is going on?”

“Overall, no, but she just seems to have an entirely different attitude than I have ever seen from her. Not only that, but she is also acting like an entirely different person, and I’m not sure what to do with the behavior she’s presenting.”

Cathy chuckled. “I don’t know her as well as I know you, but the one thing I can tell you for sure is that she’s just finding herself in a whole new world. It’s new to you as well.”

“Yeah, but I’m not acting anywhere close to the way she is.”

“The two of you might be twins and look alike, but don’t forget how different you really are. I’m sure this is just a phase she’s going through, and when she realizes the kind of good she can do with the new fortune, things will be different.”

Samantha wished she could be as sure as her friend. As much as she wanted to believe it was just a phase her sister was going through, there had been a lot of changes in Donna’s behavior. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly as she tried to force herself to believe that the phase would be over soon. Knowing she wanted to get back home as soon as she could, she started to wonder how the apartment back home was fairing.

“Have you had a chance to check on the apartment?” Samantha asked.

“I’ve been over to check on it twice already. Everything is still in place, and I’m not really sure why you’re having me check on it in the first place.”

She chuckled. “I think I’m just ready to be back home. I’m not sure I fit in a place like this.”

Cathy laughed. “I have to say that it’s a relief to know having money hasn’t changed the type of person you are. I’ll be sure to keep checking on the apartment for you, and I really can’t wait to have you back home.”

It felt good to have friends like Cathy who were willing to listen to her rant about her sister and check on their apartment. The two of them talked for several more minutes, and Cathy caught her up on the latest gossip at the diner. Samantha was thankful she would never have to go back and work at that place again, but as much as she was enjoying the conversation, she had to end it early when there was a knock at the door. Samantha quickly made her way to the door and answered it, surprised to see Harriette standing on the other side.

“Would you like to go for a walk with me?” Harriette asked.

Samantha nodded. “I’d love to.”

Not knowing what her grandmother wanted but happy to spend some extra time with her, Samantha agreed and followed her through the house. It wasn’t long before they were headed out the front door and moving in the direction of a trail that led through the woods and the majority of the property. Overall, it was a beautiful day, and she was happy to accompany her grandmother on such a wonderful walk. The two women talked lightly about how her stay was going so far, but Samantha was focused on Harriette, who was sharing information about the property and land connected to it.

“It really is a wonderful estate,” Samantha said.

“I’m happy to hear that you like it. I’ve loved living here and growing up on the property, but I’m curious about how you are doing with everything.”

She sighed. “I think that overall, I’m enjoying my stay, but if I’m being honest, I get a strange feeling being here, and the fact that my sister is acting so different makes me wonder if being here is right for me.”

Harriette chuckled. “Money has a way of doing that to people, and the idea that the two of you have never had this kind of wealth is something that would make anyone seem different.”

“It’s just weird. I’ve never seen my sister acting the way she is, and her behavior has me questioning everything.”

“It is my firm belief that there is no amount of money that is worth more than your own peace of mind.”

Samantha laughed. “That’s a fair point to make, and the longer I’m here, the more I’m starting to feel the same way. It helps that I was able to find a few of Callie’s journals, and reading them has made me feel closer to her. It makes me feel like I’m connected to this place somehow.”

“Whether you realize it or not, you truly are connected here. We might not be the family you have always wanted, but we are your relation, and you have a rich family history here.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that reading her journals makes me feel as though I have been here all along.”

“Your mother wasn’t the only one who was a writer, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

Harriette smiled. “Camilla enjoyed putting pen to paper from time to time as well. I know you are highly interested in the library, and I think that if you spend a little time digging through the books in our library, you very well might find something of interest there.”

As much as Samantha wanted to learn about the library when they had first arrived, she had yet to spend any time within its walls. Knowing that Harriette was pushing her to learn as much about the family as she could, she knew she was going to have to visit the library soon and find out what kind of information she could learn from Camilla’s writing. She had already spent some time with her mother’s journals, and anything she could learn about the family and where she came from was of interest to her.

The two of them continued to walk and talk about the history of the property and the land. When she finally took her eyes off her grandmother and looked at where they were, Samantha knew the trail they were following was going to lead them directly to the graveyard and family crypt. She wasn’t sure what the point of their walk truly was, but she was happy to spend time with her grandmother and looked forward to whatever she said next.
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As the two walked toward the cemetery, they passed the front gates and walked a little farther down the trail. Samantha was sure they were going to stop at the graveyard and that her grandmother was going to tell her some history she had yet to hear about, but when they passed by without entering, she felt a slight amount of disappointment creep in. The more time she spent at the estate, the more she wanted to learn as much as she could about the people who had come before her. After walking a little farther down the trail, Harriette came to a stop and took a deep breath.

“The years haven’t been as kind to me as they may have been to other people. I’m old and tired, and I think it would be best if I headed back to the main house.”

Samantha smiled. “Thank you for inviting me along, but I think I’m going to head into the graveyard and take a look around. Sometimes, I let my curiosity get the better of me.”

Harriette chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I remember a time in my life when I refused to let my curiosity take over, and there are times I regret that heavily. I enjoyed our walk together, but I feel as though a nice nap is what’s best for me.”

“I haven’t quite made it to your age, but there are definitely days where a nap is one of the best feelings you can get.”

“That’s exactly how I’m feeling right now. You mentioned you were going to head to the graveyard, and it made me curious if you were looking for anything in particular.”

Samantha chuckled. “I know it’s going to sound a little morbid, but I have always enjoyed walking through cemeteries. I think it is just the quiet that brings me peace, and I could use a little of that right now with everything going on with Donna.”

“Donna is still the same woman she was when she came here, and I assure you things aren’t going to change that much for her. She’s going to come around eventually, and she’s going to need you there when she does. Donna is just lost in this new world she has found, and it’s only a matter of time before she comes back. Enjoy your time here and the peace and quiet. This place is yours now, and I hope you love it as much as I have.”

Harriette quietly turned around and started to walk away. Samantha had enjoyed the time she got to spend with her grandmother and the short walk they were able to take together. She watched her disappear down the trail, and she realized she was all alone on the great big property. It felt nice at first, and she quickly made her way through the front gate that led into the graveyard. Having the extra time to be alone with her thoughts was something that helped her work through any problems she had, but she hated the fact that they were going to be stuck at the estate for the next six weeks.

As she walked through the graveyard and glanced at each and every headstone she passed, Samantha couldn’t believe that what had originally been planned as a couple days away had turned into weeks away from home. She wasn’t looking for anything in particular as she wandered through, but when she thought she saw her mother’s name on one of the headstones, she stopped in her tracks.

Without hesitating, she walked to the marker and kneeled beside it. Most of the cemetery had been well kept, but Samantha had no idea how long it had been since the last time someone had come through and cleaned out the weeds, which were starting to grow all around. She reached down and started plucking them from around her mother’s headstone, and she wasn’t even sure why she was doing it, other than the fact that she just wanted to see it in its entirety. After a few minutes, she sat down next to her mother’s grave and continued to pull weeds and clean around it.

“I feel like this is something someone should be taking care of on a regular basis,” she muttered to herself.

Samantha couldn’t stand the fact that not only was her mother’s headstone covered in weeds, but even though most of the graveyard seemed to have been well kept at one point or another, there were more overgrown weeds than there should have been. She hated to think that a place that was supposed to be a memorial had gone to waste. She stopped what she was doing and sat in silence for several moments until she was startled by a man’s voice behind her.

“It’s been a long time since this area has been kept up with. The man who acted as a gardener for the graveyard quit after Camilla passed.”

Samantha spun around to see Beau and sighed in relief. “You startled me. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be out here.”

“I apologize for that. You should know we are working on finding a replacement for the gardener already. This place is meant to memorialize the people who have come before us, and I feel like it should already be something we are taking care of.”

Although she was happy to see it was someone she knew and not some stranger who had snuck up on her, Samantha had an uneasy feeling inside. She had expected to spend some quality time alone in the graveyard and hadn’t once thought about the possibility of someone else being there. She slowly got to her feet before looking back at the man who had somehow followed her into the graveyard.

“What are you doing out here?” Samantha asked. “I was just getting ready to leave if you wanted to spend some quality time with your relatives.”

Beau chuckled. “That’s not something I normally would do, but I was actually trying to find you. I noticed you and Harriette leaving and was planning to wait until you got back to talk to you, but when I saw her walking back alone, I figured it was as good a time as any to come looking for you.”

“Why isn’t that something that could have waited until I returned to the house myself?”

“I just feel as though the two of us need to get to know each other a bit. It’s not every day that you find out that you have relatives you have never met, and I think it would be a good thing for us to get on the same page.”

“What do you mean?”

Beau had a smile on his face that made her shudder slightly. Samantha wasn’t sure where the feeling was coming from, but she tried to shake it off, nonetheless. The feeling of being watched and followed every time she left the main house was something that had continued over the past several days, and she knew it was her mind playing games with her. Not once had she turned around and actually seen someone behind her, and although she knew Beau was family, she wasn’t sure if she liked the idea of being so far out of sight from anyone else. After all, she knew nothing about the man other than the fact they shared a small amount of DNA.

“I just think that the two of us need to get better acquainted since I am the one who heads up several of the real estate offices in the area,” Beau said. “You do know that’s where the family fortune originated, right?”

Samantha nodded. “Maybe it’s time the two of us get to know each other, and we can do that as we walk and talk.”

“Sounds great. Do you need a few more moments with your mother?”

Samantha shook her head. She was going to be stuck at the estate for several more weeks and there would be plenty of time to revisit the graveyard before she left. She had yet to figure out why she felt so uncomfortable with her great-uncle, but he had made her uneasy since the day she had met him. There were many secrets being kept at the estate, but she had yet to find any of them. A small voice in the back of her mind told her to be careful, and the idea of being alone with him in a graveyard was something that didn’t sit right with her.

The only way she knew to correct it was to be aware that there were some places where they could be seen, and her heart was still set on visiting the library. Knowing she had no choice in getting to know the man, she headed toward the front gate of the graveyard and in the direction of the house.
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Once they were in a more open area and walking together, Samantha began to grow curious as to why the man had chosen that moment to strike up a conversation with her. There had been no time left at that point; it would have been better to get to know one another, and the silence between the two of them as they walked was starting to grow colder. The longer they walked without saying a word, the more nervous she became. There hadn’t been any reason why she should feel so uneasy with someone who was a part of her family, and she tried to push the feeling down deep inside.

“So, what do you want to talk about?” Samantha asked, ending the silence between them.

Beau chuckled. “I have to admit that I was quite shocked about what the will contained. I’ve been running the family businesses for years now.”

“I take it you expected to inherit more of the company than you actually did.”

“Well, I can’t say that I was running the companies with the sole purpose of taking it over, but it was my understanding.”

“I’m sorry about that. All of this is brand new to me, and I can’t say that I had any knowledge about any of this happening. I didn’t even know where my sister and I came from until now.”

Beau nodded. “I understand that, and I’m not saying any of this is either of your faults. I’m upset with how things turned out, and although I understand that this is how the family has always dealt with death, I was confused and still am.”

“I don’t understand. What exactly are you trying to say?”

“I’m just trying to tell you that things shouldn’t have turned out the way they did. I have been dealing with the companies and the family business for as long as I can remember, but I’m not the one you need to be worried about.”

Samantha scoffed. “Who is it that I need to be worried about, then?”

“Wesley is just as angry as I am, if not much more. He’s already with the attorney now, trying to get the will overturned.”

Samantha had no idea how to respond, but she was upset that people were trying to go behind her back to have the will changed. She had no idea why no one was telling her what was happening behind closed doors, and as the two continued to walk toward the house, she knew she was going to have to try to figure things out on her own. It outraged her to know Wesley was working behind her back, but she knew he couldn’t have been the only one.

While it was true that there was a large part of her that wanted nothing to do with the property or the businesses attached to the family name, it wasn’t what was making her angry. What upset her the most was that people were telling her one thing and then doing something else entirely. Even though she wanted nothing more than just to return home and quietly move on with her life, she needed to understand why things were being done without her being told. As soon as she and Beau had made it back up to the front entrance of the manor, she excused herself and stormed through the front doors.

The only person she knew she could talk to and share her anger with without being judged was her grandmother, and she had a direct path in the direction of Harriette’s apartment without stopping to talk to anyone. Several of the staff members tried to stop Samantha and make sure she was all right, but she didn’t say a word to any of them, and she continued walking until she was at her grandmother’s door. As soon as she reached the doors and opened them, walking through without knocking, Samantha only stopped when she reached her grandmother.

“Where’s Wesley?” Samantha asked.

“Well, the last time I heard anything from him was that he was going to be heading over to Mr. Oliver’s offices. I assure you he should be back at any time if you are looking to talk to him.”

“I’m definitely going to be having a conversation with him, but I don’t think he’s going to like it much.”

“What’s going on?” Harriette asked.

“I don’t know, but I promise you I’m going to find out. If he thinks he can get away with whatever he’s trying to do, he’s got another think coming.”

Without waiting for her grandmother to respond, Samantha turned around and stormed out of the apartment, still just as angry with Wesley as when she had arrived. She was trying to think of what to do next or what she would even say to the man when she saw him face to face, but she was blinded by the rage inside and had no idea where to start. She suddenly realized she had the phone number for Mr. Oliver’s office, and as she made her way back through the large house, she pulled out her phone and dialed the number, waiting for someone to answer on the other end of the line.

“Hello, Mr. Oliver’s office,” the receptionist said. “How can we help you today?”

“You can start by telling me exactly what in the world Wesley is doing there,” Samantha seethed.

“Samantha Hastings, I presume.”

“Yes, it is. I would like to know what Wesley is doing there and why he is having a meeting with Mr. Oliver at this moment.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to divulge that information. It is a private meeting between the two of them, and I’m not allowed to share any of the details about what is going on. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“If you’re not going to be able to tell me what in the hell he’s doing there, then no,” Samantha said, ending the call.

She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she was as angry as she was at that moment. Whatever was going on between Wesley and the attorney was something she needed to figure out, and she couldn’t understand why Wesley was going out of his way to take something that had been left to her and her sister. Samantha was growing more enraged as the moments passed, and she quickly made her way through the house and to the main drawing room before taking a seat in one of the chairs.

Samantha knew it was only a matter of time before Wesley would come back to the estate, and he would have to walk through the front door. She sat in the drawing room, glaring at the front door and waiting for his return. When he strolled in, she was going to figure out exactly what was going on. Even as she sat in the room, staring at the front door, she didn’t understand why it was so important to her. Everything that had happened since their arrival at the estate was something she had never imagined would happen, but knowing they were trying to take something from her was what stood out the most to her.

The twins had grown up with nothing but one home after another, and the idea that Wesley was going behind her back instead of having a face-to-face conversation with her was outrageous. Samantha sat and stared at the door for several minutes, waiting for the man to walk through. The minutes passed by slowly, and she was growing more impatient as time ticked by. Suddenly, a strange feeling overcame her, and no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake it.

Someone was watching her, and she didn’t understand from where. Samantha looked around the room for a camera, though she knew there weren’t any. She began to wonder if the feeling was just a culmination of emotions she was going through, and she knew she wasn’t going to let Wesley get away with trying to make her out to be some kind of fool. He was going to have to fight if he wanted anything from her, and she sat back up in her seat and waited again.

The feeling continued to linger, though, and she wasn’t sure why it was still there. Samantha knew she was alone in the room, but there was a noise behind her that caused her to jump. Without warning, a small boy’s laughter filled the room. She quickly glanced to her left and right, but nothing was there. When the laughter filled the room again, she spun around to find nothing behind her. Her heart was racing, and she didn’t understand what was happening.
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Although the eerie sound of a child’s laughter had stopped, her heart was still pounding. In the few days they had already spent at the estate, she had yet to see a single child running around. As far as she knew, there weren’t any. Her heart was still racing when the front door started to open, and she prepared to pounce at the opportunity to lay into Wesley for going behind her back, but it wasn’t the man she was waiting for who was walking through the front door.

When Bonnie walked through the door first, Samantha sighed. She was going to have to wait a little longer if she was going to get the chance to talk to him. Her sister walked in right after the woman, and Donna was laughing hard at something Bonnie had said. It truly looked as though the two had enjoyed themselves, but that all went away when her sister noticed her sitting in the drawing room. Her entire expression changed, and Donna glared at Samantha for a moment before turning back to the other woman.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to take these bags to my room,” Donna said.

Without looking back at Samantha, her sister started in the direction of their apartment. She quickly jumped up to follow her, knowing the two of them had a lot they needed to talk about. Before she had the opportunity to leave the room, Bonnie quickly jumped in her way and stopped her in her tracks.

“Do you mind if we talk for a moment?” Bonnie asked.

Samantha sighed. “Sure.”

She was already frustrated with the situation taking place with Wesley and the attorney, but she was trying to keep it buried inside. There wasn’t any point in letting on what she was dealing with, and she quickly made her way back to the seat she had been sitting, with Bonnie following closely behind. Samantha took a deep breath when she sat and looked over at Bonnie as the woman took a seat next to her.

“What’s going on?” Samantha asked.

“Well, I’ve been spending a lot of time with your sister and getting to know her very well. We’ve been shopping and talking so much that I feel as though I’ve known her most of my life.”

“It’s good to see the two of you having so much fun together, but I don’t understand what that has to do with me.”

Bonnie chuckled. “The problem is that I’ve been spending so much time with her that I don’t feel like I know you at all. I’d really like to change that if you think it’s something you would want to do.”

“How do we go about doing that? My sister and I are very different people.”

“I understand that, but I don’t think that means you and I aren’t going to get along. I just really feel like we should all know each other since we are family. I’ll be hosting a little dinner party later this week and would love for both of you to come to enjoy some time together.”

Samantha knew she needed to get to know her family much better, and having the opportunity to get to know Bonnie as well as Donna excited her a little. Unfortunately, at that moment, she was still thinking about Wesley and how the man was going behind her back in order to try to get the will changed. Her focus was on nothing more than that, and she still wasn’t sure why Beau made her feel so uneasy. She knew it had to do with several of the comments he had made at the family dinner before, but she still had more to learn about the family and how they felt about her and her sister. Looking at the woman sitting across from her, she shrugged.

“I’m going to have to think about it. I have a lot on my mind right now,” Samantha said.

“Is there anything I can help with?”

“How well do you know Wesley?”

Bonnie blushed. “Well, it was a really long time ago, but I used to have a huge crush on the man. I’m glad nothing ever worked out between the two of us, and I’m really in love with Beau now.”

“That’s a little more information than I was expecting, but I guess it does make sense. What I’m really trying to figure out is what kind of man he really is.”

Bonnie sighed. “I don’t like to speak ill of people who aren’t here to defend themselves, but the man is rather heartless.”

“What do you mean?”

“Even back in the days when I actually had a crush on him, he seemed cold. He was always looking out for himself, and the heartless side of him came out quite frequently. He is family, though, and I feel like I need to keep my opinion about the guy to myself.”

There was obviously more to the situation than her new great-aunt was letting on, but Samantha couldn’t quite place her finger on it. The woman still, after all those years, seemed upset by being rejected by the elder brother. Samantha didn’t want to dwell on it, and she could see that Bonnie was quickly becoming uncomfortable with the topic at hand. Samantha had only just scratched the surface of what she wanted to learn and wouldn’t risk alienating the woman more.

Samantha shrugged. “I don’t think it’s necessarily talking bad about him if I’m the one asking the questions.”

“I suppose I don’t understand why you’re asking about Wesley. Has he done something to make you feel the need to find out more about him?”

“Nothing like that. I just like to know the kind of people I’m dealing with and who I have around me. Just trying to get to know everyone.”

Bonnie chuckled. “I don’t blame you, and I understand the need to have as much information about people as you can. I’m sure you’ll be able to hear all kinds of stories about all of us when you come to the dinner party later this week. The stories will include things about Beau and me, as well as Wesley and your mother.”

Samantha was still focused on trying to figure out just what Wesley was trying to do, but listening to the woman talk about the people she might be able to learn more about intrigued her thoughts. Knowing there was an opportunity to learn about everyone in the family, including her mother, made her feel as though she was going to have to go to the dinner party, whether she liked it or not. As she was lost in her thoughts, Bonnie continued to talk about the advantages of coming to the party. Samantha was only half-heartedly listening as she was still trying to figure out what she was going to say to Wesley when he arrived.

There was a huge amount of anger rushing through her body and mind, but she realized she still needed to speak with her sister and try to smooth things over with her as well. Every thought that entered her mind was beginning to fade into a mess of thoughts, and she had no idea how she was supposed to figure out what to do next. When Bonnie asked her once again if she was going to be coming to the dinner party, Samantha wasn’t sure how to respond. She simply shrugged yet again before replying.

“I’m leaning toward coming, but it’s something I’m going to have to think a little about before I give you a direct answer. Thank you for the invite, and I will let you know.”

“As long as you’re willing to give it a chance, that’s all I can ask for. Just let me know if you can come.”

“I will. Thank you again.”

Bonnie nodded, and Samantha stood up and walked out of the room in the direction of the apartment she shared with Donna. While she was still going to have a long conversation with Wesley when she had the chance, she knew she needed to fix things with Donna. The two of them had gotten along for their entire lives before coming to the estate, and she wasn’t about to let a difference of opinion come between them. Still, she had a wave of thoughts strike her on the way back to the apartment, and she stopped.

The conversation she’d had with her grandmother when they went for a walk quickly replayed in her mind, and the one thing she wanted to do above everything else was learn as much as she could about the family. She recalled Harriette telling her that Camilla was a writer, too. The thought of being able to find some of the things she had written about in the library was now at the forefront of her mind. She decided to head to the library instead of going back to the apartment, where she would possibly just pick at her sister even more.

Samantha quickly changed direction and headed for the library, knowing deep down inside that anything she was trying to figure out might be hidden in a book somewhere within those walls. She felt a sudden change in her attitude when she realized she was going to have some time to herself in one of her favorite places. Libraries had always had a comforting effect on her, and she knew she was going to be able to think more clearly once she had spent some more time alone with her thoughts.
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Days had passed since the decision to stay had been made. Donna was beside herself with joy upon learning that the estate was not only theirs, but she had immediate access to part of the money Camilla had left them. Samantha, though she tried to keep her sullen mood about being there to herself, found it hard to hide all the time. Instead of letting her sister worry about her constantly, she filled her time in the library, digging deeper into the history of the family and estate. Harriette had become a lifeline for her.

Sitting across from the woman that morning, they had once again waited for the others to leave after breakfast before diving back into the stories of her mother, the land, and the others. It was quite extraordinary to hear about Harriette’s life. There was nothing the woman hadn’t done. She was a skilled huntsman and sailor, a seamstress, and a beloved pillar in the community. It was shocking that Harriette had lived such a full and boisterous life. Samantha was thrilled they had met and truly started to bond.

“Did you ever suspect anything when she came back after having us?” Samantha asked.

Harriette nodded. “Heavens, we all wondered what happened to her. She had you two weeks early and never once let on that it was twins. How she managed to keep that to herself, I’ll never know. She was always such a bubbly young woman and could never hide a thing from the world. She wore her heart on her sleeve.”

Her heart ached. “I wish we could have met her.”

“She would have loved you both so much. You remind me so much of her. Everything from the color of your hair to the shade of your eyes. You’re the spitting image of her.”

Samantha’s cheeks blushed. “I’ve seen some pictures of her—”

“Is that all you’ve seen?”

She didn’t know how to reply to the question. The implication that Harriette was making was clear. Shock coursed through Samantha. She had kept her opinions and sightings of the spirits to herself. Though she’d wanted to tell Maggie all about it on a handful of occasions, Samantha was terrified of coming across as insane. She didn’t want to give her new family any reason to oust her from the will. Harriette smiled at her, obviously wanting her to take as much time as needed to come up with a reply.

“This place…it’s like it’s watching me.”

“Your mother used to say the same thing. She was convinced this place was haunted and would spend hours in the library with her grandmother, trying to find answers. If you’re looking, I would suggest you start there.”

Though she had spent some time in the library, it hadn’t been researching her dilemma. Moreso, she was getting the lay of the land. As Harriette’s aide joined them, Samantha rose and thanked her grandmother before heading for the library. She took her time meandering through the halls until, at long last, she made it to the towering doors that led to the escape beyond. Inside, Samantha was delighted to find it was empty.

Moving around the room, she explored the various titles. Some of them were obviously original author copies with first editions sprinkled in. It was easy to see the different types of books the heirs had added over the years. Knowing, after deep conversations with Harriette, that Camilla, too, appreciated and was fascinated by the occult, Samantha located a back wall with dozens of books on the topic.

She felt like she was in heaven when she was in the books in question. Samantha had only read about some of them in other books, and others were still copies only seen in museums. It was a truly breathtaking sight to behold. As long as they were there, she was going to enjoy every second of the time she had with the priceless relics. Gingerly, she pulled the first book from the shelf and skimmed through it. When she was done, Samantha returned it to its place and went in search of another.

Just as she was about to reach for another book when, something caught her eye. It stood out against the rest of the collection, with the family’s last name embossed in gold on the spine. She reached for it, tugging it gently as the top gave way, but the bottom stayed stuck in place. With a hearty jerk she was sure would free the volume, a strange groaning behind the wall filled the air around her. Suddenly, the shelf to her right lurched forward several inches as Samantha stumbled backward.

“Holy shit!” she stammered.

It was a hidden cubby within the wall. Carefully taking hold of the bookshelf, she pulled it the rest of the way open as it swung on its hinges. Pulling out her phone to use as a flashlight, Samantha looked into the petite space. It was just big enough to hold a desk, a small bookshelf, and two free-standing lamps. Whoever had used the nook, though, obviously loved it. Photos of family and friends adorned the walls. Moving to the desk, she looked through the documents lying there and quickly realized it had been her great-grandmother who had used the hidden office.

Samantha felt like she had taken a step back in time as she sat down at the desk. Everything she saw brought her closer to her ancestry; it was a connection to her relatives she hadn’t had before. Yet even as she sat gazing at her surroundings, Samantha felt that eerie sensation of being watched and quickly looked around for the culprit. She was tired of the cat-and-mouse game the spirits were playing with her. It was well past time she stopped hiding and being afraid of them. Grinding her teeth, Samantha stood and spun around their room.

“I know you are here,” Samantha said. “I don’t know what you want from me, but I am not going anywhere, so you might as well get used to it.”

Suddenly, a gust of wind, seemingly from nowhere, moved through the space. It carried the pages that her great-grandmother had been writing through the air and scattered them all over the floor. Samantha did her best not to show she was afraid, despite the dread growing within her. She balled her hands into fists and looked around the tornado of flying debris.

“You might as well talk to me. I am the only one who’s going to listen,” she growled.

As quickly as the tornado of activity had started, everything stopped, dropping to the ground in an instant. A chill ran down her spine as she looked for the culprit but found nothing. Even the sensation of eyes upon her had gone. Whatever it was, or whoever it had been, they wanted her gone as much as she wanted to leave. She wasn’t going to give up so easily, though. Just as Samantha started picking up the fallen debris, her phone started to vibrate, and she quickly pulled it out. Cursing under her breath, she raced out of the room and closed the door behind her. Samantha had completely forgotten about her afternoon shopping trip with Bonnie and Donna.

To say she wasn’t excited about it would be an understatement, but she was looking forward to spending time with her sister and new family member, nonetheless. Still, there was work she could accomplish even while they were shopping. Bonnie had spent several years at the estate. The woman had to know something about the place’s history. Even if she wasn’t willing to open up at first, Samantha would wear her down. Her gut told her that something big was coming for them, and they were running out of time. Making her way back out of the library and down the hall, she ignored her sister when she called a second time.

Just as she rounded the corner of the main hall and the front doors came into view, she saw Donna and Bonnie waiting for her. Donna looked irritated, but Samantha knew she’d get over it. Spending money always made her feel better.
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She was happy to take a break from exploring and spend time with both her sister and her great-aunt. When Donna climbed behind the wheel of their rental car, Samantha didn’t argue with her. Though she didn’t normally like to drive, Donna was becoming more bold with each passing day she spent at the estate. It was yet another instance of her sister truly growing into her own identity. As much as she disliked being at the estate, Samantha had to admit it was doing wonders for Donna.

It had been a struggle for Samantha to leave school, though, especially when she was so close to finishing the semester. She had already looked into online school and local college courses, but Samantha was still on the fence about staying in New Hampshire after the six weeks were over. Even from the back seat, though she had no problem getting the conversation going. Her sister could glare at her in the mirror as much as she wanted. It wasn’t going to stop Samantha from asking Bonnie the questions that had been plaguing her mind since day one.

“Did you ever hear our uncles talking about Brandon? Our mother’s first child?” Samantha asked.

Bonnie seemed genuinely shocked by the question, her jaw falling slack as Donna once again glared at Samantha. “Oh, um, well…I know he was cute and outgoing. Why do you ask?” Bonnie said.

“She thinks she’s seeing his ghost in the house,” Donna said.

Sam glared back at her. “When you say it like that? You make me sound crazy. First of all, I have seen him, and I’m not losing my mind. Second, it’s not uncommon for the spirits of children not to cross over. Death at that age isn’t natural most of the time. We did an entire course on it.”

“Well, that’s fascinating, but I really don’t know much about him—”

“What about our half-sister? No one seems to know what happened to her after our father died. She just vanished at her private school, and no one ever seemed to care,” Sam said.

Bonnie shook her head, looking sympathetic as she did. “I’m sorry, Samantha. I really just don’t have any answers for you. What about Harriette? She seems to know everything that’s going on around here.”

“I’ve already talked her ear off. I know about my mom and our brother, even my father’s death, but none of it adds up. How does so much tragedy happen at a house and no one seems to have answers?”

“It’s an old house and an even older family, honey. You’re asking them to dig up some pretty powerful memories here. Have you talked with anyone in town? They might be of some help. God knows those people love to gossip. That’s one reason we never stay here longer than a week or two at a time. Who needs that drama in their lives?” Bonnie said.

Samantha agreed with her before slumping back in the seat. It was starting to feel like another dead end. Grabbing her phone, she did a broad search for local newspapers and was tickled when she found an office in the town they were heading to. With no desire to shop, she left the others in the car when they parked and promised to meet back up with them there in a few hours. Making a beeline for the newspaper office, she didn’t see the man until it was too late, plowing into his back as she tumbled to the ground.

Instantly, a hand shot out to help her back to her feet. As she apologized and tried to collect herself, she looked up and saw a familiar face.

“Wesley! What a pleasant surprise. I didn’t think I’d run into you here,” she said.

“Literally, it would seem,” he replied. He grinned and looked around. “So, you here shopping with the other ladies?”

“Not exactly…I was actually looking for some history on the family. Any chance you’d want to talk for a bit? I was going to go to the newspaper and search old announcements, death records, that sort of thing, but—”

“Why read about it when you can talk to someone who was actually there?” he asked.

She blushed and nodded.

“Why don’t we walk down to the bar at the other end of the street? I could go for a cold beer,” he said.

“That sounds perfect. I never knew it could get so hot like this outside of Texas in the summer.”

They started walking down the somewhat busy street. Given the perfectly sunny summer day in the coastal community, it came as no shock to her that people were out enjoying themselves. Still, Samantha didn’t know where to begin the conversation. As much as she appreciated him taking the time, Samantha was well aware of the fact he was still a stranger to her.

“So, you’ve got some questions, then? I’m surprised it’s taken you this long to get me for a one-on-one conversation. From the way Harriette talks, you’ve made it your mission to put Brandon to rest.”

Her jaw dropped in shock. “You…you know about him?”

“Sure do. I’ve seen him a handful of times, too. I guess to an outsider looking in, that’s got to be a pretty wild statement to make, but Harriette said you’ve seen him, too, so I guess you really are a Redwood.”

Her great-uncle continued to talk as he held open the door to the bar for her. Slipping into the air-conditioned space, they quickly found a pair of seats at the end of the bar and ordered drinks. While they waited, she was anxious to get back to the conversation.

“Brandon drowned, correct?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, and it was a heartbreaking day for us all. I know Callie blamed herself, but it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s. She blamed little Rebecca for a long time. I don’t think that relationship ever healed. The poor girl fell asleep while he was playing by the water.”

“Rebecca. That was my father’s daughter, right? I asked Bonnie about her, but—”

“Bonnie doesn’t know a damn thing,” he growled. “The only thing that woman is good for is smiling for pictures and spending money. She came along about five years after your mother passed and just took over everything. Hell, Harriette had to fight to keep the woman out of your mother’s apartment, the one you’re in now.”

“Wow. Got it. So, no love lost between the two of you then, huh?”

Wesley shook his head. “Not even a little. She made a play for me before going for my brother, but I wasn’t biting. If I ever marry again, it’s going to be with someone who has the same emotional and intellectual maturity as myself, not some vapid woman who only cares about money. Be careful around her. I see her charming her way into your sister’s world.”

“Yeah, no worries here. I’m not so much for the shopping and spending. I’d rather figure out why my older little brother is still trapped at the estate. Do you think Beau might be willing to talk with me?”

“I honestly have no idea. He’d be the one to approach. After Brandon died, there was so much sadness around here that he came down and stayed for a few months. He did so again to offer support when your father passed away.”

“So, he was here both times someone died?” she asked.

Wesley locked eyes with her and nodded slowly. “Be careful, kid. I love my family, but my brother has always had a dark streak in him. I can already see those wheels in your head spinning. I’m here if you need someone to bounce theories off of, but honestly, your best bet is to find Camilla’s journals. They went missing after she died, but I’d put money on her solving the mystery. She was obsessed with it after Callie died, and now, I guess we know why.”

“We do?” Samantha asked.

He nodded. “She was protecting you and your sister from the same fate as your parents. If you ask me, you’re on the right path, but be careful. People don’t just go missing or walk into a pond.”

“Do you really think your brother is capable of murder, though?”

He sighed and shrugged. “He’s not the same kid I grew up with. Money corrupts people. Just watch your back, Samantha. If he knows you’re looking into all of this, or God forbid you uncover something, he’s going to find a way to make you disappear like I suspect he has the others.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” she whispered. “I guess I know where to start now.”

Wesley smiled at her. “So, are you regretting coming here yet?”

“Since day one.”

Samantha nodded in understanding. Her great-uncle was clearly trying to warn her, which only served to drive her determination deeper. If Beau was behind the deaths, she would stop at nothing to uncover the truth.
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After the shock of realizing she wasn’t the only believer, the mood turned somber for a few minutes. Wesley was quick to turn things around, though, ordering them both a second beer as he started to share stories with her about not only her mother but her brother and father as well. By the time they left the pub, they were both a little tipsy as they emerged into the bright sunlight. A black car with a driver pulled up out front, seemingly having been waiting for Wesley to come out. After promising to see her back at the house, Wesley stumbled into the back of the car.

“Hey! Was that Wesley we saw you with?” Donna said.

Samantha spun around to see her sister and Bonnie standing on the sidewalk behind her. They both had bags in their arms, apparently finding odds and ends they couldn’t live without at the local shops.

“Yep, that was him. We ran into each other and thought we would have a few drinks. You wouldn’t believe what he told me,” Samantha said.

“What did the two of you talk about?” Bonnie asked.

“A little bit of everything. He thinks my great-grandmother was close to finding out what really happened to our brother and parents.”

“What happened to them? If that’s all you wanted to know, I could have told you that,” Bonnie said. “It’s a matter of public record. Honestly, I don’t think that requires day drinking with a strange old man.”

“He is our great-uncle, though. I think that makes him a little less strange,” Samantha said.

“Still, you shouldn’t believe everything you hear. That man and his brother have had issues since they were kids. I’m sure he was more than happy to throw his brother under the bus,” Bonnie said as she stormed in front of the girls.

Samantha was slightly taken aback by the woman’s harsh tone, but after giving it some thought, she realized the blame was on her own shoulders. They had known as soon as they had met the brothers that there was tension between them. She could feel Donna’s angry gaze on her as she hung her head and followed Bonnie. The last thing she wanted to do was alienate anyone. Making their way to the waiting car, Samantha climbed into the back seat and said nothing as they left town and headed back for the estate. She had made enough of a mess out of things for one day.
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“I just don’t know why you always have to be starting things. Why can’t you just enjoy that we are finally getting to know our family? We have been here for nearly two weeks now, and you simply refuse to accept anyone,” Donna hissed.

“I know, I am sorry. I never should have brought it up around Bonnie—”

“There is nothing to bring up anyway! You are dredging up memories that are painful for everyone without any care as to how it affects the rest of us. It’s selfish, Sammy.”

“I don’t know what you want me to do about it now,” Samantha muttered. “I can go apologize to Bonnie right now, but it’s awfully late.”

“I don’t want you to apologize at all. I just want you to drop the issue and stop bringing it up around everyone. Don’t you think it’s a little creepy that you are always talking about death and this place being haunted? No one wants to live like that.”

She could understand where her sister was coming from, but it did little to stop her desire to find the truth. No matter what she did, Samantha constantly seemed to be upsetting someone. When Donna grumbled about going to bed, Samantha didn’t stop her. It was obvious that her sister needed some space. The alcohol from earlier in the day had done a number on her head. Standing from where she had been sitting on their apartment sofa, Samantha made her way to the kitchen, where she had seen a small shelf with medicines and pain relievers.

As she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and took two of the acetaminophen, Samantha gazed out the back windows off the kitchen. It didn’t matter how many times she took in the breathtaking view. It would always be stunning to her. Samantha let out a hefty sigh. She was going to have to put her mission to rest for a while, or she was going to risk losing her sister once and for all. Though Samantha was only trying to keep her safe, she could understand why Donna was so worked up. Before she could think about what to do next, something flashed by her window. It took her several seconds for her mind to process what was happening.

When she finally managed to wrap her head around what she’d seen, the bottle of water in her hands toppled to the floor. She jumped on the counter and looked down at the soft earth below. Samantha screamed at the sight of the image. Someone had jumped from the top of the building, taking their own life, but in the dim lighting and on the second floor of the estate, she didn’t know who it was. Racing back through the apartment and out the doors, she ignored her sister calling after her as she bolted for the main floor. Samantha sprinted down the hall to the glass doors situated at the back of the house, off the kitchen.

Bursting through them onto the patio, the sensory lights flickered to life, illuminating the earth around her. As soon as she saw the body up close, Samantha knew who it was. Her stomach lurched at the bloodied sight of the man. Just hours ago, she had been talking with Wesley, animated and full of life, but now, as quickly as he had stepped into her world, the man was gone. His glazed eyes looked up at her, cold and dead. She heard people gathering behind her, and one of the women screamed as someone called the police.

When someone stood next to her, the spell was finally broken, and Samantha glanced over to see her sister looking pale. Donna was obviously just as shocked by the turn of events as Samantha was.

“Jesus,” Donna stammered. “Holy crap. I guess that’s what made you scream. Now I understand it. I thought you were just meeting Frank.”

“Who the hell is Frank?”

“He’s the wolf-spider that lives behind the sink in the apartment. I’ve met him a few times but didn’t tell you. I know how you feel about the creepy crawlies.”

“I wouldn’t scream like that at a spider. Jesus, Donna…I watched him fall. I saw the whole thing.”

“So, then you think he fell?” Donna whispered.

Samantha shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand why he would even be up there. I thought Harriette said no one went to the roof anymore.”

“Maybe he jumped. You said it yourself: you weren’t going to stop digging into the truth. Maybe he had something more to do with it than you originally thought, and the guilt finally got to him.”

“I don’t think so, Donna. He was happy at our impromptu meeting this afternoon. He wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. We didn’t really know him all that well.”

“Why are you so unwilling to see that something is going on here? We aren’t going to find a suicide note, back taxes, or anything else. Wesley was a good man. He wanted to help me figure this out, Donna.”

“Maybe, maybe not. You know people can lie, right? It might have all been a ruse to get you to trust him. Then, maybe he had second thoughts and wanted to end it all.”

“That wasn’t him, Donna. I would bet my life on it. Wesley was murdered,” Samantha growled.

Donna shrugged. “Anything is possible, but I heard Harriette say the police will be here any minute. I’m sure whatever is going on, they will sort it out.”

As much as she wanted to have the same faith her sister did in the police force, something told Samantha they weren’t going to get any answers from them. Everything about this situation reminded her that something was lurking at the estate. She hated herself for getting distracted and letting Donna get into her head. No one else was going to die on her watch. As her sister turned back and talked with the others, Samantha moved closer to the body.

“I am going to find out what happened to you, Wesley. I promise you that. I don’t care what anyone says. I know you would never do this to yourself or leave us here on our own. If this is my fault, if you were murdered for helping me find answers, I am so sorry,” Samantha whispered.

In the distance, she could already hear the sirens approaching as she stood up and went back to her family. Harriette was the most distraught member of the group, and Samantha sat next to her on the steps of the patio. Pulling her grandmother into her arms, Samantha held the woman close. She was determined to find out who was hurting the people she was quickly coming to love. Hopefully, Samantha would have answers before it was too late and someone else lost their life.
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Samantha was well aware of how beautiful the funeral had turned out, but once everyone was finished, she couldn’t bring herself to pay her respects to the others. After being the one who had found Wesley’s body, she could hardly even bring herself to be at the funeral at all. It was impossible to believe that the discussion she had with him was the reason for his suicide, but even as she thought about the situation the entire day, she still felt as though something was wrong with what had happened.

The others had planned some sort of celebration of life for the man, but there was something inside her that forced her to believe she didn’t belong with the others paying their respects. Once the last of the family members and members of staff had left the house, Samantha found herself slowly walking in the direction of the library, and even though she wasn’t sure why she had started in that direction, she knew she wanted to make her way back to the office space she had found hidden behind the library wall.

Camilla’s small office space was easy to find once she knew how to access it, and she wasted little time opening the hidden door and walking in. Samantha knew there had to be something inside that would give her the information she was looking for and lead her to some clue as to what had happened over the years. As soon as she was inside the small, hidden office, she started to rifle through all the drawers on the desk. In the back of her mind, she knew she was on the brink of finding something important and something that would explain what had been going on around the estate.

The first couple of drawers she searched through had nothing more than office supplies inside. Samantha was starting to grow frustrated with the idea that she hadn’t found anything up to that point. When she pulled open the large drawer at the bottom of the desk, she found two leather-bound journals almost identical to the ones her mother had used. Without wasting a moment of time, she pulled them out and noticed her great-grandmother’s name embossed on both of them.

Quickly setting them on top of the desk and impatiently wanting to start reading them, Samantha paused when she thought she heard someone approaching the main door to the library from down the hall. She had thought everyone had left the house, and for just a moment, she thought it was her mind playing tricks on her again. She had continuously heard noises and voices throughout the entire house since her arrival at the estate, but when she heard the sound again, she tucked them into the top drawer and closed it.

Samantha swiftly made her way out of the hidden office and peeked around the corner to see if anyone had entered the room. She waited several seconds to see if she could hear any other sounds or see anyone coming inside the library. As the moments passed by, she wondered if she was starting to lose her mind. All the different times she heard sounds around her when no one else did crept into the back of her mind, and it startled her to realize how many times it had happened.

Knowing there could be several answers to the questions she had inside the contents of the two journals she had just found, Samantha rushed back to the desk and grabbed them both. If there was someone still inside the manor, she, at the very least, did not want them to locate the hidden room she had found. With both journals tucked under her arm, she made her way out of the small office and closed the hidden door behind her. Just as she heard the clicking sound from the hidden door latching, she heard the footsteps of someone coming down the hallway once again. Only this time, she knew whatever she was hearing was real.

It was obvious that someone was still inside the house, and she needed to keep what she had found a secret. Samantha had no idea why she felt that way, but in the heat of the moment, she was doing what she thought needed to be done. Samantha tucked the two journals inside her shirt, making sure they were covered with what she was wearing. Her heart was racing slightly as she approached the door that led out of the library and into the hallway and opened it without thinking. Just as she closed the door behind her, she spotted Bonnie making her way down the hallway as well.

The woman was still several feet away from her, but Samantha could tell she had been crying. Her cheeks were still moist from the tears that had fallen, and her eyes were bright red from where the woman had been rubbing them. Although she wasn’t in the mood to have a conversation with anyone, Samantha knew she wasn’t going to get past the woman without having to say something. She quickly placed her hand where the two journals were hidden to make sure they were still covered and nodded to the woman when she approached.

“The service was beautiful. I think Wesley would have been happy with how it turned out.”

Samantha nodded. “You knew him for better than I did, but I think that overall, it was a great turnout and beautifully handled.”

“I just don’t understand what happened in his mind to make him think that was the only way out. He could have talked to any of us,” Bonnie muttered.

“We never know what someone is going through. It’s just one of those things that the people around someone feeling that way find out when it’s too late.”

She nodded. “I guess you’re right. It just seemed as though he was never the kind of guy who would do something like that, and it’s hard to believe he’s gone. You know, it just dawned on me that you were the one who found Wesley. I’m so sorry you had to see something like that. How are you holding up?”

Samantha sighed. “It’s not something I would want to see again, but I swear I’m doing just fine.”

“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask for it. I can’t imagine how difficult it must be having seen something like that.”

After reassuring Bonnie several more times that she was perfectly fine, the two parted ways. Samantha was far from all right, having been the one who found Wesley’s body after his suicide, but it wasn’t anything that the people around her were going to be able to help her with. She certainly didn’t want to have the conversation with Bonnie, who had, at one point or another, had a serious crush on the man. As she walked down the hallway and in the direction of her apartment, she pondered what would push him to feel as though there was no other outlet than taking his own life. Even after the discussion the two had, she felt as though Wesley was far from the type of person to do something so drastic.

Samantha tried to shake the thought from her mind and was happy to see the door to her apartment just ahead of her. She was looking forward to the opportunity to read the two journals in private, but when she opened the door and spotted her sister sitting on the sofa, she knew it was something they were going to have to do together. After taking a few moments to explain to Donna where she had found the journals and who they had belonged to, her sister seemed just as excited to dive into them as she was.

Sitting down on the sofa next to her sister, she opened the first one and started to read the contents quickly to herself before realizing the information she was reading was something that needed to be said out loud. Her gut had been right, and it was something that surprised her, but the information she was reading on the pages of the journal started to shed more light on the situation around them.

“I can see the look on your face,” Donna said. “What did you find?”

Samantha sighed. “Camilla had her own thoughts about what was going on around her at the time.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m just going to read some of this out loud,” she replied, glancing back down at the journal in front of her.

“This must be good,” Donna said.

“I find it hard to believe that I’m writing this now, but I feel as though it has to be said, even if it is something I can’t say out loud. I honestly believe that Beau had something to do with John’s death, but my fear doesn’t end there. I also believe he played a part in what happened to Richard as well.”

Even as Samantha read the words written on the page of the journal, she couldn’t believe it. Had Beau really killed his own father? That wasn’t even what surprised her the most; the thinking that the man could have had something to do with his own father’s death, along with her and Donna’s father as well, floored her. She looked up from the journal and over to her sister, who was in just as much shock as she was.
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“Do you really think Beau is capable of something like that?” Donna asked.

Samantha sighed. “I don’t think either one of us knows the man well enough to accuse him of something like that, but if Camilla believed it, then she must have had some sort of evidence that pointed in his direction.”

“Maybe, but it makes me wonder why he has never been charged with anything.”

“I have no idea. Maybe she couldn’t prove it, and it was just something she thought he was involved in. Either way, I want to know what her reasons for thinking that way involved.”

“Were there any more journals in the library?”

“Not that I saw, but I was worried about someone else finding the hidden office and left in quite a hurry with just these two books. There’s a possibility that there are more, but I didn’t have the time to look through everything.”

Donna shrugged. “What are we sitting around here for? If there’s a chance that there are more journals back at the library, then we need to get over there and see what we can find.”

“Do you really want to help me find out more about this? I mean, I can always go and see if there is anything more I can find back in the small office I found.”

“You said it was a hidden door behind a bookshelf, right?”

Samantha nodded. “That’s right. It even has a secret lever that needs to be pulled in order to open the door.”

“Well, that just makes this whole situation all that more intriguing to me. You know how much I love a good mystery. I say we sneak back down to the library and see what else we can find. Besides, if we find out that Beau was behind anything that has happened here, I want to be one of the first people to know about it.”

Samantha was shocked to hear that her sister wanted to be involved in trying to find out more information, but she was happy they were on the same page. For the first time since they had arrived at the estate, they both had the same goal in mind. If Beau really had something to do with the death of John and Richard, then they needed to get as much information as they could. Knowing they had been in the apartment long enough for people to start coming back from the celebration of life, her sister slowly made their way out of the apartment.

As they crept down the hallway, trying not to draw attention to themselves, Samantha thought about how long it had been since she’d shared any quality time with her sister. Donna had always had a keen eye when it came to the unknown, and she was happy to have her assistance on the mystery. Not only was it nice to have her by her side again, but it also felt great to have some quality time together again.

“Do you really think we’re going to be able to find more information from Camilla?” Donna whispered.

“I hope so. Just knowing that I was able to find those two journals means she has to have written more of them. What are we going to do if we find more information against Beau?”

Donna shrugged. “I don’t know. I never thought we would find ourselves in the middle of something like this. I’m intrigued to find out what evidence she had against her own son. I think the only chance that we’re going to have of learning anything she knew is if she wrote more journals.”

That was definitely something Samantha agreed with her sister on. As they continued to creep down the hallway, only stopping when they heard someone else approaching, she thought about the possibility of Beau being a murderer. There were other thoughts that started to creep into her mind, and she pushed them away until she had more answers. The two of them only had to duck down and wait for someone to pass a couple of times en route to their destination. When the door to the library came into view, Samantha sighed with relief.

“Are you really that nervous about all of this?” Donna asked. “I mean, we have no idea if Camilla was just losing her mind when she wrote these journals or if she was actually stating facts.”

“You’ve been creeping down the hallway just as much as I have.”

She chuckled. “You’re right, but I’m also having fun with this mystery. I wonder what kind of other details she might have written down.”

“I just want to make sure we are careful about everything. If what we just read is correct, then we have a killer nearby.”

“I suppose that’s a possibility, and it would make sense why she kept this hidden office a secret for so long.”

The room had been kept a secret for a reason, and now they were learning about the possibility of a murderer amongst them. She was starting to understand why. Samantha and Donna made their way to the door and slowly started to open it. Samantha had turned the lights off when she left in a hurry just a short time before, and as she reached for the light switch on the wall to turn them back on, she stopped. It was obvious that someone was inside. As far as she could tell from the many times she had gone into the library, there hadn’t been anyone else who shared the same interest.

As she stopped herself from turning on the lights, Samantha realized there was a small amount of light coming from the back of the library, and it wasn’t from a normal lamp in the room. Someone was deep inside the library with a flashlight, and they were in a hurry, judging from the way the light swayed back and forth. Whoever was inside was rifling around, and the only thought she had in her mind was that they were trying to find the secret room that no one else knew of.

“What are we going to do?” Donna asked in a hushed voice.

“I don’t really know. Anytime I come to the library, no one else is around. This is something completely new, and whoever it is, they might be dangerous.”

“Why don’t we just go back outside and find someone to help?”

“If what Camilla said in her journals is accurate, then we have no idea who we can trust.”

“I don’t like the sound of that. Why don’t we just wait to see if they find whatever they are looking for? Then we can just follow them back to whatever room they go to and figure out what they found.”

As the commotion in the back of the library continued, Samantha thought about what her sister had said. It was obvious the intruder was trying hard to find whatever they were looking for and that the only way they might be able to figure out who the person was or what they were trying to find was to follow them like Donna had said. She quickly nodded in agreement, knowing it was the only chance they had of getting any answers. Although, it looked like they weren’t the only ones trying to find those answers. Someone else was rifling through the library, and she was sure they were trying to find whatever information that would prove their guilt.

It became more obvious as time went by that the intruder wasn’t having any luck locating what they were looking for. There were muttered curse words and the slamming of books coming from the back of the room, and Samantha was growing more concerned for their safety as time passed. Samantha quickly glanced over at Donna, but her sister seemed to be enjoying the situation they found themselves in. Clearly, she was the only one concerned about their safety and making it out of the library in one piece. Samantha wasn’t willing to put their lives in jeopardy over whatever the intruder was searching for.

Samantha’s heart was already racing after reading what Camilla had said in her journal, but now they were in the library and dealing with someone they had no idea who it was. It felt like her heart was going to pound out of her chest. They were in a dangerous predicament, and though she had already agreed with her sister’s plan, she wasn’t sure how to carry it out. Donna didn’t care about the possibility of being hurt, but Samantha knew whoever was inside the library had already killed before. If they were found out, she knew what was in store for them.
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The two sisters kept as quiet as possible and slowly moved away from the doorway so they wouldn’t be seen when the intruder finally left. Time continued to pass by slowly. Whatever the person in the back of the library was looking for, it was becoming obvious they weren’t going to find it. The dark room they found themselves in was only partially lit when the flashlight would shine across the ceiling. Samantha heard a sudden loud thump, and it caused her to jump slightly. They needed to leave the room before they were found. Glancing over at her sister and tapping her on the shoulder to get her attention, Samantha tilted her head in the direction of the door.

“What?” Donna asked.

“I think it would be better if we just got out of here and called the police,” Samantha said.

“Whoever is in here will be gone before they can get here. We should wait until they leave.”

“Look, even if this has nothing to do with what we learned from Camilla’s journals, it’s not safe. I say we just get out of here and lock them in here until the police can arrive.”

“Fine, but I still think the intruder is going to get out of here before the police arrive.”

Samantha didn’t care about the intruder getting away at that point. She was more concerned about the fact that their lives could possibly be in danger, and judging by how angry the person was getting because they couldn’t find what they were looking for, there was no telling what they might do. At one point, she had tried to get a good look at whoever was inside the library but had been unable to determine whether it was a man or a woman. The person had a slight build and looked as though it could be anyone in the house.

She quickly motioned for her sister to follow her, and they were starting to make their way back to the main entrance to the library. Samantha felt as though someone was standing there with them. Stopping in her tracks, she spun around to see a ghostly woman right next to them. Samantha managed to keep herself quiet, but when Donna turned around to see what she was looking at, her sister wasn’t able to do the same and screamed. Before she could do anything to stop her sister, Donna turned back around and grabbed a hold of her.

In an instant, everything around them went crazy. The assailant, who was rifling through the library, rushed for the front door, but Samantha was busy trying to keep her sister from freaking out any more than she already was. She tried to pull away from her sister so she could see what direction the intruder took, but Donna was panicking over what they had just seen. Quickly grabbing ahold of her sister’s arm, Samantha pulled her in the direction of the door and rushed after whoever had been in the library.

Donna was finally moving on her own, and Samantha no longer felt the need to drag her along. She released her sister’s arm and took off in the direction she had last seen the intruder. They had been chasing after the person for several seconds when they found another hallway and lost track of where they were going. Suddenly, Samantha heard someone behind her and turned around to see Maggie and the woman’s mother standing behind them with curious looks on both of their faces. It dawned on her that most of the people who had gone to the celebration of life had returned to the house. She was glad they had taken such precautions on their way to the library in the first place.

“Is everything all right?” Maggie asked.

“Yeah, we were just—”

“Running away from a ghost,” Donna blurted out, unable to control herself.

“Is that right?” Maggie asked.

“We had gone to the library, and when we arrived, there was already an intruder in the room. We were waiting to see what they did next, and out of nowhere, there was a ghost standing next to us.”

Her sister was still in a panic over what they had just witnessed, and she knew they needed to get her sister back to the apartment as soon as possible. As they started to walk back, Samantha was happy to see that Maggie was not judging them for what Donna had said. She started to wonder if it was possible that Maggie had seen the spirits around the estate as well, but she wasn’t sure if she could confide in the woman or not. The one thing Samantha was thankful for was that Maggie was willing to help her get Donna back to the apartment while her mother went back to work.

Once they had finally made their way back into the apartment, Maggie immediately headed for the kitchen and made Donna a cup of hot tea. Her sister was still rambling on about what she had seen, but most of it wasn’t making any sense, even though Samantha had witnessed it with her own eyes, and it hadn’t been the first time. She quietly walked into the kitchen to see if Maggie needed any assistance and noticed her pouring a strong shot of whiskey in with the tea.

Samantha made no attempt to stop her, knowing the alcohol would help relax her sister and hopefully send her to sleep. She wondered to herself if her own response to seeing a spirit had been just as severe. The two of them listened to Donna tell her story several more times as she slowly sipped on the tea Maggie had prepared for her. It wasn’t long after that Donna started to fall asleep on the sofa. It was nice to not hear her sister’s voice ringing through her ears. She knew it was only a matter of time until she would have to explain everything she had seen, but she was glad it wasn’t going to have to be that night.

“Did your sister really see a ghost?” Maggie asked.

Samantha hesitated. “We were keeping an eye on the intruder in the library, and we were just about to lock them in when I turned around and saw for myself.”

“Is that the first time you’ve seen a spirit here?”

“I think it’s safe to say it is the first one Donna has seen, but I’ve seen several of them during my time here.”

“I always knew I felt a presence here.”

“Have you ever seen one yourself?”

Maggie shook her head. “I’ve never seen one here at the estate. There have been days when I felt as though I was being watched, but when I turned around, there was never anyone there. I was starting to think I was the only one, but I have seen spirits before.”

Samantha was glad to have someone else in the manor who believed in such things. She could understand why Maggie felt as though she was the only one seeing and hearing things and that it was a feeling that almost never went away. She slowly glanced over at her sister, who was snoring on the couch. The experience she had just gone through was something that would take time to understand, but she would be there for Donna when she needed to talk things over.

Although she was glad to have someone who believed in spirits as much as she did on her side, Samantha had no idea what direction to take the investigation in next. She still had the information fresh in her mind that she had read from Camilla’s journal, but that said nothing about the spirit she had been seeing. It was a mystery she had no choice but to figure out. Looking back over at Maggie, she shrugged.

“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do next,” Samantha said.

“Well, whatever you decide to do, I’d like to be a part of it. I’ve never seen any of the spirits that might be here at the estate, but I know something is going on and have felt it for quite some time.”

Knowing she wasn’t the only one who had felt the spirits’ presence at the estate meant she had someone to help her figure things out, but both of them were fresh out of ideas. They talked for several minutes about the mystery they had found themselves in, but until they had a better understanding of what was happening, Samantha knew they were at a dead end. Something had to change that, but she didn’t know where to start. The one thing she knew for sure was that she was excited to have Maggie as a believer and was willing to help her figure out just what in the world was going on around them.
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Just over a week had passed, and Samantha was lying in bed, trying to go to sleep. Everyone else had gone to bed for the night, and as she tossed and turned, she couldn’t think of a single person she would be able to talk to. She groaned lightly, wishing it was as easy to fall asleep as everyone else made it out to be. Ever since the night they had found the intruder in the library, she’d had a hard time closing her eyes.

It wasn’t just the fact that there had been someone looking for the secret room or its contents, but it was also the first time her sister had had any contact with a spirit at the estate. Learning that Maggie had the same beliefs, even if she hadn’t seen one there herself, definitely helped her to understand she wasn’t alone. Still, Samantha had struggled to get any sleep, and that night had been the worst so far. Samantha tossed and turned for several more minutes before she finally came to the conclusion that she wasn’t going to be getting any rest.

Slowly, she sat up and pulled herself to the edge of the bed, letting her feet touch the floor. She felt ridiculous for overthinking everything she had been through since she had arrived at the estate. Most of what she was dealing with was just in her mind, but she hadn’t found a way to control her emotions to the point of allowing her to get any sleep. If she stayed in bed and forced herself to close her eyes, she would only be more exhausted in the morning.

Samantha quickly jumped to her feet and headed for the main area of the apartment, stopping only to open Donna’s door to check on her. Her sister was fast asleep and snoring louder than she had ever heard her. She was glad her sister was getting all the rest she needed, but a small part of her was jealous it was so easy for her. She gently closed the door and walked out to the main part of the apartment. Though she had only been on her feet for a couple of minutes, she felt like the obvious decision was to stay awake and head out to the main area of the house in order to see if she could find anything or anyone to keep her busy.

Although she knew there would be almost nothing that could wake her sister from the sleep she was in, Samantha still carefully and quietly opened the door and closed it behind her as she stepped out into the hallway. Even if she wasn’t able to find anyone moving around the house, she was going to make her way to the library and spend some time in Camilla’s hidden office. As she crept down the hall, hoping not to rouse anyone else from their sleep or duties, she was surprised to catch Maggie making her way toward the front door. She hustled down the stairs and caught her before she had a chance to leave.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were off today,” Samantha said.

Maggie turned and smiled. “I was supposed to be off, but my mom needed some help this evening. I never have a problem with putting in a few extra hours.”

“That makes sense. I was having trouble getting to sleep and figured I would go for a little walk through the house. It seems like I’ve been having a lot of problems with sleep since we got here.”

“I always hate those nights where I find it hard to fall asleep. I was wondering what you were doing up so late. Is there anything you need? I’m sure I can hunt down a nightcap or something, maybe a Benadryl?”

“Honestly, I think the only thing that’s going to help me is getting back home to Texas and sleeping in my own room again. I don’t know why, but this place still doesn’t feel like home. I just can’t seem to find my groove here.”

Her friend frowned. “I was just getting ready to head out for the night, but if you would like some company, I’d be more than willing to stick around for a little longer. It’s not like I’ve got anything else going on.”

She was touched by Maggie’s gesture but knew it was pointless. After hours had passed, Samantha would crawl back to her room and finally pass out from exhaustion. Until that time, though, there was no reason for both of them to be sleep-deprived and irritable the next day. However, Samantha doubted very much that Maggie could be irritable even if she tried. The woman constantly gave off positive vibes. It was a true testament to how her mother had raised Maggie.

Samantha shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I just happened to spot you as I was coming down the steps and figured I would say hello. What did your mother need help with?”

“Well, there’s a big charity event taking place here this weekend, and she needed as many extra hands as she could get.”

“That makes sense. You were definitely right when you told me there are a lot of events that take place here. At least it’s something that keeps everyone busy. Anyway, I won’t keep you any longer than I already have. I hope you have a good night.”

Maggie smiled. “You, too. I’ll see you soon.”

The woman turned around and made her way to the front door. By the time she left the house and had disappeared out of sight, Samantha was already feeling better. Even though she was feeling much better, she had already made up her mind about going to the library and spending a little time there. With a plan in mind, she quickly turned and headed that way. She was simply hoping that spending some time reading would clear her mind enough for her to actually fall asleep when she got back to the apartment. She smiled as the door to the library came into sight, and she reached into her pocket to pull out the key to unlock it.

As soon as Samantha pushed the key into the slot, she knew something was wrong. It had only been a couple of nights since the last time she had been there, but she was positive she had locked it when she had left. With the recent events and the fact that they had already caught an intruder inside, Samantha hadn’t been taking any chances and had been locking it on a regular basis. She had fallen in love with the little hidden office inside, which made her all that more cautious about locking the door. Even though she was a little tired, she knew she had locked it the last time she was there and slowly turned the handle and opened it.

A strange feeling washed over her when she took her first step inside. It almost felt as though there was something inside that she wasn’t supposed to see, and before she had the chance to reach over and turn on the light switch, she could hear someone moving around in the back. They were making the same sounds as the intruder had when she and her sister had caught them in the act of rifling through the library. Knowing she had already lost track of the person once before, Samantha quickly ducked down and tried to control her breathing so it wasn’t too loud.

She slowly moved around one of the bookcases and tried to sneak her way into position to see what was going on. Her heart was racing fast, and the sound of her heartbeat was almost all she could hear. She pushed the feeling down and tried to focus on the intruder she was about to catch in the act. Samantha stayed as low to the floor as she could, and as she made her way around the bookcase, she spotted the person in the library. They were literally throwing almost everything around. Once again, the man or woman who was rifling through everything was having a hard time finding what they were looking for.

Samantha quickly realized she would have a better chance of catching the intruder in the act since her sister wasn’t by her side. It wasn’t that she couldn’t trust her sister to help her take down the intruder, but they were nearly caught the time before when her sister screamed at the sight of a ghost. The thought of being caught only added to the fear she felt. She still had no idea who the intruder was or what kind of danger she was in, but she wasn’t about to leave without trying to learn more.

After a few moments, she managed to make her way to the back of the library without being caught. Samantha stood up and leaned against a row of bookcases, peering around the corner to see where the person was. A slight reflection of a shadow on the wall caused her to jump, and she quickly hid behind the bookcase as the intruder walked by and headed toward the door. There was a large part of her inside that wanted to chase after the intruder and find out who they were, but knowing that the person had come back even after almost getting caught made her feel as though she should be trying to figure out what they were looking for. She knew if she could figure out that much, then nothing the intruder did would matter. Samantha swallowed hard and tried to stay silent when she saw the person stop at the front door and turn to look around.
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Samantha found herself wishing there was just a little more light in the room so she would be able to figure out who the intruder was, but the darkness masked whoever the person was almost perfectly. Even as she peeked around the corner and tried to get a glimpse of who stood at the door, nothing gave away anything that would tell her who it might be. They were average height, with a medium build. That practically described almost everyone who was in or around the estate. The shadowy figure at the front door of the library took a step in her direction, and she held her breath.

Suddenly, Samantha could see the figure turn around and walk out of the library. She quickly exhaled, happy to know she hadn’t been caught. Although she still wanted to chase after the person, she knew she had work to do if she was ever going to figure out what they were looking for. The first place she thought she might find any clue was the hidden office she had grown to love. She quickly made her way toward the door, stepping around the mess the intruder had made along the way.

When she first walked into the library, she didn’t realize the intruder had made their way all the way into the secret room. Samantha sighed when she spotted the secret door standing wide open. Not only had the intruder tossed a large portion of the library itself, but the office had been rifled through as well. It was all starting to make a little more sense in the fact that whatever they were looking for was within the hidden office, and she quickly made her way through the secret door and sat down behind the now completely disheveled desk.

There wasn’t a single item still in place from the last time she had been inside, and she had no idea where to look. Samantha knew she was going to have more time to find whatever the intruder was looking for than they did and slowly started to feel around the desk to see if she could find anything else hidden. She slid her hand across the top and down its edges, leading her around the drawer. At first, she couldn’t find anything that didn’t belong or wasn’t already a part of the desk. She was just about to stop when she felt her fingers run across a small hole.

Samantha quickly got off the chair to get a better look, but when she saw what her fingers had felt, she grew more frustrated. It was simply just a worn-out portion of the desk and no more than a little hole. She quickly stood back up and looked around the room. The thought that she was going to find a keyhole or small hidden compartment quickly diminished when she realized there was nothing else on the desk. As her eyes scanned the room, she thought she saw something out of the ordinary on the back wall. She slowly stepped toward the built-in bookcase standing against the wall and reached her hand out.

Slowly sliding her fingers around the external portion of the bookshelf, she didn’t feel anything moving. Samantha repositioned herself in front of the bookcase and started to run her fingers across the bindings of the books. Suddenly, as her fingers slid across one of the book covers, she could tell something felt different. There was something about the binding that was different from the others around it. She placed her hand on the book and tugged on it slightly. The book quickly fell to the floor and tumbled out like a heavy brick.

When the book hit the floor with enough force to make a loud thumping sound, it startled her. Shaking off the fear that had just run through her, Samantha bent over and picked it up. She was stunned to feel the weight of the book, but as she studied the cover more intently, she was even more surprised to see what looked to be a fingerprint scanner built into the cover.

Samantha knew it would be impossible for her to open it, since whoever had put it there wouldn’t have known about her. Still, she allowed her curiosity to get the better of her once again, and she quickly pressed her thumb onto the scanner. A split second later, the small lock box she was holding in her hand clicked open. Several seconds passed by, and she was completely shocked by what had just occurred. And she just stood there, staring at the box, wondering what was inside and how her fingerprint had been able to open it.

Knowing the intruder could still be close by, she forced herself to open the box and was shocked to see a letter sealed in an envelope. Starting to feel hurried, Samantha stuffed the letter into her pocket and placed the box back where she had found it before racing back out of the room and directly to the apartment. When she opened the front door, she was happy to see Donna was awake, although she wasn’t happy to hear that her sister had been woken up by a weird dream.

She wanted to know more about what was going on with Donna and the dream she’d had. Samantha knew figuring out what the intruder was looking for was the most important thing they needed to do. She quickly told her twin about going to the library and finding an intruder before going on to tell her where she had found the letter. The two sisters quickly agreed to open it together and see what was written inside. Donna told her to read the letter to her out loud, so she pulled out the paper inside the envelope and started to read it when she realized it was something Camilla had written.

“Callie had come to me at one point, and she suspected her visiting uncle, Beau, of killing her son, Brandon. Callie was devastated by her son’s death, and she has been convinced it was never an accident. Obviously, with concerns of my own about Beau, I couldn’t tell her that her suspicions were misguided. Fearing for the safety of her unborn, Callie decided to flee the estate. She knew, as well as I did that they would never be safe with Beau in the house. Unfortunately, there is no way of proving his guilt.

“As much as I would like to get to know the girls that Callie gave birth to, it’s just not safe for them. She made the right choice by placing them up for adoption before returning to the estate on her own. When she returned, she found her husband’s mental state quickly declining. She immediately suspected Beau of having something to do with it, and she only revealed the truth of what she was doing to me. Two years later, with me being the only one who knows of her daughters’ existence, her husband and the girls’ father had a psychotic break and threw himself from the roof.”

“This is crazy,” Donna said, interrupting her.

“I know it’s not proof, but I feel like she had to have known something and hid it away.”

“Maybe, but we need to finish the letter and see if there is anything else that might give us a clue as to what in the hell is going on.”

Samantha nodded and continued. “Callie, even in her dying days, knew it would never be safe for the girls to be here, and she never told anyone other than myself her secret. Once their mother died, I knew I would be forced to keep them at arm’s length. I have always had suspicions of Beau, but I have no way of proving them. I know he has something to do with my niece’s death. Even as I write my will, I’m not revealing that there are twins. There has to be someone left to inherit everything, and I would rather make sure that one of them is left alive in case the one I do reveal is targeted and killed.

“It’s been hard to think about the fact that I have never gotten to know Callie’s girls. I’m sure they are special, and I hope they never have to fear for their lives the way I have. As for Harriette and her part in all of this, she was simply trapped in an abusive marriage at the time everything was happening to Callie. She was trying to help her father run their real estate empire and had no idea what was going on until after Callie had passed away. It was far too late to do anything at that point.

“So, that’s the tragic history of our family, and as I make my preparations to leave this world, I wish I would have been able to do more to protect those I love the most. All the conversations I have had have been recorded. There’s a small hidden device in my room, and I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before Beau confesses everything. I simply make my preparations as a precaution in case something happens to me. If anyone finds this and something unnatural is attached to my demise, look for your mother’s music box and it will have all the answers.

“I write this with all the love in my heart, and although I’m that this is only found by one of the twins, I’m not naïve to the fact that someone else may find this. Samantha and Donna, if you’re reading this, then do whatever you can to protect yourselves. Find the music box. With love, Camilla.”
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Samantha was shocked by what she had just read, and she glanced over at her sister, who was equally as silent as she was. She’d already had her suspicions about Bo since she had read several times throughout Camilla’s journals that he had to be involved somehow. Still, there wasn’t much they could do at that moment. They sat in silence for several more seconds before she understood that something needed to be done.

“We need to figure out how much of this is true and how large a part Beau has played in all of this,” Samantha said.

“How are we going to do that?”

“First off, I know this letter mentions a music box, but I haven’t seen anything like that in our apartment. It has to be with the rest of her things. I remember one of the conversations I had with Harriette, and she mentioned she kept most of Camilla and Callie’s things in storage up in the attic.”

“I think that’s the first place we need to look, then. The letter said the music box was going to contain all the answers we needed,” Donna said. “We have to find it.”

After the two of them quickly agreed to the adventure they were about to take, they headed out of the apartment and in the direction of the kitchen. Behind the kitchen was a back hallway, and the stairs to the attic were located there. Samantha was only slightly worried about being caught, and even though the estate was technically theirs, she didn’t feel the need to explain to anyone else what they were doing. Before she decided it would be the right time to start making accusations, she knew she was going to need some sort of evidence.

“I know the journals already brought up the fact that Beau could be involved with some of the deaths around here, but do you really believe it’s true?” Donna asked.

“I’m not sure, but I do know if she really believed he had something to do with all those people passing on, then it’s definitely something we need to look into and find the truth.”

“It kind of makes you wonder if Bonnie has any clue she is married to a killer.”

“I doubt it,” Samantha replied. “Anyone in their right mind would run as far away from something like that as they could.”

“You’re probably right. I’ve spent quite a bit of time with her, and she hasn’t given me any vibes that tell me she would have something to do with this.”

Samantha had to agree with her sister. In order for someone to be as dangerous as Beau could be, they’d have to keep their evilness a secret. She doubted anyone knew what was truly happening. As she thought about the situation in its entirety, the two of them continued to make their way through the kitchen and up the stairs that led to the attic. As soon as they reached the top of the staircase and noticed several things stored away within its walls, they each split up and started digging through the boxes.

Several minutes had passed since they had made it upstairs and began their search, but Samantha’s heart dropped when she heard the sound of a little boy humming somewhere in the room. The panic she felt only took over for a moment, though, and she quickly started making her way around the room, looking for where the sound was coming from. She followed it to the far corner of the attic and immediately found a box with her mother’s and great-grandmother’s names carved into the wood.

She wasted no time opening the top before realizing the small box was actually a music box. Samantha held it in her hands for several seconds and quickly called Donna over to see what she had found. She hadn’t looked away from the box, but she heard her sister making her way over. They each glanced over the box, handing it back and forth to each other before opening it all the way and seeing that the bottom was slightly loose.

The rest of the music box had been built as one solid unit, aside from the parts that actually played music. Samantha knew there was something beneath the false bottom she had found and quickly started to wonder if the answers they were looking for were hidden in its contents. She was glad it had only taken them a few minutes to find the box. She caught herself wondering if the young boy humming was just another spirit leading the way to the answers they were looking for. Shrugging off the thoughts in her mind, she glanced back down at the box in her hands.

Her heart started to race with what they might find inside, and she quickly popped the bottom out and saw a tape recorder underneath it. Samantha reached her hand inside and realized that the recorder still had tape inside. She couldn’t believe what they had found, even though the letter they had read from Camilla told them where the answers would be.

“Do you think that thing still plays?” Donna asked.

“I’m sure it does, but I’m willing to bet it will need new batteries before it does anything.”

“I wonder what kind of things it picked up and how much of the truth is really on this thing.”

Samantha sighed. “I have to tell you how afraid of the truth I think I might be. If this recorder picked up a conversation and the killer proclaimed his guilt, then things could get pretty tricky for everyone involved.”

Donna nodded. “You’re not wrong at all about that. Camilla had a pretty good idea that something was going to happen to her soon when she wrote that letter. If she was truly murdered, which she thought she was going to be because she was looking for the killer, then the only proof anyone has could be sitting right in our hands.”

She thought about that statement for just a moment and knew the last possible evidence of who had killed their family members might be in their hands. Her heart started to race with the idea that they might finally be getting all the answers they had been looking for. Samantha was fearful about what would happen next, but as long as they kept the tape close by, no one could touch them. Everything struck her at once, and she knew they were going to have to contact the police once they listened to the tape and found out who the killer was. Glancing over at Donna, she nodded.

“There’s a good chance we play this tape and hear Beau recorded on it confessing to all the murders firsthand.”

Donna smiled. “That is a little creepy once you think about it.”

“I just don’t understand how someone can just start killing members of their own family and think they are right for doing so.”

“We still don’t know for sure if Beau was involved, but I do know if Camilla had her suspicions, then she obviously had a reason. I’m willing to bet money that his voice is the one we hear when we play this tape.”

Suddenly, right behind them, Samantha heard the distinct sound of a gun clicking. She had no idea how she knew the sound, but when she spun around and found herself looking down the barrel of a pistol, it was all the affirmation she needed. Quickly looking up at the person holding the gun, she was shocked to see that Bonnie was standing there. She glanced at her sister from the corner of her eye and knew Donna was seeing the same thing. Her heart thumped louder.
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“My husband has been many things over the years, and as much as he has tried to protect what is rightfully his, he’s just never had the stomach for something like this,” Bonnie said.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Donna asked.

“It means that my loving husband could never be the one to spill someone’s blood. He’s just not built to be a killer, but I have no problem with it.”

“So, you’re the one behind all of this?”

“Oh no, I could never see this plan all the way through without his help. He might not be a killer, but he’s perfectly fine with slipping some ketamine into tea, adding methamphetamines to the pie, and all the other things that give the illusion that someone is losing their mind.”

Samantha chuckled. “I honestly doubted for a second that you could have anything to do with this. I have to admit, though, the more I hear you speak, the more I understand how perfect for each other the two of you really are.”

Bonnie grinned. “We do work rather well as a team, I must say. Although he’s never had a problem doing the small things that make people question their sanity, I have always been the one who does the dirty work, even when it came to little Brandon.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Years ago, I was known by a completely different name. It’s funny, having the opportunity to become someone else and knowing there wasn’t anyone who could tell the difference.”

Samantha was starting to piece things together in her mind, but she didn’t like where her thoughts were ending. She had a rather promising idea of who Bonnie had been before, but none of it made sense. How could there be so many people at the estate who were blinded by who the woman truly was? Finding herself staring at the woman holding the gun, she quickly realized the truth, but before she could say anything out loud, Bonnie continued on.

“I was once known as Rebecca. I was just a child when Callie shipped me off to a boarding school. Those were different times, and it didn’t take long for me to become an entirely different person. I knew the true reason she sent me off, and it was because… well, that’s not really all that important. The only thing I need to say is that Beau found me there, and he offered me away to help get my revenge.”

“You really went through all of this just to get revenge for going to boarding school?” Donna asked. “I’m starting to feel as though I’m listening to a bad script for a soap opera. The only difference is I’m being forced to listen to it at gunpoint.”

“My life was never a joke. People have underestimated me my entire life, and with his help, I’ve been able to truly show those people what I’m capable of. Beau and I never started off as being romantically involved. That came much later, but I have to tell you how much I enjoyed killing your father. t has been the highlight of my career up to this point.”

Donna scoffed. “You know this means we are actually half-sisters, right?”

“I never wanted sisters, and I don’t know,” Bonnie seethed. “Do you really think I ever wanted to share the fortune I was supposed to be in line for?”

“That’s not even how it would have worked,” Samantha said.

She grinned. “None of that matters now, does it? You see, I’m doing all this for my cut of the cash, and by marrying Beau, I’m almost there. It started off as revenge for shipping me off, but after years of hard work and becoming a smarter person, I finally see what is truly available to me.”

“I think if you were truly a smarter person now, we wouldn’t even be in this situation.”

“Oh, but we would be. See, this entire time, you thought you were getting closer to finding out who the killer was, but I was actually allowing you to lead me to the last piece of evidence against either one of us.”

“It’s not over yet.”

“I’m sorry, dear, but you lost before this game even started. Your arrival here at the estate was more than enough to bring out the lion inside. Now, once I’ve had my fun with you, you’re both going to have to die.”

Samantha knew the woman was crazed. The more she listened to Bonnie’s story and heard what she had to say, the more evil she saw behind Bonnie’s eyes. They were already in trouble, and she had the gun leveled at both of them. For a slight moment, she thought about what it would take to overtake her, but there was no sure way to keep them both safe if she went for the gun. Everything they had read over the past several weeks was true, and although she was stunned by the revelation, the story was far from over.

Finding out that Bonnie had actually been Rebecca the entire time was shocking. It was a twist in the story she hadn’t seen coming, but she knew she should have. As she continued to listen to her half-sister talk about how easy it had been to kill off the people before them, Samantha tried to find a way out for her and her sister. They had their killers, but they didn’t have a way to let anyone else know. The only plan she could formulate in her mind was to try to buy themselves as much time as possible, and the only way she could think of doing that was to keep the woman talking.

“You do know in order for you to be next in line for the fortune, you’re going to have to kill off three people, right?” Samantha asked.

Bonnie chuckled. “I’ve gone this long doing all the dirty work. Why should it change now?”

“The killings you did earlier were all on separate occasions. I’m sure the police had no trouble writing them off as accidents, but how in the world are you going to make three more killings seem like an accident?”

“I’ve already set a plan into motion. If you really think three more notches on my belt are going to stop me from doing what I need to do next, then you are sadly mistaken. I have no problem killing as many people as it takes to get what I want. It might be one of the few joys I actually get out of this shitty life.”

She had no idea how to respond. Samantha knew all the killing the woman had performed before was nothing in comparison to what she was planning to do to them. She hated the idea that she had dragged her sister into the middle of it all, but it looked as though it was too late to apologize. Time seemed to be standing still, and she had no idea how to get them out of the situation they’d found themselves in. She quickly looked over at her sister before turning her head back to the woman holding the gun. Bonnie’s eyes were dark and fixated on her, and she knew she was going to be the first to go.
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Samantha was completely blown away by the revelation that Bonnie had given them. She was still reeling from the information but knew, more importantly, they needed to find a way out of the situation. It was unbelievable that Bonnie and Rebecca were one and the same, yet they had all the proof they needed standing in front of them. Obviously, Bonnie knew how to handle a gun, but with both sisters there, she was struggling to keep one in her line of sight. Fumbling between the gun and her phone, she quickly glanced down at it before looking back at the sisters. Whoever she was calling, she put it on speakerphone as it rang.

“Bonnie? Bonnie, is that you? What the hell is going on?” came their great-uncle’s scratchy voice.

“I’ve got them, babe. I have the twins. We are up in the attic. You were right. They led me right to the music box. That old bitch was recording everything. We’ve got them now, though. Where are you?” Bonnie said.

“I am in the forest next to the property—”

“What the hell are you doing there? Get your ass back here! I need help covering all of this up,” Bonnie said.

“Would you shut up and listen to me? There is something out here with me. Something is following me,” he growled. “I tried to get back to the house, but it keeps…I don’t know, like shoving me, but there is nothing there.”

“You are starting to sound as crazy as your older brother, Beauford,” she snapped.

The man started to reply, but he was distracted. In the distance on the phone call, Samantha could hear something giving chase after the man. Before long, his frantic breathing became pleas for his wife. Samantha watched as the color drained from the face of their captor. While they all listened in silence as the man on the other end of the call screamed and ran, she heard something else beneath the panicked cries. It was the sound of a child, his voice clear as he giggled and chased after Beau.

Suddenly, it sounded as though there was a struggle before something large collided with water. A series of splashes resounded, and then the line went deadly silent. For several seconds, Bonnie screamed into the phone, demanding that her husband answer her, but there was nothing save for a foreboding child’s laughter now coming from the phone. A chill ran down Samantha’s spine. She knew what was coming for the woman. For too long, Bonnie had gotten away with her transgressions, but no longer.

“It sounds like you are on your own, Bonnie,” Samantha said. “I really hope he had life insurance. Although now that I think about it, it doesn’t matter when it’s a suicide, right?”

“Now tell me something, Samantha. Isn’t that what they did to the others? I mean, Bonnie just admitted to murdering people and making it look like an accident or suicide. I cannot express how much the irony in that tickles me pink,” Donna said.

“Both of you shut up right now, or I swear to God I will put a bullet in you. There is no such thing as ghosts. Now, the next person to make a sound is going to get shot. Do I make myself clear?” Bonnie growled.

Samantha gazed at her sister but said nothing. She had to find a way to get them both out of there safely. With each passing minute, Bonnie teetered closer to the edge of insanity. They were running out of time to make it safely back downstairs to warn the others, though there weren’t many to warn anymore. Rage flushed through her once more at the thought of everything Bonnie had done. She couldn’t stand around and do nothing.

“So, you’re the mastermind? Does it make you feel big knowing you’ve killed innocent people? Starting with a child?” Samantha asked.

Bonnie steadied her gaze on Samantha, the gun leveling at her chest. Bonnie took a step closer to them as her finger moved off the gun’s safety.

“I loved every fucking second of it. Hearing your brother drown, knowing he was gone, killing my father, and oh God, the pleasure I took in seeing the life go out of Callie’s eyes that night…”

Donna took a step in the woman’s direction. “You—”

Bonnie waved the gun in her direction, and out of instinct, Samantha moved to stand in front of her sister. If someone was going to get shot, it wasn’t going to be the better of the pair in Sam’s eyes.

“Then, seeing that idiot Wesley piecing it all together, seeing the fear when I shoved him off the edge of the roof, it was pure euphoria. Don’t you get it? I’m Beauford’s wife. With the two of you gone, there is just one loose end to tie up before it’s all mine. The old bat will never see it coming.”

“Harriette,” Donna whispered. “You’re a monster. You’ll burn in hell for this…”

She wanted to react, but before Samantha could move a muscle, a haunting sound came from the dark recesses of the attic. Instantly, she froze, having heard the laughter so many times before. Stepping away from Bonnie, she laced her fingers through Donna’s. Her sister gave her a confused look, but Samantha said nothing. There was no reason to scare her twin more. As the ghostly child stepped out of the shadows, every step sloshing with water from the pond, Donna jumped, but Samantha was ready and held her tight. He moved with surprising speed, though his feet never shuffled across the floors.

A breeze moved through the stagnant air, bringing with it the stench of decay. It caught Bonnie’s attention, though, as she turned for the first time and saw the supernatural entity inching closer. Despite the terrifying sight and Bonnie’s blood-curdling screams filling the space around them, Samantha felt at ease. Suddenly, she understood why as she looked to the right and saw a woman standing next to her, love emanating from her every pore as she smiled at Samantha. It was their mother’s ghost who had come to protect them when they needed it most. As a tear moved down her cheek, Samantha turned back to see Bonnie now backing away from the child’s spirit.

In her rush to flee, she forgot her surroundings, and she realized too late that the steep steps behind her were underfoot. Her cries echoed through the room as she tumbled backward down the steps, the ghost-child now standing over where Bonnie was lying twisted on the main floor. As the spirit and woman disappeared from sight, her screams rang through the halls as he dragged her away. Samantha pulled her sister into her arms. Deep in her heart, she knew it was finally over.
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“Don’t you worry about anything here, got it?” Sam said into the phone. “We’ve got everything under control. Enjoy the Caribbeans with your mom.”

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you guys doing this,” Maggie said. “We are having an amazing time. I just didn’t want you to forget about the delivery tomorrow and—”

Donna groaned from the sofa where she was reading the newspaper, and Sam chuckled. Though she had the call on speakerphone, Donna had quickly gotten bored of hearing about the warm weather and cool waters that Maggie was enjoying. It was all in good fun. In three days, when their six weeks were officially over, they would be joining the chef and her daughter at the oasis, along with Harriette.

With each passing day, they inched closer to the end date, and Donna and Samantha’s excitement grew. Everything was different now. The manor that had once felt cold and unwanting of them was now warm and full of joyful stories. Their nights were spent playing old videos of their mother and father, while the days were spent reading journals and uncovering more truths. Her mother had come to her late one night in a dream, looking peaceful as she bid her daughters farewell.

Samantha knew all the spirits that had haunted the halls, the lives claimed by Bonnie, were now at peace. It was bittersweet knowing they would live their lives without ever truly knowing their parents, but someday, they would all meet again. Harriette and Ms. Duke had left that morning to join the others in the Caribbean. Now, the house was silent and empty, save for the remaining staff and the twins.

“It’s on!” Donna yelled from the sofa as she sat up.

“Hey, Maggie—”

“I heard, go. I’m going to watch it on my phone,” she said.

Quickly ending the call, Samantha raced over to the sofa and plopped down next to her sister. She still couldn’t believe how much had changed in just a few short weeks. Watching the television, they both settled in and quieted down as the news special came on. It was Beauford’s face that flashed across the screen as the narration started, followed by a photo of all the lives taken and, finally, an image of Bonnie’s sedated body being carted out of the forest.

“I can’t believe she survived,” Donna muttered.

“I’m happy she did, honestly. She deserves to spend the rest of her life in prison.”

“Are you worried about the insanity plea? Like, I know what Mr. Oliver said, but still. If she ever gets out, we’re screwed.”

“No, I’m not worried about it. Thank God you had the good sense to record the conversation from the attic on your phone. It doesn’t matter now if she’s really lost her mind or if it’s an act. She was obviously aware of what she was doing at that point. I think we’re safe. Even with the insanity plea, if it works, she’ll be in a mental institution for the rest of her life.”

Donna shook her head as the special program started to dive into the details of the case, talking about how the pair had worked together for years, but it was Bonnie, aka Rebecca’s, initial murderous spree of killing her stepbrother that started the ball rolling. Donna turned to her and smiled.

“You know, I never did thank you for everything you did. I never apologized, either,” Donna said.

She cocked her head. “Why would you need to thank me or apologize?”

“Because you never gave up. Even when I told you that you were crazy and seeing things, that I just wanted to be left alone with Bonnie, you never once faltered in protecting me. I couldn’t see it then, but now I know what a huge sacrifice you were making. I was so mean to you…”

Samantha shook her head, pulling her sister into her arms. “Donna, you are always going to be my best friend, my blood. I will never stop loving and caring about you. I will never stop protecting you in every way possible.”

“I…I know Callie loved us, and I know she would have been an amazing mother, but Sammy…you’ve always been like my mother and my sister, all wrapped up in one. You raised me when you were still a kid yourself. I just…I love you, okay?”

She chuckled and held her sister tighter. “I love you, too, and I always will. All of this, the money and the house, the company…none of it holds a candle to my relationship with you. I would give it all up in a heartbeat if you asked me, too.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Donna said. “I do like being able to buy new shoes whenever I want, and not working sure is nice…”

As the pair laughed and turned their attention back to the documentary, Samantha held her sister close. She was never going to let her go again for as long as there was a breath left inside of her. Looking around their apartment, Sam smiled. She could almost feel her mother’s presence there, watching over them. For the rest of their lives, they not only had a home and a shot at the future, but they had a family they would cherish for the rest of their lives. That love was something that could never be taken away again. Redwood was finally theirs.

Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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