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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      He ensured I would pay for my brother’s sins by claiming me for himself. A few messages are all it took before I fell down the hole his web of lies formed. One that seemed impossible to climb out of and could easily bury me alive.

      It started when Tristan Pence first snuck inside my house, at a seemingly random point in my life. He’s as beautiful as he is a villain—my villain—and with every pretty word, every stroke of his finger, and every consuming orgasm, he claimed more of me for himself. But with every visit, with every touch and kiss, I chose to hand more of myself over to him until I lost myself completely.

      In the daytime, he’s someone entirely different. At night, he plays the ultimate game with my sanity, and guess what—he wins. But it’s both versions I end up craving.

      Until the night it all changes. When he reveals his true self and the plot he’s orchestrated, making my role one I never saw coming…

      There’s a true villain in this story, and it’s not Tristan.
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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      Life’s predictability sucks sometimes. For other university students, it means going out with friends. Or perhaps simply curling up on the couch and watching a movie while gorging on unhealthy snacks. Or for those like me, who prefer to remain focused on their studies, it means keeping up with the mountain of school work professors feel we would benefit from having in our lives.

      Or it used to be like that for me, anyway.

      Until two months ago, when the strange phone call came, providing me with a date, time, and location—that was it. It was something like fiction, but for some stupid-ass reason, I went. Curiosity, fear… something drove me to follow the instructions.

      And then my life changed in ways I only ever dreamed about.

      Which is why, instead of studying, I’m standing on the front step of my now paid-for townhouse, waiting for the fancy black sedan to arrive, as it does every Friday evening since that life-altering day.

      I cross my arms, blocking the evening chill from touching my bare chest, thanks to the lowered neckline of one of three dresses I own. I wear them on a cycle each week, and it’s this one’s turn. I ought to go shopping soon, before he notices my lack of diversity in elegant clothing and tries to fill my closet with more.

      When the black car pulls up to the curb, the typical turbulent reaction I get each week flows through me. Nerves, per usual. I’ve never felt at ease in his company; the unknowns and newness of it are too anxiety-triggering, but there’s also a slight excitement at the disbelief that this is my life now.

      Billy, the driver, steps out and, like a well-practiced machine, he opens the back door, gesturing toward the darkened cabin.

      The first time he did this, I almost shit myself.

      The second time, it was just as scary, but I knew it wouldn’t result in anything fatal, such as my dead body being tossed into a dumpster.

      The third time, I felt less afraid and was able to say, “Hi, Billy,” which has become my usual greeting.

      Like every other time since then, he grunts his reply, but his lips twitch, telling me he’s okay with my acknowledgement. I figure, make friends with the driver because if this ever does go south, he’ll be the one to drive me far away and leave my body somewhere no one will find me. The other month, one of my literature classes studied the original tale of Snow White, and I suppose her plan inspired mine.

      Billy shuts the car door behind me, confining me in the dark back seat. The only light present comes from the streetlights and the glow of my cellphone, which I use to keep my mind busy during the hour-long drive, mindful that, upon arrival, I’ll need to shut it off. My host is a tad paranoid about people hacking phones and listening in on conversations.

      I play along, because it’s how the rich think, and it’s not like I ever had the opportunity to know if it’s a thing or not—being as I didn’t grow up wealthy. That, and because he’s paying for my education, living arrangements, and other bills, funding my aunt’s centre, and oh, because I’m terrified of him.

      So, why do I go? Why am I leaning back against the rich, textured leather of the vehicle, sighing as I stare out at the town? Because I’m scared of what happens if I say no. We’ve always lived two different lives, and while I’m grateful for his new place in mine, I’m too petrified to test what will happen if I turn him down. So far, it’s been fine—new and weird, but fine.

      Even a little bit nice. If this works out for the best, he may be able to take away some of the loneliness in my life. It’ll be enjoyable to have someone else in my life. Someone to just listen as I talk, and maybe spend time with outside these dinners.

      They say blood is thicker than water, so I can only hope he believes the sentiments behind the phrase as well.

      After a while, I glance up from my phone, noting how the town’s lights have faded away, leaving behind the dark walls of trees lining the highway. Our destination is Cortville, the city nearest Bridgetown—also known as, home. Or, more specifically, outside of the city, because it’s the only area a house the size of his has the land for, while still remaining near the city and his company’s downtown office.

      With Billy’s approach to the mansion’s property, the two wrought iron gates, ones the height of my townhouse, creak and slowly open, allowing us passage into the otherworld—a place no mere mortal goes, simply because they cannot afford it.

      He claims the company is a multi-million-dollar business, and when he inherited it, he got everything that went along with an income of that magnitude, such as this house and the land it occupies. I’ve never inquired further, because it’s not exactly something you come out and ask a newcomer in your life.

      Billy continues up the long driveway, past the perfectly manicured lawns, past the fountain I’m sure is the size of a coffee shop, and parks in front of the grand entranceway, less than ten feet away from a staircase belonging outside Cinderella’s castle.

      I lock a deep breath in my lungs, knowing it’ll be the only one I take for the rest of the night as I sit uncomfortably on the edge of knives, waiting for the truth to be revealed. It’s bound to be divulged eventually. It’s not that I want to think badly of him and the improving financial situation he’s gifting me, but it’s strange how he’s known about me for a while but is choosing only now to reconnect. Or… connect, since I never met him before. For Aunt Jolene’s sake and my own self-preservation, I smile and nod, and wait for him to eventually disclose if there’s a more sinister purpose for bringing me into his life or if it’s simply what he’s claiming—to try to resolve old mistakes.

      Billy immediately climbs from the driver’s seat and comes around to my door. I learned on day one, only Billy opens the vehicle’s doors. Not me, even if I’m not helpless like his staff assumes I am. As I climb out, steadying myself on the rich cobblestone, Billy’s attention drops to my hand.

      “It’s already off and inside my clutch.” I hold up the tiny purse.

      It only took two visits before he had Billy stop checking my phone. Two visits for him to trust me, but this is coming from the guy who believes my phone may be listening in on our non-secretive and boring, all-about-life conversations. Yet another fact I lodge away for another day; another piece I’ll use to crack the case of what is happening in my life.

      “Very good, Miss Miller.”

      Pretty sure I’ve only been referred as that by, like, professors and such. I’m not an elite person, and no matter how hard I try, no one here calls me by my first name.

      “Natalie!”

      Except him.

      I smile, his joyous tone wiping away all the previous worries. Like usual, my concerns seem to only exist during the car ride here, and then later, when Billy takes me home. Once I’m in his soothing presence, nothing else matters. So what if all this is a bit sketchy, strange, and even eccentric? There’s no concrete proof of anything menacing, therefore I have no actual reason to fear him. Not when he’s simply being a good guy.

      A good brother.

      Alex Miller, my never-known-about-until-two-months-ago biological brother, skips down the dozen steps and is by my side quickly. Despite wearing a suit that belongs in a boardroom, boyish charm rolls off him, and it’s instantly energizing, uncoiling my nerves and easing my tightened back muscles with his beaming expression.

      Billy steps back against the car, his attention lowering to his feet. “Sir,” he greets, but Alex ignores him and stretches his hand toward me.

      “Good drive here?”

      Maybe it’s fear. Maybe it’s respect. Perhaps a bit of yearning to be cared for. Either way, I lay my palm in Alex’s waiting hand and allow him to lead me up the stone steps, and through the double glass doors that are propped open and waiting for us to enter.

      If I’m honest with myself, the entryway doors are my favourite element of this house because of what they represent—as though anything is possible once you broach them. They stand taller than two normal-sized doors stacked on top one another, resulting in me feeling even smaller than I am. They’re entirely made of glass, with black iron filigree between the panes.

      Aunt Jolene tried to give me a good life, but given her career, it was only enough to sustain herself. She never counted on the addition of me in her life, so money was tight for a while. The second I was of a suitable age to be hired, I began working my first part-time job in the evenings and on weekends to help with the house’s finances and save whatever free cent I could for university. Jolene always wanted me to attend and make something of myself so I won’t struggle when I’m older.

      When you own a house like Alex’s, with doors like these, it screams wealth, and wealth means anything is possible. The world becomes bigger when you have the money to afford more, and Alex can clearly afford everything.

      Jealousy gave me a splitting headache the first time I came here because I should have had access to this lifestyle, and not have had to place extra stress on Jolene, but after one dinner with Alex, I decided my life was better than his. As elaborate and lovely as his existence is, it’s too distanced from the rest of the world—figuratively speaking.

      While this may seem like the life, it’s not for me. This is a world where wearing a dress and heels for a nice Friday night dinner with your brother is normal. Where staff wait on you hand and foot.  Where trying to put your own plate away gets you reprimanded. Where climbing in and out of the car isn’t allowed until the door is opened for you.

      If I was raised in this life, I’d be an entirely different person—rich, spoiled, and probably more worried about making it to my nail appointment than finishing an essay assignment. The distaste this possibility brings causes me to shudder.

      Alex leads me down the silent hallway, past the sitting room, the piano room, the hallway that eventually connects with the kitchen, and into the dining room. Before Alex, I believed dining rooms to be only a room attached to kitchens. Here, it’s a separate room with a table that can easily seat at least fifty people. Candles line the centre of the table, stretching up to the two place settings at one end.

      “You know,” I call out, “I’m fine eating at a smaller table. This is a lot of work for your staff to set up.” Not even counting the electricity bill he’s paying to light this entire room for nothing.

      Alex scoffs, continuing to our places. “You’re cute, Natalie. You need to get used to the better life. One day soon, this could also be your home.”

      Interest. Piqued. “Yeah?” I squeak, surprised he’s finally giving me a hint of what he sees our future as being.

      He says nothing more and pulls out my chair. My hand swoops beneath my bottom, ensuring my dress is tucked properly for when I sit. He pushes in the chair and then takes his own seat.

      Staff are immediately by the table, pouring red wine into our glasses. This is one of the best parts of the evening. When Aunt Jolene would buy wine, it was the cheap, grocery store kind, and it was usually only to celebrate something. I never enjoyed the taste though—too bitter—but the stuff Alex serves is plain magic. It must be from another world entirely and I take a large sip, uncaring if it’s improper etiquette.

      His attentive gaze watches my large gulp, but he says nothing and leans back against the chair. “Natalie, how was your week?”

      His question forces me to put the glass back in its place on the shiny tabletop. “It was good.”

      “Do anything fun?”

      I shrug. “Fun and me don’t really get along. I mainly studied and watched TV.”

      “Hmm.” Alex’s hand comes up and props his chin. His eyes scan me—study me, is more like it—and under the weight of his scrutiny, I wither into the padded chair.

      I’m not pretty by any means. Not like the women he brings around here, I’m sure. My plain, brown hair falls limp down my back, the curls I spent an hour meticulously creating are already unraveling. The power behind perfectly, natural straightened hair is a curse at times. I’m average height, taller with these three-inch heels clasped to my feet. My dress is simple, cheap, mid-thigh length, and plays nicely with the additional weight I can never seem to get rid of—I think, anyway. My face is done with minimal makeup, enough to heighten my features, but nothing over-the-top or unnatural.

      Alex is classically handsome. His dark hair remains trimmed to the top of his head, his facial features similar to mine, but much more symmetrical. No stress mars his face. Up close, you spot the similarities in our appearances, but in times like now, it’s obvious we’ve had entirely different lifestyles.

      Self-conscious under the weight of his stare, I touch the tips of my hair. “What?”

      “Next Friday, I was thinking we could do something different than our usual dinner. I’d like to host a party in your honour.”

      “A party?” The word comes out more like a surprised squeak than I mean it to. “Like… here?”

      “Where else?” His lips curl into a polite smirk—not mocking, just amused. “I’d like to introduce you to influential people. Business partners, and the like. You know how it goes.”

      More people in his life. I straighten, dropping my hands in my lap, and murmur, “I guess it could be fun.” My fingers knot together, so I don’t rub at my skin where my nerves are making it itch.

      His eyes, brown like mine, sparkle under the candlelight, telling me he believes my lie. “Good. I know this is overwhelming, Natalie, but I do want to give you everything you’re owed. Helping Jolene, your housing situation, and paying for your education is only a fraction of what you deserve. I also have personal and political connections I can share with you. I want you in my life completely. I want my colleagues to meet the sister I continue to mention in my calls.” He smiles. “I can further your future in ways you won’t even believe. Plus,” his hand falls from his chin, “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend.”

      I jerk at the new fact about himself he’s sharing. “You have a girlfriend?”

      “Oh yes. Teagan. We’ve been together since high school.”

      Huh. He’s never mentioned her before. A relationship that’s been going on for that long would have been mentioned to me sooner, no?

      Stop second-guessing him. Maybe he simply needed to ensure you’re trustworthy before he opens more of his life to you.

      I realize then, that while this entire time I’ve been believing Alex has sinister purposes behind all his generosity, he’s likely as nervous about me being in his life as I am of his.

      Alex places his glass back down, his playful glint dropping and darkening his expression. “I’m sorry for everything in the past. Our parents weren’t the wisest people, to say the least, and I am trying to make up for lost time. For what Mom took from you and what Dad should have given you. A family. Mental and financial well-being.”

      Aunt Jolene, being my mother’s older sister, told me what she knew when I was old enough to understand, which unfortunately isn’t much. About a year after my birth, my mother arrived on Jolene’s doorstep, begging her to take me in and raise me as her own. Jolene agreed, though with a lot of questions that went unanswered. Then after my mother delivered me, cops found her strangled to death in a forest, some miles out.

      Jolene said there was never evidence as to who the culprit was, which I found weird, considering DNA should have proved who did it. Ten-year-old me researched everything I could about the case, but came up empty. Police labelled it as a cold case and closed it. Perhaps it’s what got me into crime dramas. On TV, there’s always a bad guy who gets caught, but in real life, the bad guys get away.

      Jolene never informed me who my father was though, no matter how many times I begged her to. She said it was better I didn’t know, since he never wanted me, and though her answers only created more questions, I didn’t dig any deeper, not having the means to learn the truth. By the time I was twelve and understood the struggles Jolene had been experiencing to care for me—the extra shifts, the second job, the long hours, and sleepless nights—I didn’t want to toss her generosity and love in her face all to chase a ghost of my past. Children are raised without both parents all the time—and in cases like mine, no parents—and they turn out fine. Therefore, I’m no different. My past didn’t want to find me, so there’s no point in seeking it out.

      Until Alex sent that obscure message, and upon arrival to the designated meet-up spot—here—I found a brother I never knew I had and a history more interesting than I could have ever imagined.

      Our father was a ruthless businessman who grew his company from the ground up, starting it back when he was our age, before pulling from the company and retiring in Newton to become a principal at the high school. Which is so fucking random, but okay. Alex claims the company went under some bad press, so our father took a break. Our parents had Alex, and less than a year later, me. But our father never wanted a daughter, apparently, and our mom knew that so she ran away with me.

      Alex found me a year after our father died. I have yet to visit his grave, and I’m not sure I ever will.  Jolene is my family, and now Alex. I’ve spent most of my life without a father, so there’s no reason to visit the man who created me.

      “I know.” I smile softly at Alex, recalling his last words about caring for me.

      “So, the party?” he probes.

      “Sounds nice.” Sounds horrible. Parties and I do not get along, but if Alex wants to continue to mend fences in the only way he knows how, then I’ll suck up being awkward for the night and buy a fancy dress.

      Ever since Alex came into my life, not only did he buy me a townhouse to get me out of the dorms, pay for Jolene’s care, but he’s also kept my bank account padded. At first, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, but in the end, it allowed me to quit my job and focus on my grades, since working and going to school is challenging to do at the same time. With his money, buying a dress that will allow me to fit in with his crowd will be simple.

      “I’ll send over my personal shopper.”

      “Oh, no,” I counter, “I can buy it with⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” he cuts me off, slashing his hand in the air. “I’ll be sure she knows to dress you appropriately.”

      “But… okay.” Rule number one when dealing with near-strangers: don’t fight them. I’m sure I’m being dramatic and Alex would never hurt me, but I’ve only known him a whopping two months, so I don’t truly know him. Not really; not past what he’s shown me.

      Alex smiles, his teeth blindingly bright against the dimly lit room. “Good. Now then, are you hungry?” Without waiting for a response, he flicks his fingers.

      Although we’re the only ones in the dining room—or at least, that I can see—two people come forward, each carrying trays. They’re rested in front of Alex and me before the covers are lifted, revealing a perfectly cooked steak, crisp green vegetables, and roasted potatoes. Steam drifts from each freshly prepared item, somehow perfectly timed for when Alex randomly demanded food.

      I’d love to know how they managed to accomplish this feat.

      “Enjoy, Nat.”

      Nat.

      I pause, the fork pinched between two fingers. He’s never referred to me by using a nickname before… but I don’t really mind it. It makes me feel wanted. Appreciated.

      Less lonely.

      Like parties, relationships and I have a difficult time. Romantic, family—clearly—friendships… Perhaps I’m too awkward. Perhaps I don’t say the correct things at the right times. Whatever the reason, I spend ninety-nine percent of my time alone or surrounded with strangers whose gazes pass over me as though I’m not there at all.

      Maybe I simply need to breathe more. Maybe, despite the weird, unnerving twist at the base of my stomach, Alex is simply a stand-up guy with a lot of money and he’s truly trying to make up for lost time.

      Maybe I should stop freaking out and allow our relationship to expand in the ways he’s aiming to build it.

      Maybe having a brother will be a good thing.
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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      Billy pulls up to my townhouse, and per the usual pattern, he opens my door for me. I take his hand, using him to lift me out from the low vehicle, and once I’m situated on two shaky legs—damn tasty wine—I release him, taking a step toward my house.

      My ankle wobbles, and for the briefest second, I’m looking at the cement sidewalk through fuzzy eyes.

      “Whoa, there, Miss Miller. How about I walk you to the door at least?”

      I blink, noting I’m right way up again, and the clamp around my elbow is the only thing keeping me from teetering. “I think that might be best. Thanks, Billy.”

      “Your safety is a priority. Your keys please.”

      Boy, that sounds like something recited. I roll my eyes, unknown to him since his back is to me as he gets to unlocking my front door.

      As he helps me through the entranceway, he says, “I suggest you take your shoes off, Miss Miller. You don’t want to have an accident.”

      “Smart.” With the help of his steady hand, I manage to kick them off in the most undignified manner, knowing the price of these things have probably just killed me twice over for treating them as such. Before Alex, I didn’t own heels, and the lady at the shop continued to go on about the quality of high-priced stilettos versus cheap ones, so they’re the only thing I’ve splurged on with Alex’s money.

      “Have a good night. Be safe,” is the final thing he says before shutting the door and leaving.

      With the strength of the wall, I manage to switch the lock on the door before limping upstairs and toward my bedroom, falling face-first on my bed. I should get undressed, wash my face, and even charge my phone, but that wine is too powerful for my own good. When it tastes as delicious as it does, it’s hard to stop at one glass. Or even two. Or three.

      Note to self: ask Alex to cut me off after two next Friday. With a party full of, however many people he’s planning on inviting, I’d rather have all my inhibitions.

      And with that thought, I welcome the darkness, passing out until late morning the next day.
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        * * *

      

      One of the greatest relationships I do have is with Alex’s expensive wine because I wake up hangover-free. Unfortunately, evidence from last night is strewn all over my bedspread. I rub at the burgundy lipstick stains, cursing myself for wearing something so dark. All my touching has merely spread the red, creating a blotchy mess overtop the lavender comforter. Scowling, I strip the bed, thanking Alex once again for the townhouse, and more importantly, the washer and dryer down the hall. I ball the comforter up and as I turn away, at the last moment, something on my pillow catches my eye.

      A folded-up piece of paper, and something that definitely wasn’t there yesterday.

      I drop the blanket, stepping around it and reaching for the note, my mind scrolling over the endless possibilities of what this could be. I unfold the paper, finding a messily written message that electrocutes my nerves into flurried action.

      
        
        You’re beautiful, Natalie Miller. Watching you sleep will soon become my favourite activity.

      

      

      The message falls from my hand as I spin, eyes darting to every corner of my room. The windows were closed throughout the night, but I never bother locking them because unless someone is scaling the side of my house, there’s no way to climb through them. Downstairs? I locked the front door before bed, and I don’t ever open any other windows.

      Who the hell was here? My gaze falls to the paper at my feet. The writing is unrecognizable, but then, the chances of me recognizing someone’s handwriting is slim.

      Alex? Other than Elena, he’s the only one who knows where I live. The message referred to me by name, so whoever it is knows exactly who I am.

      A fact that has my stomach bottoming out and fear climbing my throat with the worst taste possible. A faceless, nameless stranger knows where I live, who I am, and according to the note, was here while I was asleep.

      What the fuck do I do? I could report this to the police, but there’s no proof in one note, and they’ll likely pass it off as a prank.

      A prank. I snort, crouching to lift the paper up again, only to crumple it and toss it in the garbage can in the corner. That’s all this is. A prank. A prank won’t be stopping the day I have planned out. Once I put the comforter in the wash, I’m heading to the school’s library to get some research and outlining completed for an upcoming essay.

      This is fine. Completely fine. Everything will be okay.

      After taking care of my comforter, showering, and getting ready, I grab my laptop and cell, shove them into my bag, and head down the road to the university.

      I’m struck with the same wonder I do every time I approach campus. History seeps from between the grey stones, stacked a million high to make up the main building. Around it, smaller ones circle it, each housing lecture halls, science labs, professors’ offices, or other school administration offices. I turn left, heading for a building on the edge of campus.

      The bones of this one is as old as the others, but in recent years, they have remodelled the building with glass walls. I believe it’s the university’s way of making studying less dreary and the whole place less jail-like.

      Before entering, I survey the street around me, scouting for a cop car.

      Again, maybe it’s simply because I watch too many crime dramas, but ever since the other day when Elena warned me away from whoever it was hanging around, I’ve been cautious. At first, I believed she was joking, but the seriousness in her tone said otherwise.

      Then the next day, he appeared outside my classroom. He might have been looking for her, but I gave him my back and allowed myself to be swallowed by the crowd of other students, taking the long way to my next class, just in case.

      When I see no one sketchy hanging around, I enter the library.
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        TRISTAN

      

      

      

      Natalie walks through the university campus’ gates and beelines straight for the library. My lips twitch in amusement, watching her approach the glass building. I can sense her eagerness, even from here.

      At the doorway, she stops and scans the area around her, but she won’t find what she’s looking for.

      Ever since Elena spoke to her that one day, she consistently fears I’ll be around, so I needed to shift my plans. She thinks I’ve left her alone, when all I’ve really done is park my cruiser down the street, the opposite way she walks to the school, and hide in the shadows.

      Even on the weekend, Little Bird remains studious and focused.

      It’s cute, and I suppose a part of me envies her. In high school, I didn’t love any one subject, but I also didn’t hate them. I didn’t ace my courses, but I also didn’t ever fail any of them either. I averaged B and C grades. Witnessing Natalie be able to focus for hours on a particular assignment, and then move to a new location and pick up exactly where she left off, continuing to work for the better part of a day is something quite amazing. With her focus, she’ll no doubt exceed in whatever it is she’s planning on doing with her life. It dawns on me then, I’m unaware of her degree, and suddenly, I want to know it.

      In time, she’ll tell me.

      For now, I turn away and head back to my car. The nice thing about being an officer in a small town is that no one bats an eye when you drive your cruiser on days off, and with Natalie occupied for hours, I lead the vehicle out of town and toward my heart, making it there in record time.

      I stride through the front entrance, stopping briefly at the front desk to jot my name down on the clipboard they use to track visitors.

      Zelda, the aged receptionist, turns around. “Tristan, nice to see you. We weren’t expecting a visit from you this week.”

      “Slow Saturday. Plans change.”

      “Fair enough.” She waves her hand toward the hallway I’m already heading down. “Have a nice visit. She’s had a good week.”

      “I’m pleased.” I smile before moving past the desk and take the trip I’ve done so many times before, walking the familiar hallway I’ve practically grown-up in.

      At the end of the hallway, her door is propped open a few inches, so I knock lightly, peeking my head in between the space.

      “Cheryl?”

      Mom.

      From the closet’s darkness, I can see Mommy still on my bed, her legs spread, blood dripping down one of them. Instead of checking on her, I crawl deeper in the shadows, wishing those men never came.

      Her screams went on for so long, and I still hear them in my head. Finding the farthest corner, I bend my legs and drop my head on my knees, wrapping my arms around myself until the memories of her screaming passes.

      My mother raises her head from the puzzle she’s focusing on at the small table across the room. Her eyes take a moment to focus before⁠—

      “Tommy, what brings you here?”

      “I had some free time and thought you earned a visit.”

      Mom pushes away from the table and comes toward me, a smirk lifting her wrinkled mouth. “Earned? Big bro, between the two of us, you were always the one who were more of a troublemaker. If there’s anyone who needs to be earning anything…” She trails off as she approaches and lifts her skinny arms up.

      As always, her reference to me being her brother—to being Uncle Tommy—is a firm kick to the gut. After all this time of pretending, it’s never gotten easier.

      Her body is swallowed up in my arms, her feet lifting off the ground. It becomes the moment I know I can’t feel guilty for doing what I am to Natalie. Whether she’s aware of her brother’s extra activities or not, it doesn’t change what he’s doing. What his actions can do to a family. I doubt he’s thinking about these women’s families at all, as he’s slicing into them.

      I breathe in her scent—the scent of home, even if she hasn’t been it for a long time. Uncle Tommy and Aunt Lisa raised me, gave me everything I could ever ask for; they really stepped up to be there for Mom and me, but there was always a major element missing from my life.

      I release her, almost unwillingly, and step back, forcing the solemn thoughts back to where they emerged from. Mom doesn’t know who I am, and doctors don’t want us triggering painful memories by reminding her, so I put on my Tommy-face again and smile easily.

      “Show me this puzzle you’re doing.”

      Mom doesn’t move, and her eyes scan me in ways only a mother can—calculating. Knowing. She may not remember me, but something inside her—some deep-buried facet of her biology and instincts recall motherhood—and it’s times like these it’s so obvious.

      Her lips purse as she continues her examination of me. “What’s wrong with you, Tommy? You seem… troubled. Like your brain is somewhere else.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I’m not. Of course my brain is elsewhere. It’s asking all the questions I wish I could out loud.

      Why can’t you remember who I truly am?

      Why can’t you overcome one dark moment in your history to have a brighter future?

      Why is your mind content to remain in a facility its entire life when it could be experiencing more?

      Why did those scumbags break in and steal you away from me?

      Why do filth like them and Alex Miller get to live their happy lives when you’re stuck in a lie?

      Where the fuck is Alex keeping these women and why is no one else searching for them?

      Her eyes narrow again, but she takes a step backward. “Fine. Don’t think you’re fooling me, Tommy. But if you don’t want to talk, so be it.”

      It’s more I can’t tell you. Not I don’t want to.

      I follow her toward the small wooden table she was seated at and pull up the only other free chair. Seated, I scan the partially-completed puzzle of a cat hiding in a teapot.

      “Cute,” I comment.

      “Help me finish?”

      “Of course.” I glance at the time on my phone, doing a quick mental calculation of how long it’ll take me to get back home. No doubt Natalie will be in the library for a long time.

      Mom picks up a piece before scanning the puzzle, searching for its rightful spot. Watching the determination on her face has me biting down on a chuckle. But it’s the warmth inside my chest reminding me why I’m here.

      Why I’m doing any of this.

      No child deserves to hide inside a closet and be forced to watch their future get yanked away. I refuse to allow more children like me be affected by Miller’s cruel, selfish, and evil acts.
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        * * *

      

      From the park across the street, I appear like a casual onlooker relaxing on the bench, watching the world and people pass by. But behind my shaded sunglasses, my gaze stalks the woman walking down the street. Her hands are fisted around the bag on her shoulder, while her head remains down, hair blocking her face from view as she returns home from the library.

      Oh, Little Bird. If you only knew how close I am to you.

      Natalie approaches her front door before unlocking it and taking a quick scan of the area. I drop my head, appearing to be staring off elsewhere until she enters the townhouse.

      With the sun still up, I won’t approach until later, and I can’t wait for our date. The message I left her last night worked perfectly, but I’ll need to do more to get her running to Alex. With it, I created fear, but now it’s time to up the ante.

      The alarm on my phone pings, reminding me I’m late for Ryker’s impromptu meeting, so I leave the bench and head toward my car.

      The one thing I’ll never admit to Ryker is that having Natalie as my mark is no challenge. She may be a job, but she’s a fucking gorgeous one at that. She hides underneath baggy sweatshirts and leggings, but it’s what she chooses to wear that makes her so lovely. Other women insist on doing themselves up in immaculate clothing and a heavy layer of makeup, but not Natalie.

      Fortunately for me, it seems her beauty is skipped over. I’ve been watching her every day, and no one seems to look twice at her. It’s a damn shame. She’s a shadow passing through the crowds, unnoticed, as guys chase the skinny, fake girls instead.

      I let myself into Hawke’s house with the key he’s given each of us, and then head down the stairs into the unfinished basement we’ve been using to meet in. It’s safe and private, making it an ideal location to store any documents and files we dig up on Miller.

      “Finally,” Ryker comments from his seat at the end of the table. Perched on his lap, Elena sits, facing away from the rest of the room. With my entrance, Ryker returns his attention to her.

      I take a chair at the opposite end of the table, observing them for a moment. He’s been obsessed with her since high school, and fuck, I knew they’d eventually end up together. It was only a matter of time their fucked-up story got the proper fairy-tale ending they deserved, even if it took Ryker going to prison to do it.

      Elena and Ryker are two people that just work. Not sure why, but they do.

      They’re happy, and it’s all that matters. I haven’t had a relationship in a while, and though I have nothing against them, I refuse to get into one until Alex is behind bars. After all, how do I tell a woman I’ll be late for our date since I’m busy stalking my Little Bird?

      Natalie.

      Fucking beautiful.

      She seems so damned innocent, I wonder if she’s a virgin.

      And then I ask myself why I care? Why watching her has not only my cock stirring, but also heat pooling in my stomach?

      “Learn anything yet?” Brent asks from the other side of the table. His arms are folded over his chest, chair kicked back. Paired with his blond hair and blue eyes, he’s the golden boy of the group—and one of many reasons he was chosen for Elena.

      Kudos to him for being able to still be in the same room as them. There’s being able to separate your emotions, and then there’s what he’s doing. Considering he spent years fake-dating Elena, I’d think emotions would have gotten tied-up in there somewhere. Yet he’s now able to look at both her and Ryker as though their past doesn’t matter.

      When I claim a woman as mine, she’s mine and no one else’s. I’d never be able to do what he did.

      “No. Elena has made my job a bit more challenging.” I flick my attention at her turned back, jutting my chin even though she can’t see me.

      The speed she twists around throws her hair into Ryker’s face. “I did what?” Her tone raises to a screeching level that has Brent flinching from across the table.

      God, she was more fun when Ryker was fucking over her life.

      “You told Natalie to stay away from me. That I’m a bad man. When she sees me, she turns away, so I had to take it a step further.”

      Elena stands, her body going into a protective stance. Cute. “What is ‘a step further?’”

      “Dolly,” Ryker rumbles, reaching his hand out toward her wrist. “We’ve talked about this.”

      She shakes him off, her attention remaining firmly on me. “Tristan, I swear, do not hurt her.” She straightens out of attack mode, backing up a step until her legs touch Ryker again. “I’m sorry, but she’s a good person. Innocent.”

      “We don’t know that yet,” Hawke chimes in from his corner. Being the newest in our group, and as quiet as he is, I often forget he’s even here. “Tristan, keep it up. The sooner we know anything, the quicker we can end this. Just don’t tell us what you’re doing, so no pointless fights begin. How ‘bout we leave it at that?”

      “Deal.” Focusing my concentration on Elena, I add, “I won’t hurt her. Elena, you should know better than anyone how we like to play with our toys. She will lead us to the monster, you can trust me on that.”

      With those words swirling around the basement and shutting Elena up, I leave, skin tingling in anticipation at seeing my Little Bird again.

      If Natalie thinks I’m stopping at the one message, she’s insane. I’m fixing her brother’s mistakes, starting with her. One whimper at a time, I’ll make her beg for a reprieve, but never give in.

      Alex Miller is no better than the fucker who hurt Mom. It’s men like him who leave children without a mother and a lifetime of nightmares. How many of the women Alex trapped have had their minds snapped? No one was there to help them tape the cracks back together before he reaped their lives.

      Alex will die for his sins. But first, it’s time to play with his sister.
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      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
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      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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