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Prologue
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Danny





The broadcast studio looms in front of me, the large brick structure pressing against Whitsborough’s skyline, solid and unwelcoming. I am glad to be back in Canada and away from the chaos of New Orleans though. 

My family shipped me off south when I became an out of control teenager. I doubt they had any idea what they were exposing me to.

I became a cleaner first. Not a custodian. A cleaner for an organization that dealt in the darker side of life. When things went sideways and bodies dropped, I made them disappear. Then I was promoted to something deadlier. Someone who not only made bodies disappear but also the living.

If I had stayed there, I would probably be dead now.

It took time to make my way back to where I grew up, and even longer to apply for the production assistant position that has been sitting open for weeks. I didn’t want to put down roots again. I also didn’t want to draw the attention of my family.

Daniel Kane Edwards is back in Whitsborough.

The town is nothing like it was when I left. Now everywhere I look, either a Greene or a Torres is running something. Ember really came here and took over everything. This town was supposed to be mine. My father was a council member. I was supposed to run for mayor.

Until my cock got me into trouble.

Eleventh grade derailed everything. I lost my best friend to a girl, my family stopped seeing me, I spiraled, and then I fucked the same girl a few times without a condom, which nearly ruined my life.

Britney, head of the drama committee and obsessive shadow of my best friend, Vin Greene, claimed I knocked her up. My father went berserk. He made arrangements to get rid of it, only for her to announce a miscarriage days later.

Was she really pregnant?

It was possible. I never got the chance to find out before they packed me off to live with my cousins on my mother’s side in New Orleans. The Leblancs were cutthroat. I don’t think my father understood what he was throwing me into.

Not that I would ever get the chance to find out now because he died a few years ago, and I didn’t come home for the funeral. Emotional? Yes, but also practical. He never reached out while I was gone. He had washed his hands of me long before the coffin closed.

My mother is still alive, still living in the old house. I have driven past it more times than I can count, never stopping. She tried to keep in touch at first. That ended after my twenty-first birthday. She begged me to come home and try again with my father.

By then, I was already buried with the Leblancs and Ballons, so I refused.

Money always spoke louder than family. That is how I was raised. What I made working with Ballon Corp drowned out whatever loyalty I had left for my family.

Then Ballon Corp crossed lines even I could not ignore. The dark finally outweighed the money, and I decided I would rather be back in Whitsborough.

The evil I know and all that.

Starting over is the hard part. Most of my adult life has been about killing, cleaning, tracking targets, and collecting what is owed. I have no idea how to be anything else.

I am forty five years old, sitting in a rented Honda CRV, trying to look inconspicuous while staring at the only broadcast facility in Whitsborough. Not much comes out of this place, but it houses the local networks and news stations.

Being in front of the camera was never my goal. Not like Vincent Greene or Ember Craven. I preferred the other side. Framing shots, controlling light, and making a scene breathe. Those dreams died when I was sent away, but sitting here now, they stir again. The pull to create something instead of erase it.

My hand closes around the door handle, but just as I am about to step out, someone walks across my line of sight.

I don’t know who he is, but I would bet my entire bank account on who his father is.

Light brown eyes cut toward me through the windshield, and the look hits hard. Sad. Lost. Hollowed out. The same expression Travis Greene wore through most of high school. His clothes are wrinkled like he has slept in them for days, while his dark blond hair stands in every direction. Fresh hickeys mark his neck and collarbone, and his shirt is ripped from the neckline to the shoulder.

A quiet chuckle slips out of my mouth as he disappears from view. Nothing has changed in Whitsborough. The Greenes still move like they own the streets.

And if history has taught me anything, a Craven is never far behind.
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Gabriel





Two Years Later





“Gabe.” Dahlia’s voice carries throughout my condo as the door closes behind her. “I can’t stay long. I promised Ivy I’d watch Charlie and Vincent today. Are you here?” 

I step out of the kitchen and find her by the door, a bulging Whole Foods bag hanging from her arm. I gave her a key last year when she started at the university of Toronto. She’s my family but she’s also my very best friend.

“Did you bring me groceries again, little Greene?” I lean against the wall, crossing my arms.

“Don’t you need them, baby Greene?” She snickers, brushing past me toward the kitchen before dropping her backpack to the floor and opening my fridge.

We are both the babies of our families. The nicknames stuck sometime in high school and never left, which was a lifetime ago.

“Do you have work today?” she calls over her shoulder while unloading almond milk and eggs into my fridge.

“Yeah. The shop’s been busy. Lots of college kids are trying to piss off their parents with a little ink.”

She snorts. “It takes a lot more than ink to rile up our family.”

She is not wrong.

Most of our family still lives in Whitsborough, about forty-five minutes outside Toronto. It used to be a rotten little town run by founding families who treated crime like a pastime. Human trafficking. Rape. Murder. Extortion. Drugs. Money laundering.

It has been cleaned up. Slowly. Violently.

Our family did that, and we are still doing it.

“How are classes?” I ask while she folds the cloth bag and tucks it into a drawer already full of them.

“You would know if you decided to attend.” She passes by me, shoulder grazing mine.

“I don’t know what I want to do yet.” I lift a shoulder.

“Gabe, no one is pissed that you let baseball go. Your father let it go too.” She slides her backpack onto her shoulder and studies me. “What are you so afraid of?”

That’s a good question.

I know my family is not disappointed. I walked away from baseball even after I was offered a spot in New York at St. John’s in Queens. They’re the best in their division. When that acceptance package came, I was thrilled.

Then I spent a week there.

“You always get that look when I bring up baseball.” Dahlia’s voice softens. “Let it go. No one cares. If you want to open twenty more tattoo shops, your parents would still be proud of you.”

“I know.”

“Then go on a date.” She doesn’t relent on the demands. I’m used to her like this, and I know it comes from a good place. “I know a few girls who linger outside that shop, hoping to catch a glimpse of you.”

“I’m good.” The words come out quieter than I mean them to.

“Fine.” She exhales and opens the door. “I’ll call you tomorrow, baby Greene.”

“Love you, little Greene.”

The door shuts behind her, leaving the condo too quiet. I stare at the fridge full of food I didn’t ask for and wonder, not for the first time, what it would feel like to want something badly enough to chase it.
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“It’s sadistic how much you enjoy prodding people with needles, and they say I’m the crazy one.”

His voice pulls a grin across my face. “Saxon Greene, you are the crazy one.”

He leans over the table where my client currently lies face down. “What’s that supposed to be? Looks like two stick men humping.”

“What?” The girl jerks her head up, panic flashing across her face.

“He’s being an idiot,” I growl, shooting Saxon a look that promises violence.

“Yeah, yeah. It’s a tulip.”

“Orchid,” I correct.

“Whatever.” He rolls his eyes and stands straight. “Where’s Dahlia?”

“She said she was watching Charlie and Vincent for Ivy. That was this afternoon. Why?”

“She’s not watching them.” He straightens just as I kill the buzz of the needle.

“Break.” I tap the girl’s back, then jerk my head toward the office for Saxon to follow me. He’s about to have a meltdown, and I’d rather he not do it in front of my clients.

The door barely shuts before he turns on me. “I asked you to do one thing—”

“I’m not spying on your sister for you,” I snap, “and she’s a good girl. How do you know she isn’t with them?”

“Because the kids are at my place with Cordelia and Amelia.”

“The kids?” My brow lifts at how emotionless he sounds about his family.

One of those kids is his. Amelia’s too. When they found out she was pregnant, it wasn’t planned or wanted. Instead of terminating it, they let Ivy adopt the baby after years of failed attempts to have her own.

“Yes. Ivy’s son and daughter.” He rubs his temple. “They’re at my house. Dahlia lied.”

His tone is flat. Detached. Less concern than most fathers would show, but I know better. Saxon cares in his own narrow way. He was diagnosed with Conduct Disorder with limited prosocial emotions at a young age, and groomed to inherit his mother’s business because of it. In other words, Saxon Greene is a sociopath.

“Look…” I pull my phone from my pocket. “I’ll text her.”

Little Greene, what are you up to?



Saxon crowds my shoulder, eyes locked on the screen like he’s aiming through the scope of a gun. He has always been overprotective of Dahlia. I get it, because she has a goodness the rest of us Greenes never managed to keep.

Little Greene



At Ivy's. I told you.



“Could she have gone anyway?” I offer. “Maybe Ivy forgot to mention the kids were with you?”

“No.” His voice drops, tight with anger. “Ivy’s at the spa with my mother.”

You’ve been caught, little Greene. You’re not at Ivy’s, and you’re not watching the kids.



We both watch the three dots appear, vanish, then disappear for good.

“What is she doing?”

“Maybe she has a boyfriend?” I glance at him. “Maybe she wanted privacy?”

“That’s unfortunate for her.” He’s already pulling up a tracking app as he speaks. “She knows I don’t tolerate being lied to.”

“You put a tracker on her?”

“On everyone.” He flashes me a wink.

My mouth goes dry. “Saxon—”

He’s gone before I can even form a sentence. I stare at the empty doorway, unease settling deep in my chest, because I really don’t like the idea of him tracking me anywhere.





DANNY


“Kane!” The executive producer claps me on the back. “That was a great shot.”

I give him a quick nod and keep packing up the camera. He wanders off, leaving me alone to close the studio for the night. I don’t mind it. I’ve always preferred late hours.

Kane is my middle name, and I’ve been using my mother’s maiden name, Montgomery, to stay under the radar. It’s worked for the past two years. No one’s recognized me, and my life’s stayed quiet. Exactly how I like it.

I really thought I would’ve been found out by now. Living in Whitsborough means the whole town is your neighbor, and privacy’s a running joke. I’ve seen a few people from my past over the last two years, but no one’s given me a second glance. As good as that feels, I can’t shake the worry that the other shoe’s going to drop.

Nothing stays quiet in Whitsborough for long. Eventually, someone’s father’s uncle’s sister shows up, claiming inheritance or threatening to blow a family’s secrets wide open. Every family here has secrets. Mine included. I might feel safe and unnoticed now, but that can change without warning. I’m not worried though, because I can adapt quickly if needed.

After locking up the studio, I head for my Honda CRV, now officially purchased, and slide inside. I flip down the visor, and a pre-rolled joint drops into my lap. A new library opened in Whitsborough recently, and I’ve been meaning to check it out.

I watched the grand opening from a distance, all the Greenes gathered in their privileged splendor while an older woman cut the ribbon. She must’ve been a newer resident because I didn’t recognize her. It’s been open for four months now, and I figure it’s finally clear of the Greene family.

So that’s where I head, joint burning between my fingers.

I park in front of the quaint, red brick building and take the last few pulls before flicking the roach out the window and onto the asphalt. No one’s gone in or out of the library in the ten minutes I’ve been sitting here, which feels safe enough.

The moment I step inside, the air conditioner blasts my face, cooling skin still warm from the day. I pass the main desk and give a brief nod to the attractive lady stationed there, thick glasses balanced on the edge of her nose. She’s the same woman who cut the ribbon. Probably around my age. She’s interesting enough that my eyes linger as I walk by, and by the time I glance back at her face, she’s already buried in her book.

Uninterested doesn’t even begin to cover it. I wouldn’t mind getting laid, but it looks like the library isn’t going to be the place.

I wander into the science fiction aisle, flipping through Star Trek books, when someone else comes in.

“Cory!” a woman calls out. “You should’ve closed fifteen minutes ago.”

“Shit,” I mutter, easing out of the aisle.

“Just waiting on one more customer,” the woman at the desk says. Cory. Her voice is smooth, carrying an accent that’s definitely not Canadian. “How was your day with the kids?”

“I spent the day at the house with them. Then Ember and Vin got home and said they’d take over. I drove here right after.”

Damn.

I peek around the aisle corner and spot a younger woman I don’t recognize at all. Yet she clearly knows Ember and Vin. The realization hits hard and fast. Is this it? Is this the other shoe dropping? My carefully quiet life is brushing up against Whitsborough’s elite, even though I’ve worked hard to avoid exactly that.

“Sorry.” I step out fully, nodding once. “I didn’t mean to keep you. I’ll come back another day.”

“He’s new to town, isn’t he?” the younger woman says as I head for the door.

Shit.

I’m hoping I slip out of her mind the second I leave her line of sight. I’ve gone this long without being detected, and I can’t afford for that to unravel now. I love how quiet my life’s been these last two years, such a sharp contrast to New Orleans, and I wouldn’t mind keeping it this way for the foreseeable future.

The effects of the joint are still humming through me, and since I didn’t end up with anything to read, I decide to head down to the wharf. It’s only about a five-minute walk from the library, and it’ll give me time to sober up before going home.

The air’s crisp this time of year. Spring always takes its time here, winter refusing to loosen its grip while warmer air tries to muscle its way in. I’ve missed this kind of cold. New Orleans is warmer, heavier, and humid in a way that sticks to you.

I smell the water before I see the lake, the familiar scent pulling a deep breath from my lungs. There are places in this town that still manage to slow me down, and this is one of them. I miss the wharf parties, the boat hopping, the pier fucking. I did all of it, then drank and smoked myself into oblivion, only to wake up and do it again the next weekend.

My teenage years were messy and fast, but I miss the version of myself that existed before my parents shipped me off. Carefree. Reckless. I changed in New Orleans, deeply and permanently, and if that kid were standing here in front of me now, neither of us would recognize the other.

Blood, death, and torture coat my hands, stains that never quite wash out. Then there are the scars that run deeper, the ones that don’t show at all. I’m a trained, lethal assassin. I know countless ways to torture and kill someone. What I want now is to remember how to live.

I’m not stupid enough to think coming back to my childhood town means my life will rewind itself. Death has a way of lingering around the people who’ve embraced it, hovering patiently, waiting for the craving to return. It’s an addiction that never really goes away.

Still, I want to get better at denying it.

I step onto the wooden pier just as another wave of nostalgia hits. A few docks down is where my family’s yacht used to sit. The Edwards’ vessel. My father was a pompous prick, but that boat reminds me of summers spent anchored in the middle of the lake, swimming until our skin wrinkled. Sometimes Vin came along. Adri too, once in a while.

Back when I felt untouchable.

The feeling makes me want to turn around and look up my old friends, just to see what they’ve become. I hear things, all of it impressive and polished. I haven’t dug deeper than that because I’m not the same person I was when I left here.

Most of the buildings and businesses in Whitsborough now carry the Greene name. Community programs. Schools. Their influence runs deep, even without holding every official position. Except for Ember’s twin brother, who is the chief of police. Why did she hide the fact that she had a twin when she first came here? Why live with her aunt and uncle instead of him? All of this happened after I left, and now that I’m back, I’m curious.

There’s a story there. I can feel it. Years of instinct and training tell me something’s rotting under the surface.

As squeaky clean as the Greenes appear, they’ve always felt wrong to me. Robert Greene was no exception. My father used to say any man with power is carrying dark secrets. You don’t get one without the other.

“Dahlia Greene!”

My head snaps toward a boat tied a few docks down, and I find a young woman standing there, illuminated by the pier lights. She’s unmistakably Vin and Ember’s daughter. I can see the facial features clearly from here.

“I can’t stay, Joey,” she calls as she hops off the boat and hurries up the dock. “My brother’s been calling me all day.”

“You’re an adult.” The man steps out from the cabin. There’s something familiar about him, something that nags at me. “I’m tired of sneaking around.”

“It was your idea to begin with,” Dahlia shoots back. “I just need a little more time to tell my family.”

The Siren’s Wail is painted along the side of the boat. I file the name away for later because something about this doesn’t sit right. I understand parents being protective, but she looks old enough. Old enough not to be hiding a boyfriend.

I know I should mind my own business and keep moving, and pretend I didn’t hear a thing, but I’m bored, and that guy looks much older than her. Curiosity starts to itch.

There’s an arrogance in the way he carries himself that tugs at the back of my mind. I know him. I’m sure of it. I just can’t place where.

I smile to myself as I lean against one of the pier posts, because neither of them has noticed me standing here. For two people sneaking around, they’re not very observant.

A car starts somewhere nearby and pulls away after she disappears from my line of sight, and the guy grins like he’s just won something.

Who the fuck are you, Joey?
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Gabriel





Saxon is on a warpath, and I’m being dragged straight into it. He’s blaming me for not keeping a close enough eye on his sister, and now he’s fixated. 

When Saxon fixates, it never ends well. Trouble follows him like a shadow, and this time, it’s brushing up against me too. I growl as I toss my phone onto the bed, Dahlia’s voicemail still playing through the speaker. When the tone sounds, I sink down onto the mattress and stare at the screen like I might murder it if I look long enough.

“Whatever you’re doing, little Greene, you’ve dragged me into it. Your brother’s coming for you and whoever you thought you could keep a secret. I hope this person’s bedroom skills are worth every ounce of pain we’re about to experience.”

Just imagining Saxon breathing down my neck makes a chill slide up my spine. He doesn’t play nice when it comes to Dahlia. If she’s been hiding something, or someone, he’ll tear through every layer until nothing’s left.

With thoughts of pain circling my mind, I leave the bedroom and head for the kitchen, the corners of my mouth pulled tight.

What and/or who is Dahlia hiding, and why?

The question has been gnawing at me. We all keep secrets, but she’s hiding someone, and I know exactly what that feels like, because I’m hiding someone too.

Myself.

“Now I know for a fact you’re not involved in this little indiscretion.”

I jump, a sharp scream ripping out of me before I can stop it.

“What the fuck, Saxon?” My voice comes out high and shaky, fear clinging to every word. I sound like a terrified teenager.

His brow lifts as his bright green eyes rake over me. “Tell me you didn’t just shit yourself?”

“What are you doing here?” The words squeak out anyway.

“I have a key.”

Hand pressed to my chest, I move to the fridge, grabbing a bottle of water before turning back on him across the island.

“I told you that was for emergencies only.”

“And this is one.” He unfolds from the armchair with easy grace. “I needed to know if you were part of this mess.”

“I told you I wasn’t,” I snap.

“And I know my sister’s sweet face could convince a nun to piss in holy water.”

“Saxon,” I scold, even as he shrugs. “True though.”

“I know I’ve been overprotective—” 

A loud snort from me cuts him off, and his gaze darkens.

“I know it’s been a bit much,” he continues, unbothered. “But with the things I’ve seen, the things I’ve dealt with, I just want to protect her.”

It’s true. On the surface, our family looks pristine and well-connected. Underneath, we’re dark and a little unhinged. We just channel that energy toward the right targets. My Aunt Ember, Saxon’s mom, came to Whitsborough as a teenager, sent to live with relatives she didn’t even know existed. Curiosity led her straight into the heart of the town’s rot.

With MMA training and a taste for blood, she dragged those secrets into the light and erased the evil clinging to them. That’s how Black Slaughter was born.

Now that mantle belongs to her son, and Saxon Greene takes his role seriously.

“I think…” I pause, choosing my words carefully. “I think you’re projecting your experiences onto Dahlia. Just because she’s sneaking around doesn’t mean something bad is happening. She’s probably afraid of your reaction.” I gesture toward him. “And honestly, that makes sense.”

His expression doesn’t change, but I can see him working through it. He’s always been analytical. It’s one of the reasons I admire him.

“My experiences are exactly why I’m protective,” he says evenly. “And you’re right about that, but I also know how often our family gets targeted, prodded, tested for weak points. Dahlia would be an easy mark. She has no idea what we do to keep Whitsborough clean or how much blood’s been spilled so she can live the life she does.”

Dahlia is the only Greene kept in the dark. All of us agreed on that. Her sweetness felt like something worth preserving. As warped as our bloodline is, she was proof that sometimes something pure still grows through the cracks.

“What do we do now?” I plant my hands on the counter. “How do you make her confess the truth without telling her everything about our family?”

“I’ve been tracking her since last night,” he admits. “If I wanted to roll up and interrogate her, I could’ve, but letting someone stew works better. The longer I stay away, the more she worries. Eventually, she’ll talk.”

“I know you think she’s in danger, or that someone’s using her, but who’s left to do that? You and Aunt Ember cleaned Whitsborough out.”

“No matter how many weeds you pull,” he replies calmly, “more always grows back.”

He heads for the door, boots moving soundlessly over the floor, the danger in him impossible to miss.

“I need to get back to Whitsborough. Cordelia’s been spending a lot of time at the new library, and Amelia’s not thrilled about it. I’ve been asked to keep her occupied.” His eyes flick back to me, green and sharp. “I’m very good at distracting.”

Then he’s gone, the door clicking shut behind him.

The silence that follows presses in, and I exhale slowly, worry settling deep in my chest. Saxon might be overreacting, but that doesn’t stop the unease curling through me.

Dahlia’s been my closest friend since high school. When I walked away from the life everyone expected of me, she stayed. When the rest of the family gave me the space I demanded, she ignored it. No matter how many times I told her to leave me alone, she never did.

She never gave up on me.

And I’m not giving up on her either.





DANNY




The last few days have fallen into a pattern. I go to work, stay late more often than not, then find myself wandering down to the pier. It’s serene down here, and I get to unwind a bit after work. I also get to see a little drama every now and then. The Siren’s Wail hasn’t moved from its dock, but I haven’t seen the man on it since that first night with Vin’s daughter.

Assuming Dahlia was his daughter came easily. She looks enough like her father that it felt obvious, but I still prodded and did a bit of digging to be sure. Dahlia Greene is the youngest daughter of Vincent and Ember Greene. She’s attending the University of Toronto, studying child psychology.

The Greene family website is detailed in the vaguest way possible. I thought it was weird that they even had a website, but then I found out they owned half the town and it made sense. They’re a prominent family who run a lot of businesses. It outlines their lives without really saying anything at all. Their oldest daughter, Ivy, has two children with her husband, Neil. Neil works alongside Vin, and they live in Whitsborough. Ivy is listed as a stay-at-home mom who also helps part-time at the community center for children. Saxon Greene has very little information available, though they do mention he works with Vin in the classic car acquisition business, traveling across Canada and the States.

Interesting.

Travis Greene is there too. His work at the local community center for troubled teens stands out the most. Everyone knew Travis and Vin’s father, Robert Greene, was a fucking asshole. Travis married Adri, and also a guy named Emmett Torres, who just so happens to be Ember’s twin brother. That one took a minute to wrap my head around. Apparently, no one else had trouble with it. Three people living in a poly relationship in a town like this, and no one seems to blink. Whitsborough accepted the unconventional setup without complaint.

They have three children. Twins named Sonja and Samuel, who look so much like Ember it’s unsettling. Then there’s the youngest. The one I spotted a couple years ago.

Gabriel Greene.

He’s Adri’s youngest child, and to me, the most interesting of the bunch. Every photo of him looks like he’s carrying pain just under the surface, the same look Travis wore for years. He owns a tattoo parlor in downtown Toronto.

I’ve been itching to add more ink to my body, and there’s no reason he’d recognize me. Maybe I’d overhear something while I was there. Maybe I’d catch a detail that fills in a few missing pieces.

Curiosity has always been my downfall. It’s been that way since I was a kid, and it hasn’t mellowed with age. Even at the risk of my anonymity, I need to know what the Greenes have been up to. How Vincent Greene, the bastard child of one of Whitsborough’s prominent figures, managed to climb high enough to practically own the town. It’s all to assuage my own curiosity, because being here and having a normal job is nice, but it’s also boring.

Everything leads back to Ember.

According to the website, the Greenes have deep roots in Whitsborough, ties stretching back to the founding families. Ember was brought here by her aunt and uncle after her mother died in New York. The Cravens were a name I remembered well. My father had plenty to say about them over the years.

Old man Jack Craven was a lunatic who didn’t hesitate to put a shotgun in someone’s face, and it suddenly made sense that his granddaughter is Ember. His cruelty terrorized the town until the day he died in a fiery car crash. My father always said Whitsborough exhaled as one when the news broke, and relief washed through every household.

Ember’s aunt and uncle were quiet and kept to themselves. Debra didn’t seem to carry a trace of her father’s madness, and for a while, it looked like the Craven gene had burned up with Jack in that wreck.

Then Ember arrived.

I saw it the first day I laid eyes on her. She walked past Vin and me at the gym, her presence hitting like a shock wave. She was hardened, her eyes lighting up whenever tension crept into a room.

She carried that Craven darkness.

Now, looking around Whitsborough, seeing the Greene name stamped on everything, I also see the Craven influence lurking beneath it. None of this would’ve happened without Ember. I need to know what I missed after being shipped to New Orleans nearly thirty years ago. Maybe it’s to see if I truly still belong in Whitsborough.

I tap the number for Gabriel’s tattoo parlor and lift the phone to my ear.

“Skin’s Deception, Angela speaking.”

Odd name.

“Hey, I’m wondering if Gabriel has an opening this week?”

“What were you looking to get done?” Her overly chipper tone hits my ear hard.

“I’ve got a back piece in mind. Nothing too large.”

“You can come in for a consultation tomorrow, and he’ll take a look. Is six in the evening good for you?”

“Works for me.” Not really, but I can make it work with the studio. “See you then.”

As long as I’m there during midday broadcast and evening, I should be fine.








  
  

three
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Gabriel





Angela double-booked me for both a consultation and a sleeve addition at six o’clock. 

“Sorry, Gabe.” Her face flushes as she flips through the papers on her desk. “I thought you had an open block at six.”

“The sleeve appointment will run two hours, at least.” I scratch at the hair along my chin. “It’s fine. We can take a break when the consultation client comes in.”

“You need to hire another artist.” Angela finally looks up, panic flickering in her brown eyes. “This is becoming too much.”

“Is it too much for you?” I ask gently. “I can hire another receptionist to help.”

“No, Gabe. It’s too much for you.” She exhales hard. “You’re working long hours and you never take days off.”

She isn’t wrong. Over the last few months, appointments have increased exponentially, and I’ve been stretched thin trying to keep up.

“Look.” She gestures to her computer screen. “I made a spreadsheet of the busiest times. If you don’t feel comfortable hiring yet, you could take Sundays and Mondays off.”

Sundays and Mondays are usually slower, but it’s Monday today and I’m already double-booked.

“I’ll think about it,” I mumble, retreating into my office.

This was supposed to be a hobby business. Something I did on the side while I figured out what I wanted to do for postsecondary education. That was almost three years ago, and I’m no closer to an answer. The idea of heading to New York to play collegiate ball still makes my stomach churn. Enrolling in some random program here in Toronto just to earn a degree feels pointless, especially when I already have a successful career.

I can’t really complain. Life is good. My family, thankfully, has never expected me to follow a traditional path, mostly because none of them did. The exception is my father, Emmett. He went through the police academy and worked his way up to chief of police in Whitsborough. My mother, Adrianna, has spent years as a high school principal while also helping Aunt Ember manage the financial side of their businesses. My other father, Travis, runs the center for troubled teens back home in Whitsborough.

They understand the value of carving your own path. Of being different. Of living outside the lines society draws. They are a throuple, after all.

My older siblings, twins Samuel and Sonja, are doing the same. Sammy’s been in New York working with our cousin Carmelo, training to become his second and eventual head of security. Sonny is traveling through Europe with her best friend, supposedly collecting life experiences before settling down. I know better. She’s had her eye on her friend for years, hoping it will one day become romantic.

Even with all my professional success, something still feels hollow. My personal life barely exists, and while it would be easy to blame work, that isn’t the truth. There’s something buried deep inside me. It’s been burning hotter lately, demanding to be acknowledged, but I can’t bring myself to face it.

I’ve always been private. I bottle everything up, shape my exterior into something palatable for the people around me, even when it costs me my sanity. My high school friends wanted a playboy, so that’s who I became. My family loved the baseball star, so that’s what I tried to be. Like a shape-shifter, I learned to mold myself into whatever was expected, letting my mental health absorb the damage.

Skin’s Deception might be the name of my shop, but it’s also how I see myself.
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“Your front desk chick is so fine,” my client moans for the third time. “Is she available?”

We’ve been working his sleeve for over an hour, and no matter how much extra pressure I put into the shading, he doesn’t shut up about Angela.

“Not sure,” I reply evenly. “I’m her boss, not her social coordinator.”

“Touchy.” He grins. “You fucking her?”

He’s saved by the bell, the chime announcing someone entering the shop, cutting off whatever else he was about to say.

“Break,” I grind out, teeth clenched.

“Hi! You must be Kane!” Angela’s voice floats from the front.

A deep, low rumble answers her, and my head turns before I can stop it. I can’t make out the words, but the sound alone slides straight under my skin. Smooth. Warm.

The shithead client pushes himself out of the chair, clearly eager to head up front and try his luck with Angela. I almost wish I could watch the embarrassment unfold, but my consultation steps into my office instead.

He fills the doorway completely, broad and solid. His temples are touched with gray, lines etched around his eyes, but his body is all hard muscle, contained and powerful.

I rise and offer my hand. “I’m Gabe.”

I’m not small. I stand six-two, solid myself, but the man in front of me makes me feel it anyway.

“Kane.” His voice sends heat straight through my chest. “I’m here about a back piece.”

Without breaking eye contact, I gesture toward the chair. When he passes me, his scent rolls over me, sandalwood and warmth, like sunlight caught in skin.

“What design were you thinking of?” I manage as he settles onto the rolling chair.

His hips shift as he reaches into his back pocket, pulling out a folded piece of paper. The movement sends my heart racing, my mouth going dry. I’ve never reacted like this to anyone before. 

He holds the paper out, dark brown eyes locking onto mine, and the look there steals my breath. I unfold it to find a rough sketch of a lion’s head and a very questionable interpretation of a fruit.

It’s a pussy. A very clear, very unfortunate pussy.

“Is this…?”

His eyes close briefly, the corner of his mouth lifting. “I tried to draw a persimmon.” His teeth catch his lower lip, and my cock responds instantly as I shift away from him slightly. “It’s a family crest.”

“Okay.” I swallow, forcing my expression neutral. “I can redraw it.”

“Yes, absolutely. I’m clearly not an artist.” He chuckles, the sound filled with embarrassment.

“Do you have a better reference?” I clear my throat. “Maybe a photo of the crest?”

“No.” He shakes his head. “I’m the last living member born into that bloodline, and I don’t have access to any of it.”

“Family crests are rare.” I study the sketch again. “Are you from around here?”

His eyes widen just slightly, lips thinning like I’ve caught him mid-step. For a moment, I wonder if I’ve stumbled into something I shouldn’t have.

“New Orleans,” he answers.

Relief loosens the tightness in my chest. If he’d said Whitsborough, everything would’ve changed. That would’ve meant he was here intentionally. That Saxon was right. That something or someone slipped through the cracks.

New Orleans makes sense. Southern families still cling to lineage and bloodlines.

“What size were you thinking?” I’m still staring at the drawing when the chair squeaks, and I look up just in time to see his back to me, white shirt lifting as he pulls it over his head.

Heat slams into me at the sight of dark brown skin marked with ink.

“There’s an open spot between my shoulder blades,” he says. “That’s where I want it.”

I can see it clearly. It’s not perfect, and there’s scar tissue threading the skin, but it’s workable. When I don’t answer right away, he turns, those dark eyes landing on my face.

“Looks good,” I manage, my voice rough. “I can sketch this up in a few days and call you to set the appointment.”

“Sounds good.” He shrugs the shirt back on, my gaze tracking every inch until the last sliver of rich sepia skin disappears. “Should I leave my number at the front desk, or with you?”

Is he offering it to me?

“Are you giving me your number?” The words slip out, tone softer than intended. When I meet his eyes, there’s no flirtation there. Just calm. Polite. The disappointment hits harder than it should. “Angela can take it,” I add, jerking my thumb toward the front.

“Thank you.” He nods once, a small smile following.

Kane leaves the office, taking his warmth and that lingering scent with him, and in his wake, he leaves something else behind.

Feelings I’ve buried deep enough to forget they existed.





DANNY




He has a magnetic pull that usually comes hand in hand with charisma. Yet he lacks any obvious charismatic flair. His voice is low and melodic, every syllable pronounced with care. I was drawn to him, finding myself saddened when the consultation ended.

It’s a strange feeling for me, considering I’m not usually eager to spend time around anyone for long.

Trying to piece together the conversation has become an obsession. I replay it, filling in gaps, dissecting what I might’ve missed. My need to know everything about him probably stems from the fact that I’ve been digging into his family. There’s no other reason I’m sitting in my car, calculating how long it’ll take him to sketch that stupid crest.

Thinking about the crest pulls my focus away from him and onto the stupidity of bringing it in at all. I never wanted it on my body, but being back in Whitsborough has stirred something I thought was long dead. I come from a prestigious family, and somehow, admiration has started to replace the resentment I usually carry.

The drive back to Whitsborough is short, but instead of heading to my apartment, I turn toward my childhood home. The sun dips lower, clouds darkening as the moon makes its pale appearance.

Goose bumps scatter across my arms when the house comes into view, tall spires cutting into the sky. Its opulence once made my chest swell with pride. Now I look at it with distaste. It was built to rival the families who’d been here from the beginning, a showboat among old money. My father wanted a legacy, even if he had to construct it himself.

I should be proud of him, at least in part, because he achieved everything he set out to do. Still, I pity his ghost for living a life of excess and never being satisfied with what he had. That included his wife and son.

My mother accepted being ignored, content to serve as arm candy at events. I wasn’t built the same way though. I looked for every opportunity to piss him off, because every time we argued, I was at least acknowledged. I suppose I should give myself credit, since I achieved everything I set out to do as well.

I was his only son. That didn’t stop him from cutting me off completely, accepting that there would be no heir to the empire he worked so hard to build. Protecting his reputation mattered more than keeping his family intact.

Sure, I was sent away with a bank account padded with hush money, but I’m proud to say I made my own living. I donated the money to a women’s shelter soon after I landed and had a job. It wasn’t honest work in the way my father would’ve respected, but it kept me fed and alive.

The gates in front of the house are rusted with age, hedges grown wild and unchecked. From a distance, the estate still looks grand. Up close, the neglect bleeds through. Guilt slices between my ribs and settles deep in my chest. I should’ve been here. I should’ve helped my mother.

The feeling evaporates just as quickly though when I remember how easily she let him send me away. She was just as willing to live without her troublesome son.

My hand hangs out the window, finger pressing the call button before I’ve fully thought it through.

Looks like I’m paying Hesta Edwards a visit.

“Yes?” Her voice crackles through the speaker.

“It’s Danny.” I swallow, nerves dancing low in my stomach as my true name slips from my lips. I’ve been Kane for so long.

“Daniel?” Her voice falters on the last syllable, but I can’t tell if it’s the intercom or her surprise. It’s been nearly thirty years.

“Hey, Mom.” I try to sound casual, but anxiety churns inside me. I haven’t felt like this since I was seventeen and standing in front of her as she said I was leaving my childhood town. Whitsborough has a way of shrinking you down once you’re back inside its borders.

Silence stretches for a few seconds, then the gates groan open. The interlocking cobblestone driveway is choked with weeds pushing through every crack, and the closer I get to the house, the more obvious the decay becomes.

Yellowed stucco. Drooping eaves. Brick and mortar crumbling around the garage.

My father would be rolling in his fucking grave.

I step out of the car as the front door opens, and the sight of my mother steals the breath from my lungs. She’s older, of course, but it’s the slight curve of her back that sends shame crashing through me. No wonder the place looks like this. Where’s the hired help?

“I’m the only one here now.” Her voice carries across the yard as I take it all in. “The old bastard left behind a debt the size of the Grand Canyon.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” I move toward her.

“I asked you to come home, Daniel.” She doesn’t step aside to let me into my childhood house. Probably for the best if it looks anything like the front yard. “You declined.”

“Mom.” I cross my arms over my chest as her dark eyes sharpen on me. “You didn’t say you needed help.”

“I don’t need the help of any Edwards man,” she snaps, each word spat from lips painted a familiar, defiant red.

That lipstick has always been her armor. A bold crimson meant to draw attention away from the scars left behind by cleft surgery when she was a baby.

“I’m your son.”

“So you’ve just decided to remember.” Her tone is flat, cold, and detached. “I don’t have many years left, and I’ll be damned if I waste another one on an Edwards.”

Then, to my complete shock, she steps back inside and slams the door.

I move forward, ready to knock until she opens it again, but stop short when an engine roars to life behind me. A sleek, black Porsche Spyder rolls up alongside the curb, matte finish absorbing the fading light, heavily tinted windows hiding whoever’s inside.

Who the hell is here to see my mother?

I stay where I am, unsure whether this is a welcome guest or someone who shouldn’t be here at all. The engine cuts, and the driver’s door opens. A man steps out slowly, his gaze lifting to meet mine, and recognition hits hard.

He gives me a brief nod and heads straight for my mother’s front door. I don’t move. A breeze catches his auburn hair as he passes, the movement quick and restless. He raises his hand and knocks against the peeling black paint, glancing back at me over his shoulder. Pale, freckled skin contrasts sharply against the tailored black suit hugging his frame.

My mother opens the door and greets him with a bright smile.

Something sharp and unwelcome twists in my chest because she never looked at me like that.

They embrace. It’s not overtly intimate, but it isn’t entirely platonic either. Then she ushers him inside, and just before the door closes, he looks back at me once more.

The smile crawls slowly across his face, and his eyes narrow with smug satisfaction as the door shuts.

What the hell is the Greene girl’s boyfriend doing here with my mother?
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He shows up at the docks a few hours later, his car sliding into the marina’s parking lot like he owns the place. The way he walks immediately gets under my skin. That exaggerated swagger, so obviously forced, looks like he’s putting on a show even when no one’s around. He carries himself like he thinks his shit doesn’t stink, when in reality, I can smell it from here.

He steps onto The Siren’s Wail without so much as a glance around, confidence tipping straight into arrogance. I remember Vin’s daughter calling him Joey, and even though there’s not much to work with yet, I’ll find something.

Everything has to be registered. Cars. Boats. Every floating toy tied to a dock. I’ll start with the boat, then move on to the car.

For now, I stay where I am, watching.

Let’s see who comes and goes.
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Nothing happens for a few hours, and when the lights inside the boat finally go dark, I wait a little longer. I’m about to call it when footsteps crunch along the gravel path. I slip behind one of the dock posts as a figure moves toward the boat.

This one is more careful. He scans his surroundings every few seconds, steps measured and deliberate. From his build, I peg him as a man, but the black hoodie obscures his face. He’s tall and lean, and the way he moves is nothing like Joey’s forced bravado. This is the walk of someone who knows exactly where he is and why he’s there.

His hands stay tucked into the front pocket of his hoodie, shoulders squared. There’s a slight dip with every step of his right foot, just like my best friend in high school. The details stack quickly, triggering a memory I haven’t dusted off in years.

Vincent Greene.

I step forward without thinking, his name resting on my tongue, ready to be spoken. Then the figure turns, like he’s sensed me, and pulls back his hood.

Not Vincent, but close.

Another Greene. I see it immediately in his features.

We lock eyes, and even in the dark, I know he’s looking right at me. There’s a dangerous energy clinging to him, dark and unmistakable. It reminds me of Ember Craven. There’s no question who this man belongs to, and he’s gotten a good look at me.

I’m not worried about being recognized, that isn’t the problem, I’m worried about not being recognized.

If you grow up in Whitsborough, you learn faces. You know who belongs and who doesn’t. He’s going to clock me as an outsider, and if he’s a Greene, he’s going to feel some claim over this town.

He’s going to want answers.

At least I know who I’m dealing with. I saw him on the family website. Saxon Greene. The elusive son with barely a digital footprint, prowling the docks dressed in black, watching the same boat I am.

That tells me two things.

One, he’s not traveling the country chasing vintage cars, and two, he’s like me. I’m standing across from an assassin. I don’t doubt it for a second.

There’s a recognition that exists between people who’ve made a living out of killing, and I feel it humming in the space between us.

He moves toward me with long, unhurried strides, his features sharpening with every step. He’s unmistakably Vin’s kid. Those green eyes give it away.

“Do you hang out at docks late at night in every town you visit?”

It’s a loaded question. Suspicious outsider. All wrapped into one sentence.

“Keeping an eye on someone.” True enough. Vague enough.

“The Siren’s Wail?” I nod once, my gaze drifting over his face. I still can’t quite believe Vin had children. “Where are you from?”

“New Orleans.”

“Is that where this douche came from?” He jerks his thumb toward the boat.

Most of his features are Vin’s, but that glint of mischief in his green eyes belongs to Ember.

“I missed the water, so I came down here one night. Saw him with a young girl. The age gap stood out. Something about it felt… predatory. So I keep coming back.”

“Young girl.” His finger brushes his chin. “Brown curly hair, tall, dimpled chin?”

I nod again, and he curses under his breath.

“Kinda looked like you,” I add.

“My little sister,” he growls.

“I’m down here most nights,” I tell him. “I haven’t seen her come back. I can keep an eye out.”

“I want to know who he is,” he snaps, rage flashing in his eyes. “Thanks. Your name?”

“Kane.” I step forward, offering my hand. “Kane Montgomery.”

“Saxon Greene.” His grip is firm. Assessing. “How long are you in town?”

“I’m starting to like it here. No plans to leave yet.”

“Anyone who says they like Whitsborough is questionable.” His mouth quirks. “Looks like you’ll fit right in.”

A snort slips out of me, and his grin widens. He’s not wrong. “You want me to call you if I see something?”

“Nah.” He steps back. “I’ll be around. Thanks again, Kane.”

Then he turns toward the parking lot, abandoning whatever brought him down here in the first place, but the message lands all the same.

He’s watching me now too.
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