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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Once Upon a Time…

      Nearly twenty-five years ago, his mother rested her hands on her rolling belly as her unborn son kicked and fidgeted inside on a late February afternoon. As a snowstorm blanketed the world outside her window in white, Regina DeWitt returned to the cross-stitch project she’d decided was the perfect way to while away the weeks before her baby would arrive.

      When the child kicked again, Regina jerked and stabbed the soft flesh of her finger with the needle. Gasping, she grabbed her injured digit and squeezed. Drops of blood fell to the pristine white carpet of her study. Regina sucked her finger into her mouth as she studied the deep red blood on the alabaster carpet. Outside the window, an inky black bird stood in stark contrast to the blinding-white snow.

      Leroy DeWitt, head of a tech company dynasty and the most powerful man in Fairwood and surrounding cities for miles and miles, entered the room, concern etched on his features. “I thought I heard you cry out. Is it the baby? Are you okay?”

      Regina laughed and showed him her pricked finger. “I’m fine. This silly hobby I insisted on taking up is more painful than enjoyable. Your son is fine, strong and healthy.” She gestured toward the still-wet blood shining on the white carpet and the black bird on the blanket of sparkling snow. “Many wouldn’t see it as pretty, but it’s all so striking. I hope our baby is just as arrestingly beautiful. White as the snow, red as the blood, and black as the bird.”

      Leroy studied her, love and care evident. “Our child will be as beautiful as all of that because of his stunning mother.”

      When their baby was born, with the palest white skin, the reddest lips, and the blackest hair, Regina’s tears of joy christened him. “His name is Zane, it means snow. Zane DeWitt.”
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        * * *

      

      The DeWitts were deliriously happy for five glorious years. Zane grew into a happy, inquisitive, well-adjusted child with two parents who loved and supported him. His was the happiest of childhoods and the most powerful family in Fairwood had an amazing future ahead of them.

      Until Regina DeWitt passed away suddenly, leaving Leroy and Zane devasted and alone with gaping holes where their hearts used to be.

      “At least you had her for five years, my dear boy.” Leroy stroked his son’s black hair as the child drifted off to sleep. “Hold on to those precious memories. I know I will.” The man cried himself to sleep snuggled next to Zane, thoughts of his advisers pushing him to find a new wife and provide the young DeWitt with a mother figure.
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        * * *

      

      A year later, Hilary Grimstead swept into Leroy’s life. He knew he would never love like he loved Regina, but his son needed a mother. Perhaps Hilary showing up in Fairwood was a sign.

      

      Little did the poor man know what evil lurked beneath her beautiful exterior.

      

      “Mirror, mirror, on the wall,

      Who is the fairest of them all?” Hilary preened in her private quarters of the DeWitt mansion.

      

      You are, of course, dear Hilary.

      

      “Of course, I am. And when I marry Leroy DeWitt, I will be one step closer to taking over this whole damn town. Everyone in Fairwood will bow down to me.”

      

      With heavy persuasion from his advisers and in extreme desperation, the distraught senior DeWitt requested Hilary’s hand in marriage.
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        * * *

      

      “Mirror, mirror, in my hand,

      Who is the fairest in the land?” The future Mrs. DeWitt smoothed her hands down her outlandishly expensive and showy purple and gold wedding dress, giddy with anticipation of their guests’ shock when she walked down the aisle to marry Leroy.

      

      You are, of course, dear Hilary.

      

      “Of course, I am. Today, the DeWitt family empire is mine. I mustn’t keep dear Leroy waiting. He’s intent on marrying me and giving his brat a new mother. I do hope my beloved husband’s health holds out.”
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        * * *

      

      Leroy DeWitt sank deeper and deeper into his despair, a shell of the man he once was. During this time, Hilary—ever the loving stepmother and perfectly doting wife in the public eye—easily talked Leroy into signing his empire over to her in the event of his death.

      “Not Zane’s inheritance.” It was his one stipulation. “He’s lost so much, I can’t stand the thought of him not being able to set out on his own when he’s ready.”

      “He’s so innocent,” Hilary argued. “Do you think he’ll be ready to move out at eighteen? After all he’s been through?”

      Leroy’s eyes went distant, filling with tears. “So much for one so young.”

      “Make it twenty-five to give him more time to heal and adjust. If you think he’s doing better at twenty, you can have it changed.” Hilary shoved the pen into his hand.

      Leroy nodded. “Giving him more time seems like a gift. I couldn’t give him more time with his mother, but I can give him this.”

      Shortly after the papers were signed, Leroy fell mysteriously ill. He couldn’t stand the thought of Zane suffering through his father’s sickness, so the child was sent away to the best boarding school money could buy. Money was something the DeWitts had. Time, it seemed, was something Leroy DeWitt did not have.

      He was dead less than a year later from an unexplainable illness.

      Hilary, the grieving widow, left her stepson at the boarding school. “To save him from the darkness and grief in this house,” she explained if anyone asked.

      When the public eventually started making too much of a fuss regarding Zane’s absence from his home and his stepmother’s lack of involvement in his life, Hilary begrudgingly arranged for Zane to return to Fairwood when he was twelve.

      From twelve to sixteen, Zane was mostly ignored by Hilary. He spent most of his time with staff, went to private school, and kept to himself. He was standoffish with most people and never got close to anyone. He especially didn’t trust Hilary.

      His stepmother was absent the majority of the time. Zane heard whispers among the staff that she was up to no good, but he had his own grief and worries to keep him busy. She left him alone and that was a gift in and of itself.

      Until she didn’t.

      “Mirror, mirror, gold and round,

      Who is the fairest one in town?” Hilary asked on the day of Zane’s sixteenth birthday.

      The staff had made sure he had cake and gifts. She’d heard one of the employees teasing Zane that he’d have to start studying for his driver’s license—Hilary wasn’t sure about that. Giving that brat any freedom seemed like asking for troubles. She had enough balls in the air trying to juggle all of her side gigs—Hilary Grimstead-DeWitt was nothing if not resourceful, scheming, and wicked. She may have been the widow of the most powerful man in Fairwood, but that wouldn’t stop her from wanting more and more and more.

      And what Hilary wanted, she got. Even if it meant going out of her way, crossing lines that should never be crossed, and hurting anyone who dared to stand in her way.

      

      Lips so red,

      Raven hair upon his head,

      Smooth skin white like snow,

      Everyone is soon to know,

      Zane DeWitt is the fairest,

      His beauty is among the rarest.

      Beware the child,

      True and pure,

      His beauty trumps yours for sure.

      

      “What?” Hilary shrieked, launching a coffee mug toward the ornate mirror and missing by a mile as the dark liquid splattered the walls and chunks of broken glass shattered to the floor. With clenched fists, she paced and fumed. Grabbing a shard of glass, she jammed it into a photograph of Zane, the frame’s glass shattering, the sharp point going straight into the child’s chest. Through clenched teeth she spoke.

      

      “Upon him, I’ll cast hell and fire,

      Make his beauty be for hire.

      Out of my way and made to be broken,

      His allure only a shiny token.

      Beaten, bruised, next to nothing left,

      The brat will suffer, wish for death.

      End his pretty looks for good,

      I shall rule over Fairwood.”

      

      As she made her plans, Hilary vowed Zane would suffer. He wouldn’t ruin things for her. In fact, he’d be the perfect additional stream of income for her. She had no intention of ending him quickly and swiftly. No, he’d suffer, long and slow, learning with each passing day that he was nothing and Hilary owned him.

      Only when he’d served his purpose would he be allowed to die.

      And she’d make sure it was painful and slow.

      No one was above her, especially not some beautiful boy named after the fucking snow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Holter Todd

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared down at the bruised and battered body crumpled before me in the alley. This was the kid I’d been hired to kill and dispose of?

      I’d been in Fairwood just over two months. As a child, my mother moved us from place to place, usually a new boyfriend or pimp every month. Ever since…well, ever since she’d sent me away, I’d kept up with the nomadic lifestyle.

      For the first time, I questioned what I was doing with my life.

      Fairwood was a somewhat strange little town. Kinda like one of those movie towns where half the town is sunshiny and perfect and half the town is gloomy and dark; everyone pretends things are happy and smiley, but there’s a sinister vibe clinging to parts of the place.

      I’d stopped just to spend a few days, but ended up staying longer than planned.

      I’d unintentionally ended up in a great apartment with seven guys I was slowly beginning to think of as friends—something I’d never had before. It was the weirdest feeling to want to be around people, to look forward to seeing them, hanging out, wondering what they were up to. But the guys I’d moved in with made it easy. They almost had me thinking I didn’t want to leave.

      And now I studied the gorgeous, injured kid—man, he supposedly turned twenty-five that day—and my heart sighed. I just wasn’t into it. I’d killed before. Officially, I was a bounty hunter—and now, thanks to the new crew I was living with, a bouncer at the local bar, 7—but unofficially, I was also a hitman and, generically speaking, hired muscle. People who knew the right—or wrong—people got ahold of me. If the money was right, I’d take the job.

      When Hilary Grimstead-DeWitt contacted me, a few things crossed my mind. First, who was this stupid, stupid woman to contact me on her personal phone and give her real, legal name? I went through burner phones like toilet paper and hadn’t given my real name to the people who hired me in nearly two decades.

      Second, what was Grimstead-DeWitt doing hiring me at all? It took about five seconds of being in Fairwood to know she was the widow of Leroy DeWitt and the DeWitt tech dynasty was one of the most powerful in the country. The DeWitts were a powerhouse in Fairwood and for about a thousand miles in any direction. A person couldn’t go anywhere in town without hearing or seeing the DeWitt name. Their mansion, their skyscraper housing hundreds of tech businesses, their home for children looking for a forever family, the main street going through the heart of downtown, hell, even a lot of businesses in town boasted the DeWitt name. Rumor had it that the late Leroy DeWitt had been a kind, generous, and socially-conscious businessman along with his first wife, while his new wife was…well, not any of those things.

      Hilary Grimstead-DeWitt seemed to personify that aforementioned sinister vibe. So, again, while it was in keeping with what I’d heard about her, what in the ever-loving-fuck was Hilary doing hiring me to kill her stepson? She was either the dumbest, most naïve woman in the world, or she was so confident in her name and place that she thought herself above getting caught.

      Did it matter?

      I’d killed before. That wasn’t the problem.

      True, the first time I’d killed someone was protecting someone I loved. Fuckin’ lot of good that did me.

      However, murder-for-hire was something I took very seriously, and I’d only killed when the mark was a menace to society—the worst of the worst.

      I got no thrill from killing and wouldn’t invite karma to kick my ass by taking out someone who didn’t deserve to be offed.

      Looks could be deceiving, but the guy on the ground in front of me didn’t look the least bit like a monster deserving to be murdered.

      Hilary had agreed to my stipulation of finding Zane DeWitt first and then I’d decide if I’d take the job. Again, either dumb or dangerously confident. Or even worse, a psychopath.

      The man on the ground had the palest skin I’d ever seen. Even mottled black and blue with bruises, the untouched parts were like alabaster. His inky black hair contrasted starkly with his pale skin, the bleeding wound matting his dark locks into thick, wet clumps.

      And his lips.

      Fuck.

      His lips.

      Were they blood red from his injuries? Had to be, right? No one’s lips were that red. Full, plump, the perfect little cupid’s bow.

      I couldn’t kill this man.

      At least not while he lay suffering in a battered, bruised, and broken heap.

      Glancing around the alley to be sure no one was watching, I knelt and gently touched his shoulder. The head wound bled like a stuck hog, but head wounds did that. I was more concerned about a concussion. Broken ribs, bruised spleen, punctured lungs.

      He moaned, the pained sound filling the air and bouncing off the alley walls.

      Fighting through the pain and swelling, he cracked one eye. Through the bruising, I lost myself in the deepest, darkest brown.

      Even in his current state, he was absolutely gorgeous.

      No. I couldn’t kill this man.

      Something told me Zane DeWitt was going to change my life.

      For better or worse? That remained to be seen.

      But for the time being, my protective instincts kicked in and I was determined to help this kid.

      Did it have anything to do with the unexplainable, long-buried emotions he stirred in me?

      Maybe. But now wasn’t the time to delve into that analysis.

      Did I have a single clue why his broken body, deep brown eyes, and striking beauty gave me pause in a way I’d never experienced before?

      No.

      But I knew I wasn’t offing him. Not now.

      I just needed a way to keep Hilary off his tail and help him heal.

      Checking my watch, I calculated I had a few hours before Hilary would expect a call from me to let her know if I was accepting the hit or not.

      That gave me plenty of time.

      “Hey, princess, you with me?” I brushed the ebony hair from his forehead.

      Zane moaned and said something I couldn’t hear.

      I leaned in closer. “Say it again.”

      “Fuck. You.”

      The words were strained, but they brought a smile to my face.

      Zane DeWitt was a fighter.

      “That’s it, princess, stay feisty.”

      This was going to be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Zane DeWitt

          

        

      

    

    
      I drifted in and out of consciousness, pain coursing through me with each beat of my heart.

      But my heart continued beating and that was what mattered.

      Every throbbing, white-hot shot of pain screaming through me reminded me I was alive.

      And for the time being, I’d take it.

      I hadn’t been surprised when my stepmother’s goons surrounded me as I left my father’s mansion to visit the bank and take care of getting my inheritance transferred to my account.

      Hilary Grimstead married my father for one reason and one reason only.

      The DeWitt name.

      With that name came money.

      And power.

      My late parents had used their name for good.

      Hilary didn’t have a good bone in her body.

      The pain and trauma I’d been subjected to since my father died was proof of that. When my stepmother pulled me from my peaceful grieving at boarding school, I found myself back home and more distraught than ever without my father. But I’d been left alone, ignored by Hilary, cared for by staff, and content in my studies at a prestigious private school.

      All of that changed at sixteen. It was like a switch had flipped and Hilary became determined to break me. At that point in time, and for the next nine years, the abuse she allowed me to endure—forced me to endure, sold me into, took absolute pleasure in watching—seemed to be for two main reasons. One, break me until I ended myself or perished in the process. Two, the massive amounts of money rich people were willing to pay for my body.

      Hilary made no secret that the DeWitt name, power, and money were everything she’d ever hoped for. But she also made it clear she’d never stop wanting more. More power, more money, more lives she could crush in her cold, dead hands.

      As memories of what I’d survived for all those years came rushing back, I welcomed the searing pain in my chest and the excruciating throbbing in my head as my current injuries took me away from the blazing-hot pain of the past.

      Twenty-five.

      I’d only had to make it to twenty-five.

      Then my inheritance was mine and I could leave.

      Turn her in, see her pay for all she’d done to me.

      Could I have left all those years ago?

      Of course.

      But the first time I tried to escape, Hilary made sure I knew my leaving wouldn’t stop the abuse. The money paid for my body would continue to come in. She’d just provide other subjects for the buyers.

      When I’d looked confused, wondering where she’d get others to sell to the highest bidders, she’d thrown her head back and cackled. “Have you visited the DeWitt Children’s Home lately, Zaney? All of those beautiful children wishing desperately for a forever home. Imagine their joy turned to terror when they pack their belongings and move in with their new family only to find out they’ve left bad for worse. You’d be throwing them straight from the pot right into the fire.” She’d watched me shrewdly. “Yes, I can see it in your eyes. As badly as you want to escape the pain, you’d never subject those children to your fate. And what a terrible thing to have your father’s good name sullied—it wouldn’t take much to spread rumors around town that Leroy started that home so he’d have children at his beck and call.” A blood-red fingernail trailed down my cheek. “As long as you keep our buyers happy with your perfect little body, I won’t ever have to resort to shopping for new meat at the home or convincing people Leroy DeWitt was a pedophile.”

      That day, my fate had been sealed. I’d shut everything out, taken the abuse, and focused on turning twenty-five. Back then, it had seemed like a lifetime away, but knowing I was saving the children from the nightmare I lived made it somewhat easier to deal with. And I’d protect my father’s name with everything I had. I wanted to think no one who knew him would ever believe Hilary’s lies about him, but he’d been gone for so long and…I just didn’t know anymore.

      So, I’d bided my time. Kept track of names, faces, dates, and acts inflicted upon me. Fairwood would soon know the real Hilary Grimstead. The city would learn the dark, dirty secrets so many of their top residents kept hidden. CEOs, financial advisers, presidents of companies, high-ranking political figures, successful entrepreneurs, philanthropists, housewives—there wasn’t a single sector of the city’s upper echelon I didn’t have dirt on.

      And I’d spill each and every name.

      Happily, and with malice.

      I’d watch them all go down in flames for each and every heinous act they forced on me. I’d watch them all burn.

      But none would bring as much satisfaction as watching Hilary Grimstead lose everything. The DeWitt name. The power. The money.

      She’d be left with nothing.

      And then?

      Well, then I’d kill her.
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        * * *

      

      Hilary’s men had beaten me to a pulp and left me in an alleyway. I knew I needed to get up and disappear before too long, but the pain overshadowed everything. They’d be back. Or Hilary would send someone else. Now that I was old enough to get the money and get away, she’d be desperate to see me gone.

      Before I’d turned twenty-five, Hilary held all the cards. She lorded the children over me. She controlled pretty much every job in town one way or another. Even if I’d been able to land a job, any application for buying a car, renting an apartment, hell, just trying to get a credit card, all of those things would somehow be known to her. I had no way to leave Fairwood, even if I wanted to run away from the only home I’d ever known—the home my father built for me.

      I’d watched for over a decade as Hilary broke people, ruined their lives. And it never seemed to be for any reason other than she wanted to or she perceived they’d wronged her some way. I never knew how she controlled so much in Fairwood and beyond, but she did. Based on the way she’d controlled me for so long, I assumed she had most of the others in the same sort of powerless situation.

      Now that I was twenty-five—the age she’d convinced my father I needed to be to inherit the money he wanted me to have—she no longer had the law on her side in regards to the money my father left me. With anyone else, that would have maybe been a good thing. With Hilary, it just meant she’d get more desperate and stoop even lower to make sure I was out of the picture.

      Was it because she knew what all I had on her? Yeah, I was sure that was part of it. But there was something so deeply disturbed and sinister about her—some obsessive reason she hated me so much and wanted me out of her life. Hilary was so fucked up, she was likely less concerned with me turning her in to the authorities and more fixated on seeing me dead if I was no longer going to be available for her and others to torment and traumatize. Money and power meant more to her than the possible punishment for what she’d done—honestly, I didn’t think she even cared about the consequences…almost as if she didn’t think the law could touch her.

      As I drifted in and out of the hazy pain, I became aware of someone else in the alley. Big, black boots. Someone tall. Based on the foot size, I guessed a male someone. Fear washed over me. Was this who Hilary had sent to finish the job? Or was this just some rando in the alleyway looking to use me? Some people got off on bringing pain to someone already in great pain.

      Ask me how I knew.

      When his knees popped and he knelt next to me, I wished like hell I was able to roll away and run. But the pain immobilized me and I had no choice; I was stuck.

      “Hey, princess, you with me?” He brushed a wet chunk of hair from my forehead.

      I moaned and did my best to form words through my busted-up lips.

      The big man leaned in closer. “Say it again.”

      “Fuck. You.” My words were strained, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      “That’s it, princess, stay feisty.”

      My gut twisted.

      This wasn’t going to be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Holter

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been looking for Zane on foot that day, so I called a ride. Kinda like an Uber or Lyft, but more on the underbelly of the city’s riff-raff. When you’d been roaming and crossing the lines of morality as long as I had, you found the darker side of a place real quick. My connections had connections no matter which city I ended up in. I often needed a ride; one that wouldn’t ask questions and would conveniently not remember anything about the 6’3”, two-hundred-thirty-pound inked man they picked up and dropped off. My motorcycle was useful for traveling, but I did most of my in-city work on foot.

      “Come on,” I said as I hefted Zane’s slim body into my arms. “Let’s get you cleaned up and some rest.”

      Like a cat in a bathtub, Zane clawed and scratched like his life depended on it.
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